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            Falling for Catastrophe

          

          A FILTHY GODS NOVEL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Three years ago, I fell in love with a monster. I barely survived, and now I’ve been given a second chance at Maverick Prep.

      

        

      
        My plan was to keep my head down and not draw attention to myself.

      

        

      
        Then Jason Novak came into my life like a thunderstorm.

      

        

      
        Furious.

        Devastating.

        Loud.

      

        

      
        The devil incarnate, he has a reputation for cruelty that precedes him. Not even his angelic face can hide his black heart.

      

        

      
        He wants something I’ve earned fair and square, and now he hates me.

      

        

      
        My survival instincts are telling me to flee. But I’ve already let a monster take too much from me once. My name. My dreams. My home. I won’t let another asshole do that to me again.

      

        

      
        Standing up to Jason becomes a dangerous game. There’s a fine line between love and hate, and we’re about to obliterate it.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Run, run, don’t stop, don’t look back, just run, run. The mantra keeps me going. I stumble over an exposed tree root and fall hard on my hands and knees, but I don’t even register the pain. I get up and keep running while my heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest.

      The forest is quiet tonight; there’s no sound of animals, as if they sense evil is on the prowl, hunting me. Even the moon decided to hide behind heavy clouds, and the darkness is so thick, it envelops me completely. My labored breathing is loud in my ears. I can’t see two steps ahead of me, but I shouldn’t complain. If I can’t see shit, then he can’t see me either.

      I hear the faint burble of water running over rocks, and I dare to let hope flare in my chest. I’m going in the right direction. The small stream runs parallel to the road. I just have to cross it, and then I’ll be a step closer to freedom. I’m so near now that I not only hear the stream but smell the moss that covers the stones near the bank. 

      Suddenly, the ground disappears from beneath my feet, and I tumble down the hill and land halfway into the stream with a loud splash. I curse my clumsiness as I try to keep the panic from rising. My pulse skyrockets, and I can’t perceive any sound besides the pounding in my ears until I hear his mocking voice calling me.

      “Isabelle, Isabelle. You can run, but you can’t hide from me, cariño.”

      A whimper escapes my lips, and I hate myself for being weak. His sweet tone puts more fear in my heart than if he had screamed at me in anger or called me names. I remain frozen in place for what feels like an eternity before adrenaline kicks in and I force myself to get up and keep running for my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle – A year later

      

      I hug the welcome folder tight against my body as I stare at my new school building. My heart shrivels inside my chest. Maverick Prep. Another private school filled with assholes who think they can destroy your life without repercussions. I’d go to a big public school where I could disappear in the crowd if the choice had been mine. But my parents felt I’d be safer here.

      I touch the long scar across my forehead, now hidden by thick bangs. I almost didn’t survive my last school. I was a naïve freshman who let the glamor of the wealthy seduce me until it tried to kill me. That girl is gone. Three years have passed since I first met the monster who gave me the scar, but it feels like eons ago.

      Things need to be different this time. My parents had to pull a lot of strings to send me to this fancy school in the oceanside town of Triton Cove. The asshole who gave me the scar is still free, probably terrorizing other innocent girls. The fear that he’s not done with me is real, hence I had to move across the Atlantic Ocean and change names.

      I also had to die.

      With a shaky breath, I take a step forward, and another. I can almost hear the ominous soundtrack in the background. Once I enter the automatic doors, I freeze. Panic constricts my airways. Maverick Prep is a replica of my old school. It’s not just the modern vibe, or the wide windows in the hallway that let me see inside the classrooms. It’s the people. The uniform looks too much like my old one. Same colors, navy with red accents. It didn’t dawn on me until now.

      I’m going to be sick.

      “What the hell are you doing? Move!”

      I’m shoved aside by a burly guy with a shaved head. Jesus fucking Christ. So it begins.

      An angry retort bubbles up my throat, but I swallow it down. I have to fly under the radar of the popular students here. In my experience, the higher they stand in the school hierarchy, the worse human beings they are.

      Someone chuckles. A guy.

      I turn with a frown, ready to ask what he finds so funny. Shit, reining in my nature will be hard. He’s leaning against the wall with one foot propped against it. He’s the definition of tall, dark, and handsome. A little on the pale side for a person living in coastal California, but it suits him. His aquamarine-blue eyes are framed by ridiculously long lashes, but it’s his full lips, curled into a grin, that make my heart flutter.

      His tie hangs loose around his neck, and his shirt could use some ironing. That carelessly put together look paired with his messy hair and cocky smile raises alarms in my head. There’s no doubt in my mind that he’s the top dog here, and I just caught his attention.

      Crap.

      His eyes widen as if he’s surprised about something, but then his gaze sharpens, turning dark.

      “Fresh meat and already creating trouble.” He pushes off the wall and walks over.

      “I’m not.”

      He tilts his head. “You’re not fresh meat, or you’re not creating trouble?”

      I let out a sigh. I can’t let him rope me into mind games. “I’d love to stay and chat, but I’m late to see the headmaster,” I lie.

      “I’ll walk with you.”

      “Why?” The question escapes my lips before I can stop it. Damn it.

      He gives me a lopsided grin, showing a hint of teeth. He’s like a wolf who’s toying with his prey before he pounces. My pulse accelerates, but I’m not sure if it’s from fear, excitement, or both.

      Isabelle, if you fall for another asshole, then you’re seriously messed up in the head.

      He smirks. “I don’t need a reason.”

      Of course, he doesn’t. He has the attitude of the king of school.

      “Jason, babe. I’ve been looking all over for you.” A tall brunette sashays toward us, flanked by two friends in a perfectly executed Beyonce squad formation.

      “We just saw each other,” he replies in a bored tone.

      I step aside, knowing this chick will become territorial in the blink of an eye.

      Her fake smile falters, and then she cuts her cold stare in my direction. I pretend I don’t notice her and keep walking. It’s a struggle to maintain a normal pace and not sprint down the hallway.

      “Who was that weirdo?” she asks loud enough for me to hear.

      “Don’t know. Some new girl.”

      “What’s with her hair? She looks like a Black Veil Brides reject,” another girl pipes up.

      “Is that a bad thing?” Jason asks with a hint of annoyance.

      I turn a corner, and the cacophony of several people speaking at once makes it impossible to keep eavesdropping on their conversation. Not that I care to know what they think about how I look. My jet-black hair and brown contact lenses were some of the changes I had to make, besides using a fake name.

      I find my locker and then go straight to my first period class. Unfortunately, it’s Advanced Spanish, and I couldn’t get out of it. The monster who tried to kill me was from Spain, and every time I hear the language, it makes my skin crawl.

      There’s an empty chair in the back corner, and that’s where I park my butt. Hopefully, no one will notice me. I pull out my cellphone to appear busy and avoid making eye contact with anyone.

      I’m not allowed to keep in touch with my old friends or follow them on social media, because it’s too risky. But no one can stop me from keeping up with the classical music scene. Before Juan came into my life, I was on the path to becoming one of the greatest violinists in the world—according to my tutors, that is. Now, thanks to needing to keep a low profile, I had to give up my dream. Of all the sacrifices I had to make, that was the hardest.

      Glutton for punishment that I am, I decide to watch Seo-Jun Kim’s latest performance. She was my biggest competition, and since I was forced to abandon my career, there’s no one stopping her from claiming the throne of violin prodigy.

      Tears of frustration gather in my eyes, and I’m lost in my pain.

      “I didn’t peg you for a classical music fan,” a voice says near my ear, and even through the Airpods, I can hear Jason clearly. He sounds more annoyed than curious.

      I jump in my seat and turn to glare. Big mistake. He’s much too close, and I almost bump my nose with his. Quickly, I lean back.

      “Have you ever heard of privacy?” I ask.

      He smiles, but it’s grim, and something inside me shivers a little.

      “No. And a word of advice—if you have any secrets you’d like to keep, I’d suggest you play nice with me.”

      The teacher enters the classroom then, prompting Jason to step away and return to his seat far away from me. Thank God he’s not my neighbor. Unfortunately, his statement rattled me. I’m still reeling from it when the teacher calls my name.

      “Yes?” I blurt out.

      “No ‘yes’, señorita Devlin. Nosotros solo hablamos español en clase.”

      “Perdón.”

      Everyone is now staring at me, which makes my face heat up like a hot air balloon. Hell.

      He asks me to introduce myself to the rest of the class, because I’m starting school a week late. I’m fluent in Spanish, but when I open my mouth to say the rehearsed background story, no words come out. To my dismay, my body begins to shake. Black dots appear in my vision, and then nothing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      When I wake up, I’m lying on my back, and there’s a bright light on the ceiling that hurts my eyes. I try to get up, but a hand on my arm stops me.

      “Don’t move just yet,” Jason says. “Nurse Veronica, your patient is awake.”

      I turn my head and find him sitting on a chair next to the examining bench. Oh no. I must have fainted during Spanish class.

      “Did you bring me here?” I ask.

      He smiles in an enigmatic way but doesn’t answer. It doesn’t bring me comfort. It’s chilling. A moment later, the nurse opens the partition and walks in.

      “How are you feeling, Ms. Devlin?”

      “I’m fine.”

      She watches me through a hard stare. “People who are fine don’t faint. Does this happen often?”

      Why is she asking me personal questions in front of Jason? Doesn’t anyone in this school know the meaning of privacy?

      “You have my medical records, so you know the answer to that already,” I snap.

      Her lips become a thin, flat line. “I see. When was the last time you ate?”

      Oh God. Seriously?

      I sit up to show her that I really am okay. The reason I fainted was psychological, but hell if I’m going to tell her that in front of Jason. Now that I know she couldn’t care less about protecting my privacy, she’ll get nothing from me, even if the pest is not present.

      “I had a good breakfast. Listen, I’m fine. Can I go now?” I jump off the bench.

      Dizziness doesn’t hit me, probably because no one is forcing me to speak Spanish.

      Jason stands and tells the nurse, “I’ll escort Nicola to her next class, just in case she’s not feeling as great as she claims.”

      The nurse gives him a nod. “You do that, Jason.”

      I don’t wait for him before I walk out of the nurse’s office. I’m glad that once we hit the hallway, there’s not a soul in sight. I glance at the clock mounted on the wall; classes are still in progress.

      “We have a few minutes before the next period. Let’s get some fresh air,” Jason says.

      If I were smarter, I’d make an excuse not to follow him, but I’m curious about his game. It seems I’m playing it whether I want to or not, so I might as well understand the rules.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Did you carry me out of Spanish class?”

      “Someone had to. I can’t believe your nose didn’t break. Your face hit the desk pretty hard.”

      Way to go unnoticed, Isabelle.

      I touch my nose, finding it tender. It would have sucked breaking it again. “Small blessings, I guess.”

      Once outside, Jason leads me to a picnic table that’s partially shaded by an oak tree. He sits on the shaded side. No wonder he’s pale. Does he ever get any sun?

      I slide onto the bench across from him and then endure his scrutinizing stare without flinching. After a long stretch of silence, he shakes his head and sticks his hand in his jacket pocket.

      “Here. Have this.” He slides a fruit bar across the table.

      I stare at the snack for a couple of beats without moving, taken aback by the offering. With a frown, I lift my face to his. “I said earlier I had a good breakfast.”

      “So? That means nothing.”

      I return the snack to him, but before I can pull my hand back, he traps it underneath his, angling his body forward.

      “What’s your deal, Nicola Devlin?”

      Hating how his touch sends a ripple of pleasure up my arm, I yank my hand free. “I could ask you the same thing, Jason.”

      He narrows his eyes. “You remind me of someone.”

      I feel the blood drain from my face. He can’t possibly know who I am. I look nothing like I used to. Besides the different hair and eye color, my nose was broken, and the doctors couldn’t fix it back to how it was. It’s different, but not terrible.

      “My appearance is pretty ordinary,” I say.

      “If you say so. Why did you come to Triton Cove?”

      “Oh, we’re playing the third-degree game now?”

      He leans back, smiling like the cat who ate the canary. “You don’t like to talk about yourself, do you?”

      “No. I’m a private person.”

      “Or you have something to hide. No one comes to Triton Cove, much less enroll at Maverick Prep in the middle of the semester, if there isn’t some juicy motive behind it.”

      Damn it. This dude is like a dog with a bone.

      “I missed one week of class. That hardly qualifies as middle of the semester,” I retort.

      “What do your parents do?”

      “They’re business executives. They live in Europe.” The lie rolls off my tongue easily since I rehearsed it so many times.

      His eyebrows arch. “Oh, so you’re boarding.”

      I don’t like how that information perks him up.

      “Yes.”

      His smile broadens. “Me too.”

      Great. That means he can harass me during and after school.

      The bells rings, ending this torturous conversation.

      I get up first. “Well, Jason. It’s been real, and it’s been fun, but I can’t say it’s been real fun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      When the first school day is finally over, I’m destroyed mentally and physically. The stress of navigating a new place and avoiding giving too much information about myself was exhausting. I could have done without Jason’s attention.

      My fainting episode didn’t go unnoticed. I bet that Jason taking me to the nurse’s office also helped get the rumor mill going. I heard all types of theories, from anorexia to being knocked up. Since those stories are nowhere close to the truth, I don’t mind them. I’m sure by the end of the week it will be forgotten.

      I must keep my distance from Jason, though. The last thing I need is to be pulled into his orbit.

      Once I enter my dorm room, I let out a breath of relief. I can finally relax. I’m one of the lucky few who doesn’t have a roommate, and that’s thanks to my parents’ friendship with the headmaster, who they have known since they were in high school. He’s the only person in Triton Cove who knows Isabelle Maldonaro is still alive.

      After the nurse’s behavior and Jason’s claim that he could uncover all my secrets, I’m not that happy that the headmaster knows my true identity. I’ll just have to keep my fingers crossed that Jason never gets hold of that information.

      I take off my clothes as I walk to the en suite bathroom, another perk I bet not many students have. The first thing I do is remove my contact lenses. My eyes are dry and burning like a mother. This is the worst part of my disguise. I wish I hadn’t worn them today. Now I’m stuck.

      My parents insisted it was necessary because my natural eye color is too unique. Not many people in the world have violet eyes like Elizabeth Taylor. I didn’t know the lenses would be so uncomfortable.

      Next step is to remove the heavy makeup. I never wore much before, but now I need to hide my freckles. When I’m done peeling off all the layers of my disguise, it’s like a weight has been removed from my shoulders. I’m finally myself. Okay, my hair is not naturally this dark, but at least it suits me. And I’ve had time to get used to my new nose.

      Knowing that I have a ton of catching up to do, thanks to the week of classes I missed, I hop into the shower so I can snuggle up in bed and do my homework after.

      My plan goes up in flames and I almost have a heart attack when I walk out of the bathroom and find Jason chilling on my bed with his hands linked behind his head.

      I let out a scream and almost lose the towel wrapped around my body. Panic sets in and I begin to hyperventilate.

      “Jesus, what’s wrong with you?” He jumps out of bed and walks over.

      Clutching my towel, I glare at the asshole. “What’s… wrong… with me?”

      He places his hands on my arms as if he wants to help me stay upright. “Just breathe.”

      I’d push him off if I wasn’t busy trying to draw air into my lungs. I’m wheezing, and it’s embarrassing as hell. Although, I shouldn’t feel this way when he’s the one responsible for my panic attack.

      His thumbs make small circles over my skin. It’s a soothing motion that does things to my body. I hold his stare, grateful that his eyes are nothing like Juan’s. It doesn’t look like Jason is breathing as he watches me. But his eyes seem to burn with fury for a moment, contradicting what his hands are doing to me.

      It takes me a minute to recover the ability to breathe properly. When I do, I step away from him.

      “You… how…”

      The emotion shining in his gaze vanishes, and he shrugs. “I knocked. You didn’t answer it, so I used my master key.”

      “You have a master key?” I shriek.

      “Are you going to repeat everything I say?”

      I’m feeling dizzy, so I make a beeline to my bed and sit down. “What the hell is wrong with you? You can’t simply barge into somebody’s room.”

      “I was worried. You did faint earlier.” He gives me an innocent smile.

      Worried my ass.

      “Well, congratulations. You almost made me faint again.”

      “Was that why you passed out earlier? Because you were having a panic attack?”

      Shit. I’ve said too much.

      “What do you want?” I grit out.

      “I already told you. I came to check on you.” He cocks his head. “Are you wearing colored contact lenses?”

      Ah crap. I forgot I removed my lenses before the shower. But he thinks my natural color is brown… “Yes.”

      “It suits you. And you shouldn’t wear so much makeup to hide your freckles. Guys prefer the more natural look.”

      My eyebrows arch. “Aren’t you conceited and a half? You think whatever women do is to please men, don’t you?”

      He chuckles. “Am I wrong?”

      “Yes,” I hiss. “I couldn’t care less what you think.”

      “So, are you saying you hate yourself so much that you need to cover your face with layers of chemicals?”

      This dude is seriously pissing me off. To hell with playing nice. I jump from the bed and stride toward him, stopping only when I’m in his space.

      “I don’t hate myself. I hate arrogant asses who think the world revolves around them.”

      The amused grin vanishes from his lips. His eyes narrow, turning intense as he stares into mine. I make a motion to step back, but he grabs my chin, forcing me to maintain eye contact as he studies me. The rough grip triggers bad memories, but at the same time, his touch is electrifying in a good way.

      What am I thinking? Did my horrific experience fuck me up in the head?

      “Those are amazing contacts, Nicola. They look real.” He releases me and steps back. “Have you ever played an instrument, by any chance?”

      His change of subject makes my head spin. “What?”

      “The violin, perhaps?” He quirks an eyebrow.

      My stomach turns into knots as my pulse skyrockets. Oh my God, he recognizes me.

      “No. What prompted that question?”

      He shrugs. “You were watching one of the best young violinists in the world. It was a safe guess.”

      I exhale and pray he doesn’t notice my relief. “Well, you guessed wrong.” I cross my arms.

      “All right, then. I’d better go. Don’t want you to get in trouble for having a male guest in your room.”

      His eyes flash with a devilish glint before he walks out, leaving the door ajar.

      Fucking asshole.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Despite my attempt to keep to myself and not befriend anyone, when a shy, dark-haired girl as pale as the moon breaks the ice by complimenting my shoes, I don’t have the heart to brush her off.

      “Thanks,” I say, fixing my bangs to make sure they’re in place. “I’m Isa—Nicola. What’s your name?”

      “Sage Halle,” she replies with a small smile.

      Hmm, I guess people like to say their last names here. That wasn’t the case in Europe. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Are you new?”

      “Yes, it’s my second day.”

      “Where did you transfer from?”

      I become tongue tied. I can’t tell her I spent a year in and out of hospitals and was taught by private tutors for my entire junior year. I also can’t tell her I went to school in Barcelona before that. “Eh…”

      Her attention switches from me to a good-looking guy who just walked into the cafeteria. He’s tall and athletic, with tanned skin, dark curls, and bright green eyes that have all the girls in the vicinity turning their heads.

      He ignores them all and makes a beeline toward us. “Hey, Sage. What’s up?”

      “Not much,” she replies softly.

      Her cheeks are bright red, and I feel sorry for her. It sucks when your body betrays you like that.

      He looks at me. “Hi, I’m Justice.”

      No last name. Interesting.

      “Nicola.”

      The line moves, and that gives me an excuse to not engage in conversation with him. It seems Justice is more interested in chatting with Sage anyway, so I get a reprieve.

      It doesn’t last long, and this time, it’s not Jason pestering me.

      “Didn’t I already tell you to stay away from my sister?” an angry male voice asks.

      I turn and see a blond guy glowering at Justice. He’s shorter than him, and my guess is a couple of years younger, but he doesn’t seem one bit phased by that.

      “I was just saying hello. Is that a crime now?” Justice replies almost mockingly.

      “Luke, cut it out.” Sage tries to push her brother away from Justice, but he’s like a boulder, unmovable.

      I take note of two other guys hovering nearby. They look to be about the same age as Sage’s brother, either freshmen or sophomores. One of them has chin-length, wavy, blond hair and the body of a swimmer. I notice him first because he looks kind of familiar.

      “What’s going on here?” Jason asks, appearing out of nowhere.

      He glowers at Justice and Luke, then turns to the guy with long hair. “Get your friends in line, Finn.”

      Finn arches his eyebrows. “Do you think I can control Luke?”

      Jason rolls his eyes and sighs. “Children.”

      He grabs Justice by the back of his collar and drags him away from the line. “All right, perv. Time for you to stop sniffing around the kindergarten.”

      “Let go of me!” Justice tries to break free, but his effort is halfhearted. I suspect he’s trying to save face but knows it’d be a mistake to truly antagonize Jason.

      “You suck, Luke,” Sage snaps.

      His gaze softens. “I’m just looking out for you. He’s too old.”

      “He’s only a couple years older than me. But it’s not really his age that’s bothering you, is it? You don’t like him because he’s poor.”

      Luke’s eyes widen. He looks truly shocked. “I don’t like him because he’s shady.”

      Sage pushes him out of her way and strides out of the cafeteria. I debate whether I should follow her, but the decision is made for me when Jason returns to the line. I want to know what he did to Justice.

      “Did you kick his ass?” the dark-haired guy in the group asks.

      “No, Cameron. I didn’t kick his ass. My methods are more subtle than brute force. Take note.”

      “Whatever,” he mumbles.

      The trio makes a motion to leave, but Jason steps next to Finn and gives him a side hug.

      “Congrats, cuz.”

      A-ha. That’s why he looked familiar. Now that Jason is standing next to him, I can see the resemblance.

      “Thanks. I didn’t know you went to the meet.”

      “Of course, I did. I knew Uncle Dearest wouldn’t be there, and your mom… well, you never know with her.”

      Finn turns his blue eyes in my direction, and a blush creeps up his cheeks. It seems Jason doesn’t know how to keep anyone’s secrets, not even his family’s.

      Finn looks away. “Right. I’d better go.”

      Hoping that Jason is still distracted by his cousin, I slink away from him, following the flow of the line. I grab a tray and slide it along the counter as I check the food offerings. Wishful thinking that I’d be able to escape him so easily.

      He falls into step with me. “Did you enjoy the show?”

      “No, but it got my attention.”

      He leans closer, brushing his arm with mine. “What didn’t you like about it?” His voice is low and seductive, as if he’s trying to tease me.

      Goose bumps spread where he touched me, despite the barrier of clothes. My body is reacting to his proximity in ways I can’t control, and I hate it.

      “Your attitude, maybe?”

      He laughs. “Oh, so you support grooming then?”

      I frown. “Justice was just chatting with Sage.”

      “Right, like I just want to chat with you.”

      My heart skips a beat and I falter in my step. “Is that what you’re hoping to achieve?”

      He tilts his head, smiling that crooked smile of his while his eyes dance with mischief. “You have to be more specific, darling.”

      I clench my jaw hard. “You’d better forget it. I’m not going to fuck you.”

      His smile doesn’t wilt. In fact, I think he’s trying hard to not let it become broader. “We’ll see. But anyway, I didn’t come to the cafeteria to run interference in my cousin and his friends’ business.”

      “Do I dare ask why you’re here, then?” I put random food on my tray, knowing I won’t feel like eating anything.

      “It’s a surprise.” He takes the tray from me and sets it back on the counter. “Come.”

      Grabbing my hand, he drags me away from the line. “What the hell. What about my food?”

      “You’re weird, but no one in their right mind eats tofu gumbo.”

      Good grief. Was that what I picked?

      Why are you surprised, Isabelle, when his nearness is giving you all sorts of crazy reactions?

      I try to ignore how his possessive hand clasping mine is making me warm and cold at the same time. I know he’s trouble, but I want to ignore the signs.

      People are staring at me again. Most are curious, except the girl who spoke to Jason when I first arrived, who looks like she’s about to murder me.

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “I want to show you something.”

      I let him steer me down the hallway, and not once do I try to pull free from his grasp. I’m enjoying the connection too much, which is proof that I’m insane. Jason has all the markings of a psycho. Why am I not repelled by his proximity?

      We enter a large empty room, and I have to suppress a gasp. It’s the music classroom. I’m flooded by emotions, both happy and bitter. I forget that Jason is there for a moment as I let go of his hand to walk farther in. My chest feels heavy, and I massage it with my fist, trying to ease the ache.

      I turn to ask Jason why he brought me here, but he’s gone.

      What in the world? I don’t understand the game he’s playing, but I don’t care to analyze his motives right now. I see a violin case on a desk and head straight for it. Against my parents’ wishes, I packed my violin only to discover that it never made it to California. They must have found it in my belongings and taken it out. I understand why they did it. I wouldn’t have been able not to play it otherwise. It doesn’t mean their decision didn’t leave a gaping hole in my chest.

      I run my fingers over the smooth wooden case, and with shaking hands, I lift the lid. It’s a Benedicte Friedmann Stradivari violin. Like a junkie unable to contain herself, I remove the instrument and rest it on my shoulder. Before I know it, I’m in the middle of Vivaldi’s Four Seasons, which is the composition that got me into classical music.

      My heart soars as I become lost in the sound. I feel alive again. I close my eyes for a moment, but when I pivot, they’re open, and I find Jason standing there, watching me with so much hatred in his eyes that it sucks the joy out of me.

      A woman enters the room as I’m lowering the bow.

      “Oh my God,” she says.

      Jason turns to her, and the glower turns into surprise. The woman doesn’t acknowledge him.

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to… I’ll put it back.”

      “Oh, no. You can’t put it back. You must keep playing.”

      Panic rises up my throat. I can’t play. If I do, he’ll find me.

      I shake my head. “I… I can’t.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve never had a student with such talent before.”

      “Excuse me?” Jason butts in.

      She glances at him. “Oh, I’m sorry, Jason. You’re very talented, of course, but her… she’s divine!”

      The full-on hate returns to his eyes. His nostrils flare, and his jaw is locked so tightly, I’m afraid he’ll shatter his teeth. It looks like he’s about to explode.

      “You must join my class. I insist,” the woman continues.

      The no is on the tip of my tongue, even though saying it will likely kill me a bit more. I shouldn’t have played the violin. I couldn’t play while in the hospital, and when I finally went home, I was too depressed to practice. Then I traveled to Triton Cove and discovered my violin was missing. But now that I’ve tasted the euphoria again, I can’t give it up. I don’t want to give it up. Practicing at school shouldn’t be a big deal. It’s participating in competitions that would put me in danger. Maybe that makes me too stupid to live, but what I have now isn’t much of a life. I need something to motivate me to keep going, to prevent my own darkness from consuming me whole.

      “She can’t join,” Jason grits out.

      I had already almost convinced myself that forgetting the violin forever was a fate too cruel to bear. But seeing how much he’s bothered by me joining the class is the push I need to do something reckless but ultimately right for me.

      I watch him through narrowed eyes for a few seconds before I turn to the teacher. “It’ll be an honor to join your class.”
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Jason leaves me alone the next day, and his absence is beginning to give me anxiety. He’s plotting something. That look of pure hatred he gave me was not normal. It should have terrified me, considering my past. But it somehow gave me strength. I’m not cowering in front of another asshole god.

      It’s not until my first class with Mrs. Simpson, the music teacher, that I see him again. I had to give up a free period to join. He’s in this class. Sadly, so is his friend from the hallway on my first day, whose name, I’ve learned, is Sloane. Great.

      “Good morning, everyone. I’d like you to meet Nicola Devlin. She’ll be joining our program.”

      “Why? I thought we were full,” Sloane retorts.

      “There’s always room for remarkable talent. Trust me, we all gain by the addition of Ms. Devlin.”

      Hell, way to make everyone here hate me, Mrs. Simpson.

      “What instrument does she play?” a freckled guy with thick glasses asks.

      “The violin,” I answer, sick of people talking about me as if I weren’t in the room.

      The guy grimaces, then turns to Jason.

      “We already have a badass violinist.” Sloane crosses her arms.

      “No one else plays the violin here?” I ask.

      A couple of people raise their hands timidly.

      “They don’t count.” Sloane turns and gives them the death glare.

      Everything becomes crystal clear to me then. Jason is the main violinist. Maybe if I hadn’t been busy having an inner argument, it would have dawned on me sooner. No wonder he almost lost his mind when Mrs. Simpson gushed over me and didn’t want me to join her class. He’s been getting all the solos. If I’m better, that will go away.

      I don’t get it. Why did he bring me to this room in the first place? What was he hoping to gain?

      “If Nicola is so good, let’s hear it, then,” Sloane replies with a smirk.

      She’s challenging me, and that sends a rush of excitement through my veins. As crazy as it sounds, I’ve missed the competitiveness of performing arts. No, you can’t go there, Isabelle. You’re just going to practice. There’s only one issue.

      “I don’t have a violin,” I say with regret.

      Sloane snorts. “What kind of violinist doesn’t have their own instrument?”

      “It got stolen on the trip here,” I lie.

      Not that I owe her an explanation, but it is strange that I don’t have a violin. I don’t want anyone thinking too much about it. It’s bad enough that Jason asked me point blank if I played, and I lied to him. He said he was going to unveil all my secrets, and now he knows I have a closet full of them.

      “She can use mine. I mean, she already helped herself to it the other day,” Jason chimes in.

      That was his violin? Why did he leave such an expensive instrument in the classroom? More and more, I’m beginning to suspect Jason set a trap for me, but the outcome was not what he expected. It doesn’t matter. The nagging suspicion that he knows who I am makes me sick to my stomach. If he’s angry that I might take his place as the star of the show, there’s nothing stopping him from unveiling my secret. But I know if I stop playing altogether, I’ll return to the bleakness I experienced during my recovery. That’s almost as scary as the prospect of Juan finding me. I’m stuck between a rock and hard place.

      “I didn’t know it was yours,” I grit out.

      He smiles but it has no warmth. “Now you do.”

      I watch him take the instrument from its case and then walk across the room to hand it over. He leans closer and whispers in my ear. “Enjoy the spotlight while you can, Nicola. It won’t last.”

      I hate that his threat makes my body tremble a little. It’s not that I’m afraid of him. I fear the devil he might send after me.

      “Do you have a specific request?” I ask Mrs. Simpson.

      “Surprise me,” she replies with a smile. 

      I don’t want to show off, and it’s been a while since I’ve practiced. I decide to play a piece I’m familiar with. Beethoven’s Violin Sonata No. 5. It’s strange now to be playing the instrument, knowing it belongs to Jason. It feels intimate. 

      I get into position and then make the mistake of looking at him. His aquamarine-blue eyes are as dark as a thunderstorm. It sends a shiver down my spine. I don’t know what I did to earn that rage from him. Getting angry because he has to share the spotlight feels excessive, even for a spoiled asshole. 

       Trying to ground myself, I look away first and begin. The notes aren’t as sharp as I know I can play them, but I’m not terrible. Unfortunately, I can’t lose myself in the music completely today. An audience never unsettled me before, but Jason alone is doing that to me.

      When I finish, Mrs. Simpson claps enthusiastically. Everyone else remains frozen, half the room staring at me and the other half at Jason. His expression is closed-off. He could be mistaken for a marble statue.

      My heart is hammering madly inside my chest as I walk over to return his violin. He holds my stare as he takes the instrument from me.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      He doesn’t reply. Fine. You want to be rude? Be my guest.

      I find a seat across the room and far away from him. My head is filled with theories and questions about his behavior, so I barely hear what Mrs. Simpson is saying. Each student plays a short solo, and then the class is over.

      Jason is the first out of the room. Sloane scrambles to follow him and ends up dropping half the contents of her bag on the floor. No one offers to help her pick them up.

      On my way out, Mrs. Simpson stops me. “You need a new violin a soon as possible, Ms. Devlin. We have a recital in a month, and I’d love for you to play a duet with Jason.”

      “Uh, what?” My voice comes out as a squeak.

      “Are you deaf?” Sloane asks on her way to the door.

      She doesn’t wait for my reply—not that I’d be able to offer a retort in my current freaking-out state of mind. I wasn’t expecting to perform so soon. It wouldn’t be a big deal. This is a small town and I doubt the press would be interested in covering the event. I think it’s the idea of a duet with Jason that’s making me nervous.

      “We have a recital to celebrate the beginning of the school year. It’s also a charity event. Usually, Jason has a solo, but I think it would be a breath of fresh air if we have a duet this time. You’d be amazing together.”

      “Uh, I don’t know. It’s such short notice. Maybe we should let him have the solo this time.”

      She tilts her head. “Are you intimidated by him because of who his mother is?”

      “Should I know who she is?”

      “Oh dear. She’s Victoria Petrov.”

      My eyes bug out. “The pianist?”

      Mrs. Simpson nods. “The one and only. As you might know, she retired from playing professionally when she married into the Novak family. She’s still a legend though.”

      “I had no idea. Is Jason’s family a big deal, I mean the Novaks?”

      “Oh, I forget you are brand new to Triton Cove. Yes, they are a big deal. They founded the town; one might say they own it.”

      No wonder Jason acts the way he does.

      “Well, good. Then it’s all settled.” Mrs. Simpson continues.

      “Have you asked Jason if he’s okay with it?”

      She furrows her eyebrows. “I understand that Jason is some type of king among the students, but he has no say in my classroom.”

      She can’t force me to perform, and I know Jason is going to make my life miserable. But practicing with him will maybe shed light on his behavior. Keep your enemies close and all that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I hoped I wouldn’t see Jason for the rest of the day, but during study hall, he finds me in the library.

      He pulls up a chair next to mine and leans his right elbow on the table, angling his body so he’s facing me. “I just received the news I’m to partner with you for a duet.”

      He seems less edgy, but his eyes are bloodshot, and the scent of eau de cannabis emanates from him. No wonder he’s not giving me a death glare.

      “I tried to get out of it.”

      Why did I tell him that?

      “Because you think you’re too good to play a duet?”

      “No, because I don’t want to play at a recital. I haven’t practiced in months,” I grit out.

      He sits straighter. “You’re a filthy little liar, aren’t you, Nicola?”

      My face becomes hot in a flash. “I’m not lying.”

      “Oh, I think you are. You lied to me about never having played the violin before. Is anything that comes out of your mouth real?”

      I can’t answer that truthfully. I look away. “I’m busy. If you only came here to—”

      He slaps his hand on the table hard, making me jerk in my seat. “Do not dismiss me, Nicola. I can make your life very unpleasant here at Maverick Prep.”

      His eyes shine with a dangerous glint. I was fooled into believing pot could tame the beast.

      “What do you want from me? Can’t you just leave me alone?”

      He stands up. “You should have said no to Mrs. Simpson. Now we have to spend every spare moment together, practicing for the recital, and I’ll make sure to take some pleasure from it one way or another.”
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        * * *

      

      I want to call my parents so badly, but our calls must be scheduled, and they need to use burner phones to make sure the calls aren’t traceable. Juan’s family is that powerful. If Jason’s family owns Triton Cove, Juan’s family owns Europe. My attack was never mentioned anywhere, and my cause of death was a hit and run. Pushing for justice would mean destroying my parents’ lives. They would lose their jobs, their reputation. Juan’s father would make sure they were nothing but dust. It would all be for nothing because no judge in Spain would convict Juan. I couldn’t do that to them. In the end, it was my decision to fake my death and start over. It doesn’t mean it’s not hard. I can never go back to being Isabelle Maldonaro.

      My parents want me to be safe, and they resigned themselves that their only daughter has died for real. But playing the violin made me feel alive again, and I can’t bear to give up that feeling. I’ll stand up to Jason, and any other bully who gets in my way. I survived worse than him—much, much worse.

      Before I take a shower, I prop my chair against the door, something I’ve been doing since Jason made himself at home in my room. Unfortunately, I can’t keep him from breaking in when I’m not around. I hid anything that could clue him in about my true identity, but I’m still paranoid he’s going to find something I missed.

      I’m barely out of the shower when a loud knock on my door disturbs my peace.

      What now?

      I look through the peephole, and sure as shit, there’s Jason. I bet he tried to barge in like before.

      “What do you want?” I ask through the closed door.

      “I have a gift for you,” he replies sweetly.

      “Leave it outside then.”

      “What’s the matter, Nicola? Are you afraid of me?”

      Stupid, cocky asshole. He knows exactly how to manipulate me. I yank the door open, forgetting to put clothes on first. Once again, I’m standing in front of him wearing nothing but a towel.

      He raises an eyebrow. “Are you already trying to get on my good side, Nicola?”

      “Don’t flatter yourself. You have terrible timing.”

      He walks in, carrying a violin case in his hand. It has a big red bow on top.

      “What’s that?”

      “Your gift.” He sets the case on the bed.

      Crossing my arms, I glower. “Unnecessary. I can buy my own instrument.”

      “Sure. But you’re going to use this one. Go on. Open it.”

      There’s a challenge in his eyes. He won’t leave my room until I do as he says, and sadly, I can’t force him out. In a brute force contest, he wins.

      I yank the bow from the top and then unlatch the box. Inside a bright pink velvet interior lays the most outrageous, rainbow-colored violin.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “You don’t like it? I figured to balance out your drab coloring, a bit of color would be nice.”

      “I can’t use this. It’s ridiculous.”

      His gaze sharpens. “You can and you will. Now get dressed. We’re late for practice.”

      I shut the violin case and then shove it against his chest. “I’m not using this.”

      He grabs my arms, pulling me closer. The hard case presses against my breasts. “You’re under the impression you have a choice.”

      “I do have a choice. I won’t allow you to bully me. I’m not afraid of you, Jason.”

      He leans forward, bringing his face inches from mine. “You should be afraid of me, Isabelle.”
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      The ground seems to vanish beneath my feet while the room begins to spin. If Jason hadn’t been holding me, I think I’d have collapsed.

      “What did you call me?” I ask through the lump in my throat.

      His lips curl into a cruel grin. “You heard me. Your real name is Isabelle Maldonaro. And you’re supposed to be dead.”

      I shake my head, the denial on the tip of my tongue. But Jason can see the tears that are welling up in my eyes and the glint of desperation that’s surely shining in them. I step back, pulling my myself free of him.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My name is Nicola Devlin,” I reply feebly.

      “What I want to know is why the most promising violinist in Europe, and perhaps the world, would fake her own death and move to Triton Cove,” he continues, rubbing his chin as if pondering hard.

      I curl my hands into fists, digging my nails into my palms until it hurts. “I’m not Isabelle.”

      He tosses the violin case to the side and strides toward me. I tense to run, but he’s upon me before I can, holding my chin firmly like he did the last time he was in my room.

      “Stop lying to me,” he grits out.

      My pulse accelerates to the max, but also adrenaline has kicked in. I shove him off me with all my strength. He staggers back, stunned for a moment.

      “I don’t owe you anything,” I say.

      Instead of his face twisting into an expression of rage, a cold and calculating mask falls in place instead. “No, but you’re pretending to be someone else for a reason. Don’t expect that to remain a secret for much longer.” He walks to the door.

      My stomach bottoms out a second later. I have no reason to believe he’s bluffing.

      Shit, Isabelle. You can’t let him spill the beans.

      “Jason, wait.”

      He stops, but he doesn’t turn. “Yes?”

      “You can’t say anything.”

      Slowly, he looks over his shoulder. “Why is that?”

      “Because I’m asking you not to.”

      Laughing, he shakes his head. “I don’t know if you’re naïve or only playing at it. Let me save you the time. I don’t have a nice side you can appeal to. If you want me to keep your secret, you’ll have to pay for my silence.”

      “You want money?” My voice rises in pitch.

      “Darling, I come from grotesque money.” He walks to my bed and flops onto it, getting comfortable. “I want you to play for me.”

      I stare at him without blinking.

      “That’s it? You want me to play.”

      “For now.”

      I clench my jaw. Of all the things I thought he was going to ask, that wasn’t it. Probably because it’s too easy.

      “I have to get dressed first.”

      “No. You’ll play for me like that.”

      I knew it. He knows there’s a chance I might lose my towel while playing. I know better now than trying to convince him to let me put clothes on. He wants to torture me.

      I retrieve the color-explosion violin from its case and start by tuning it. This takes a while, but Jason doesn’t seem to be in a hurry. He’s watching my every move with a satisfied smirk on his face.

      Content that I won’t sound like nails scratching a blackboard, I get in position.

      “Any requests?”

      “Play something by Mendelssohn.” He links his hands behind his head.

      I start playing Allegro Molto Appassionato and immediately wince at the low quality of the sound. It’s probably fine for the untrained ear, but to me, who’s played on the best instruments in the world, this is pure agony. Only another violinist would know to pick this type of punishment.

      I don’t understand why Jason was obsessed with finding out my secret, or why he’s so angry that I kept my identity hidden. I can’t let him keep digging and discover the reason I went to the extreme of faking my own death. I have no idea if his family has any connection to Juan’s. Even if the chances are slim, I can’t risk it.

      I’m almost done with the piece when the towel begins to slide down. I miss a note, and the violin’s shriek hurts my ears.

      “Don’t you dare stop,” he warns me.

      So that was his end goal all along. He was hoping for a towel mishap, and that’s exactly what happens in the next second. It falls in a heap by my feet. I’m mortified, but I keep my eyes closed so at least I can pretend I’m alone. I refuse to cry in front of him, but my eyes prickle behind my eyelids. The cursed lenses don’t help matters either.

      Finally, the music ends, but before I open my eyes again, the door shuts with a loud bang.

      Jason is gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      I was enjoying my little torture session. I knew that damn towel wouldn’t stay in place while Isabelle played. I didn’t expect my body to react the way it did when it finally dropped. I’m not a perv who gets a hard-on every time I see a naked girl. But seeing Isabelle in her birthday suit while she played on that cheap violin made me so hard, I had to escape before she could see what it did to me.

      I rush into my room and shut the door with a bang. Like Isabelle, I also have a private bathroom. I refuse to pleasure myself, knowing she’s the reason for my current state. I yank off my clothes as I head to the shower, not caring if I rip seams or lose buttons. I set the shower to cold and walk right under the icy jets. It makes me tense and grind my teeth. But my fucking dick is still standing at attention.

      What the hell!

      I close my eyes and try to think of anything but her. It’s impossible. Automatically, my hand finds my shaft and I begin to work it, bracing my arm against the cold tiled wall. I don’t use any soap to make it easier, I want it to chafe. I’m jerking off to the girl I’ve hated for nearly a decade.

      She has no idea who I am. Why would she remember a scrawny, nobody violinist when she was a prodigy? I used to look up to her, that was until my mother pulled some strings and arranged for me to compete in the same contest as her.

      I grunt as I near climax. My balls are tight, ready to explode. Because I’m a glutton for punishment, the last image of Isabelle playing the violin comes to the forefront of my mind, and then my fantasy takes over. I don’t run away; instead, I push her against the wall and fuck her until she forgets both her names.

      The orgasm hits me then, and it’s intense. I don’t remember a hand job ever doing this to me even when performed by someone else. My breathing is still coming out in bursts minutes after I finished.

      I turn off the shower. There’s no point in freezing my ass when it didn’t do jack to help me out.

      I’m drying my hair with a towel when my phone rings. It’s Mozart’s 5th symphony, which means my mother is calling. It’s easy to guess what she wants to talk about. I can’t deal with that bullshit right now. Thank fuck she hates Triton Cove, and comes to town only when a family event demands it.

      I let it go to voicemail and get dressed. Five minutes later, she calls again. For fuck’s sake. Better get this over with.

      “What?” I snap. I’m too pissed to play nice.

      “Do not ‘what’ me, Jason. I’m your mother. Show some respect.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose and count to ten in my head. “I’m busy. What do you want?”

      “I’m in town and unfortunately was roped into dinner with your uncle and grandfather.”

      “So?” I ask only to be a pest.

      I know exactly what she wants now. She can’t stand my uncle or grandpa, and the feeling is mutual on their part.

      “Dinner is at seven. Be punctual.”

      She ends the call, not giving me the chance to come up with an excuse not to go. Those dinners are boring as hell. Grandpa is fine, but I detest my uncle. He’s an asshole who treats his wife and children like they’re props to make him look better.

      Sadly, this whole town is made of people like him. My father wasn’t much different, but at least he had the balls to marry someone outside of our family’s network. If only he had chosen better and not married a viper.
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        * * *

      

      I drive up to my uncle’s mansion early but stay in the car because my mother is already there. It’s rare that she’s punctual, which means she’s most likely taking advantage of my uncle’s bar. She isn’t as bad as Finn’s mother. Auntie Marissa is a raging alcoholic. My family life is fucked up, but my cousin has it worse than me. At least I don’t live at home.

      The rumble of Finn’s sports car brings me back to the here and now. He parks right in front of the house. I might as well walk in with him. He’s still wearing sweatpants and a Maverick Sharks T-shirt, and his hair is wet. He probably just came home from swim practice.

      He hoists his duffel bag over his shoulder and waits for me to walk over.

      “What’s up, cuz?” I hug him sideways.

      “Not much. What time is this thing?”

      I chuckle. “You’re the one who lives here, and you don’t know?”

      The corners of his lips twist upward. “I was in the pool the whole afternoon. I know nothing.”

      “You have five minutes to get presentable.”

      He rolls his eyes. “God. That’s your mother’s car, isn’t it?”

      “Yep.” I throw my arm over his shoulder. “Come on. We can get through this together, then after, we should head to Playground.”

      His eyes widen. “Dude, I’ve tried to get into that place since it opened. No amount of dropping names and bribery worked.”

      “Yeah, they’re trying to keep the young crowd away. But I know the owner. I’ll get you in.”

      “Can you also get Luke, Reid, and Cam in? They’d kill me if I went without them.”

      I sigh, resigned. Finn is tight with those boys. They’re the three Musketeers to his D’Artagnan. “If I must. Come on. Let’s get this torture over with.”

      No sooner do I step foot inside, than I hear my mother’s annoying voice. Finn quickly disappears up the stairs, leaving me alone to face the monsters.

      “Good evening,” I say as I enter one of the living rooms.

      This is where the cocktails are served before dinner, but as usual, it seems Aunt Marissa has been here for hours. Her eyes are already glazed.

      The first thing Mom does is look at her watch. “You’re late.”

      I quirk an eyebrow. “Your watch must be running fast.”

      Grandpa and Uncle Florian walk into the room, but I get a warm greeting only from Grandpa.

      He pulls me into a hug. “Jason, my boy. It’s good to see you.”

      “Hi, Grandpa.”

      He pulls back but keeps his hands fastened on my arms. “You’ve grown since the last time I saw you.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “So, tell me what’s new with you? Did you join any teams this year?”

      I open my mouth to reply, but Mom beats me to it. “Jason doesn’t have time for sports. God knows he needs to spend all his free time in the music room.”

      And so it begins.

      Uncle Florian snorts. “That’s exactly what we need. A Novak in the performing arts. My brother must be twitching in his grave.”

      “Unlike you, Joseph didn’t think less of my profession.”

      “And yet, didn’t you give up playing the piano when you married him?” He brings his glass to his lips, but I can still see his cruel smile.

      As much as I like seeing someone stand up to my mother when the subject is me, this is the last place I want to be. “I’m going to check on Finn,” I say.

      “Not so fast, Jason. I want to talk to you about a disturbing email I received from Mrs. Simpson. Instead of a solo, it seems you’re playing a duet with a new student at the recital. How in the world did you let that happen?”

      Let that happen. As if I had a choice in the matter.

      It’s true that my actions put Isabelle on Mrs. Simpson's radar, so in a way, it’s my fault she joined the group. When I set the trap for her, I wanted to confirm my suspicions that she was Isabelle Maldonaro. I didn’t plan for Mrs. Simpson to barge into the room.

      “I don’t see the problem,” I reply.

      My mother’s eyes flash. “You’ve been the solo violinist for the past three years. Now you’re going to let a nobody take away the spotlight? Just like you let that insipid girl take away the apprenticeship with Carlos Ferrera all those years ago.”

      I curl my hands into fists, but it does nothing to keep the rage from taking control. That was my chance to prove to my mother I was as talented as her. She only ever seemed to care about that. But I choked, played like shit, and not only lost that opportunity, but was never considered for anything important again. I became a joke.

      “She’s not taking away the spotlight. We’re sharing it,” I grit out.

      “Great artists don’t share anything.” She seethes.

      My uncle laughs. “When is it going to dawn on you that your son isn’t a prodigy, Victoria?”

      Her eyes glare. The walls in this room are caving in, and everything is getting ready to blow. Fuck me. I need to get out of here.

      “I think Jason is very talented,” Aunt Marissa pipes up.

      “I agree,” Finn says as he joins the war zone.

      “Where the hell have you been?” his father asks.

      “I was upstairs changing clothes.”

      Uncle Florian drains his drink, and not missing a beat, refills the glass almost to the brim.

      “I’d like to meet this girl while I’m in town,” Mom pipes up. “Bring her to the house tomorrow, Jason.”

      Hell. The last thing I want is for my mother to meet Isabelle. What if she recognizes her? Knowing her secret is too good of a trump card. I don’t want to lose the upper hand, since I just started having fun with her.

      “What makes you think we’re friends?”

      She gives me a droll stare. “I don’t expect you to be. But she knows who I am. She won’t pass up the opportunity to meet a legend.”

      Uncle Florian snorts. “Aren’t you full of yourself? You’re a has-been. No one knows who you are, dear.”

      Her glare intensifies, and I know they’re a second away from starting an ugly argument. But Grandpa steps between them.

      “Enough with this bickering. I’m ready to fucking eat.” He turns to my aunt. “Stop drowning in vodka and get the staff to serve dinner already, Marissa.”

      Finn winces but knows better than to say anything in his mother’s defense. For starters, he idolizes Grandpa, and like everyone in this room, he’s aware of Aunt Marissa’s alcohol problem.

      I step closer to him and whisper, “I don’t know about you, but I’ve lost my appetite.”

      For more reasons than one, but mostly because there isn’t a way out of introducing Isabelle to my mother, which means giving her the opportunity to find my weaknesses. I can’t allow that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Last night after Jason left my room, I panicked and packed all my stuff. He’s not going to share my secret yet, but what happens when he gets tired of playing with me or demands more than I can give?

      But seeing my room stripped bare and the little I have left in suitcases made something snap inside of me. I can’t let Jason destroy my second chance at having a life. I also can’t keep running. I have to stand up to him.

      It took me a while to unpack, and by the time I got to bed, I was too exhausted to think about my problems.

      On my way to grab breakfast before class, I have an epiphany. The best way to deal with Jason without getting hurt is to discover why he hates me so much. I know there are people who don’t need reasons to be cruel. Juan was the perfect example. But I saw Jason interact with his cousin and his cousin’s friends. He cares about them. And he brought me to the nurse when I fainted that first day.

      A psychopath wouldn’t do any of that.

      There’s a deli near campus that sells the most amazing sandwiches, and the coffee is good. No wonder it’s a popular spot among Maverick students. I have time, so I decide to eat outside. Most people are taking food to go.

      I’m not wearing my brown contact lenses this morning, so I keep my sunglasses on. The lenses are in my purse so I can put them on in my car before I head to class. My eyes need a serious break from them.

      I wish I could say I’m not on edge anymore, but there’s a tension in my body that won’t go away. I pull my phone out and stick the Airpods in my ears. Maybe some classical music will help me calm down. Nervous people don’t make good decisions. I need to bring my A-game if I’m to win the war against Jason.

      It takes me a while, but eventually, the music helps me relax. I’m lost in my bubble, enjoying breakfast, when the bane of my existence pulls up a chair and sits across from me.

      I look up and glower. “This is getting old.”

      He smiles. “Good morning to you too.”

      “What do you want now?”

      “Chill. I’m just here for breakfast.”

      I notice then that he indeed has a tray of food in front of him. It’s greasy and smells delicious—better than mine actually. I went with a healthier option. Jason loaded up on bacon, eggs, and sausage. His cup of coffee is larger than mine too.

      Taking into account his food choices and his messier-than-usual look, I can guess he had a wild evening yesterday. “Rough night?”

      “You can say that.”

      He takes a huge bite of his sandwich, and half of it spills out, smearing egg all over his face. I find myself staring at him as if I’m in a daze. Damn him for looking sexy when he should look like a slob.

      “Whuh?” he asks with his mouth half full.

      I shake my head and focus on my food. “Nothing.”

      “Were you thinking about your little performance last night?”

      A blush creeps up from my neck to my cheeks. “No, but thanks for reminding me of that. It’s exactly the kind of memory I need to start the day on a bright note.”

      “Confess. You loved playing for me in your birthday suit.”

      I roll my eyes. “How much more immature can you get?”

      He sits straighter and amusement dances in his eyes. Shit, I don’t like how perked up he just got. I was trying to make him believe he didn’t get in my head.

      “Are you challenging me, darling?”

      “Oh my God. It wasn’t a dare!” I add quickly.

      “Too late.” He smirks, but his smile vanishes quickly, and his gaze darkens. “Why do you want the world to believe you’re dead, Isabelle?”

      The bite I just took drops heavily into my stomach. I knew he wouldn’t let me forget that he knows my secret. Nervous, I look around. There’s no one near enough to have overheard him.

      “It’s better if you don’t know,” I say.

      “You don’t get to decide that for me, sweetheart.”

      I don’t know all the rules of his game, but I’m beginning to learn.

      “I don’t want to tell you. How much is that going to cost me?”

      His eyebrows shoot up to the heavens, but after his initial surprise ebbs away, a calculating gleam shines in his eyes. “You’re learning. Good for you, Isabelle.”

      I narrow my gaze. “If you keep calling me that, you’ll lose your leverage over me quickly.”

      He leans back in his chair. “There’s something I want from you. It’s my price to not ask why I’m talking to a ghost. It’ll buy you only one day of reprieve, though.”

      My hands curl into fists. Of course he’s going to milk it. “What do you want?”

      “You’ll be my plus one at dinner with my mother tonight.”

      I was expecting something horrible and depraved, not that. “Your mother is a legend. I’d have said yes without coercion. What’s the catch?”

      He watches me through narrowed eyes. “Where would be the fun, if I told you?”
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        * * *

      

      I can barely think about anything through the rest of the day besides that I’m going to meet Victoria Petrov. I don’t even care that most likely there’s a wicked twist waiting for me. Jason is still out to get me, so there’s a ninety-nine percent chance I’ll be humiliated again tonight.

      Jason knocks on my door at six pm sharp. Since I’m standing right in front of it, I know he didn’t try to use his master key.

      It’s a miracle that I’m ready. I changed my dress a million times but ended up settling for a navy sleeveless dress with a full skirt, and ballet flats. My hair color is beginning to fade, but I didn’t have time to fix that. I hope she doesn’t recognize me.

      I have to suppress a gasp when I open the door. Jason is put together for once. No messy hair or wrinkled clothes. His dark gray jacket fits him like a glove. He looks like a fairy tale prince.

      His gaze drops to my shoes and slowly travels back up to my face. “You look nice.”

      “Thanks. So do you.”

      Shit. Why did I say that? This isn’t a date.

      He quirks an eyebrow but doesn’t offer a smartass comment.

      “I’m ready. Let me get my purse,” I add quickly, trying to save face.

      Jason is unnaturally quiet on the way to his car. It’s not until we’re off to his mother’s house that it occurs to me I should have driven on my own. This is looking and feeling a lot like a date, and I’m not keen. More problematic is that being trapped in the small space with him makes it impossible to escape the heady scent of his cologne. The smell is doing all sorts of crazy things to my body: stomach twisted into knots, palms sweaty, and heartbeat erratic. I don’t like this cocktail of reactions.

      “How come you picked the violin and not the piano?” I break the silence when I can no longer bear it.

      “I sucked at the piano.”

      Wow. That confession came fast and unexpectedly. “Do you want to hear a secret?”

      He peels his gaze off the road for a second. “Are you so mesmerized by my dashing good looks that you decided to fess up to why you killed Isabelle Maldonaro?”

      I snort. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m not mesmerized by you.”

      “For a pathological liar, you’re horrible at it.”

      “Never mind.” I glance out the window, annoyed with myself for trying to have a civil conversation with him.

      “Fine. Tell me a secret.”

      I should ignore him now, but that will go against my plan. In order to understand Jason’s deranged mind, I must get closer to him.

      “My favorite instrument is the piano, not the violin.”

      He doesn’t reply right away, so I glance at him. He’s frowning.

      After another second, he flicks his gaze to mine. “So what happened? Did you suck at it too?”

      I laugh without humor. “No, my parents moved a lot, and a piano was too cumbersome. They convinced me to play a smaller instrument. I didn’t want to play the violin, but when I started receiving praise from instructors and winning competitions, it grew on me. Now I can’t think about playing any other instrument.”

      Jesus, I ended up revealing way more than I intended. Jason remains silent for a while. Curious, I glance at him. His jaw is tense, and his mouth is set in a harsh line. Great. I pissed him off already. It seems he hates that I’m good at playing the violin. Is it possible that he’s jealous of my success?

      “Basically, what you’re saying is that you’re an attention-seeking whore,” he replies finally.

      The venom in his tone hurts more than his actual words.

      “We’re artists. We’re all attention-seeking whores. Don’t you dare sit on your high horse and pretend you aren’t one.”

      Surprisingly, he laughs. “Touché.”

      I refrain from talking for the rest of the trip. What Jason said bothered me and made me doubt my motivation in life. Is it possible that I care more about the fame than the art? My parents wouldn’t have taken my violin from me if they didn’t know I’d be tempted to perform for an audience. If I cared only about the craft, I could just play for myself.

      I’m in a sour mood when he finally parks the car in front of a beachfront mansion. There’s nothing unique about the building, it’s just your generic modern white house with a lot of windows, super common on the expensive Southern California coast.

      He gets out and strides to the front door without waiting for me. He’s back to acting like a jerk, and that cements the notion this is not a date; it’s a business transaction. I come to dinner with him, he doesn’t pressure me about my secret for another day.

      He’s already inside the house when I catch up with him. The foyer is huge with a high ceiling and a whole lot of nothing save for a grand staircase. The white walls hurt my eyes.

      While I’m busy staring, Jason moves on to the outside area facing the beach.

      “We’re here,” he announces.

      I hurry to join him, feeling a little sick that I’m about to meet his mother. She’s standing at the railing, looking at the ocean. The salt in the air brings good memories of when I was younger and lived in Florida. That was before we moved to Spain. I’ve always loved the beach. When she turns, I see the cigarette between her fingers. Her features are striking. High cheekbones, beautiful blue eyes—the same shade as Jason’s—and dark hair.

      “This is Nicola Devlin.” Jason points at me.

      The woman gives me an elevator glance, and when she’s done with her inspection, I feel like I failed. There’s no warmth in her gaze.

      “So, this is the girl who Mrs. Simpson thought was good enough to play with you.”

      “The one and only.” Jason sticks his hands in his pockets, attempting to look casual, but I notice the tension in his shoulders. He’s hating being here.

      “Hmm. I think I need to hear her play for myself to judge.”

      “Uh, I didn’t bring my violin,” I say.

      “You can borrow one of Jason’s. Go fetch it, boy.”

      Even though we’re enemies, I feel bad for him. She’s treating him like a dog.

      His nostrils flare, but he doesn’t talk back. He pivots and goes inside.

      “Why did you invite me to dinner?” I ask.

      “I need to know what I’m dealing with. I’ve given up hope that Jason will ever make waves in the classical music scene, but at least he was the best at Maverick Prep. I’d hate to see a nobody swoop in and erase all my hard work.”

      Jesus. This woman is vile. No wonder Jason is the way he is.

      He returns a moment later holding a violin. I’m sure he heard what his mother just said. He practically shoves the instrument into my hands and then plops onto the couch. “Go on, Nicola. Dazzle us.”

      His attitude grates on my nerves, but my animosity toward his mother is greater. I don’t want to give her more ammunition to humiliate Jason. If I play like myself, I have no doubt she’ll flay him alive for not being as good as me. I’ve seen it plenty of times before. Parents who can’t accept their child’s limitations. Not everyone is a prodigy, and that should be okay. I’ve witnessed many of my friends have nervous breakdowns because of parental pressure.

      I play for her, but I do it badly. It goes against my nature to suck this hard, but I don’t need to prove myself to this witch. I’m not a show pony. Because the sound I’m making is so horrible, I keep it short.

      When I lower the violin, they’re both glowering.

      “What the hell was that?” she asks.

      I shrug. “You asked me to play, so I did.”

      She turns to Jason. “How bad have you gotten if Mrs. Simpson thinks this trash is at your level?”

      Whoa. Things escalated fast. I didn’t expect to be called names.

      Jason gets up. “We’re done here, Mother.”

      He strides back inside the house, leaving me alone with the horrible woman.

      “You know, they’re right when they say you should never meet your idol. You’re a fucking disappointment.”

      I hurry to catch up with Jason, knowing he won’t think twice before leaving me behind. He already has the engine on when I slide into the passenger seat with his damn violin in my hand.

      He peels away before I have the chance to put my seat belt on. “Slow down, buddy.”

      He ignores me as the car keeps gaining speed. I notice after a while that we’re not going back to school. He takes the scenic route, a winding road hugging the cliffs. One side is solid rock, and the other, certain death if he misses a curve.

      That’s it. He’s going to commit suicide and take me with him. I don’t talk, afraid that if I say anything, it’ll distract him. Instead, I clutch the door handle and pray to survive this ride from hell.

      But Jason is an expert driver, and he knows how to handle the curves. He stops when he reaches a lookout point. Jason gets out of the car and walks all the way to the edge.

      I debate whether I should follow him. In the end, I do, because I’m partially to blame for his behavior. Call me a glutton for punishment, but I can’t see someone suffer like this even if he’s the enemy. Or maybe I like lost causes.

      “Jason, are you okay?” I ask.

      “Why did you do that?” he asks without looking at me.

      “I didn’t like her attitude. She didn’t deserve my best.”

      He turns, and this close to the ocean and under the light of the sunset, his eyes are even more stunning. “You played like shit on purpose. Now she thinks I play like that too.”

      “Why do you care what she thinks?”

      “Because she’s Victoria fucking Petrov!”

      Not because she’s his mother. I begin to have a clearer picture of what his upbringing was like.

      I take a step closer and touch his arm. “I don’t care who she is. Her opinion shouldn’t matter.”

      “You don’t know anything,” he grits out. “How could you? You’ve always been the best, living a perfect life. I don’t fucking know why you would throw it all away.”

      “I wasn’t the best, and my life was far from perfect. Maybe if you’d stop looking at your own navel for once, you’d be able to see that.”

      His eyes shine with rage, making me fear he’s thinking about tossing me over the cliff.

      I’m not going to wait for him to try. I turn around and stride back to the car.

      “Oh no, you’re not getting the last word.” He grabs my arm and spins me around, pulling me flush against his body.

      “Let me go, asshole.”

      This time I fight with everything I have. I’m too angry at myself for trying to be the bigger person. He doesn’t deserve it.

      Suddenly, his fingers are in my hair and his mouth slants over mine roughly. My body tenses while my brain goes haywire. Jason Novak is kissing me.

      He pries my lips open with his tongue, and the moment it connects with mine, it’s game over. I surrender to his invasion, knowing this is probably the second biggest mistake of my life. I have to hold on to his arms to remain standing, because his fiery kiss is quickly melting my body. I never knew hate could taste this good.

      As sudden as it began, it ends. Jason pulls back, breathing hard. His eyes are wide, as if he can’t believe what just happened. I’m still dazed, so I don’t react fast enough when he returns to his car. It’s not until the engine purrs to life that his intentions become clear. He takes off, leaving me stranded on the side of the road, taking my damn purse and phone with him.

      Son of a bitch.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I cannot believe this. Jason did leave me behind. I knew he was capable of that, but his passionate kiss threw me off. Now I’m reeling for more reasons than one. I can’t tell how far I am from the Maverick campus; I’m not yet familiar with the town. There’s nothing for me but to start walking. At least I know the direction I must go. There’s no other way but down.

      The sun quickly makes its descent and soon, darkness drops like a blanket over me. I’d like to say it doesn’t bother me, but some fears are hard to conquer. The last time I was alone in the dark was when Juan was chasing me. The landscape is different, and the sound of waves crashing against the rocks below is soothing, but I can’t help the spike of panic that’s threatening to take control.

      Damn it, Jason. I could forgive you for many things, but not this.

      I don’t know how long I walk, but I’m nowhere near the bottom of the hill. The sound of an approaching vehicle makes me tense. It’s coming up the mountain and, for a second, I think it’s Jason. It’s not until the vehicle speeds by that I see it isn’t him. Disappointment rushes through me all over again.

      I keep going, but then stop when I hear the car’s tires screech. Shit. I hope that whoever’s driving isn’t a psycho who just spotted their next victim.

      “Nicola?” a girl asks.

      I turn and squint my eyes, trying to see who called me. All I see is the shape of someone’s head sticking out the car window. “Who is it?”

      She opens the door and gets out. “It’s Sage.”

      I say a little prayer in my head. Thank God.

      “What are you doing here? Did your car break down?” she asks.

      “No. It’s a long story. I do need a ride back to campus though.”

      “Yeah, sure thing. Come on.”

      I have no idea who’s behind the wheel. I hope it’s not Justice.

      To my relief, it’s Sage’s brother, Luke. “Thanks for stopping. I have no idea how long it would take to get back to campus on foot.”

      “No problem. How did you end up out here?” he asks as he makes a U-turn.

      “It’s a long story.”

      “We have time.”

      Why is everyone so damn curious about my business? It’s annoying. But I can’t begrudge them the information. I do owe them big time.

      “Jason left me stranded.”

      “What?” Sage asks at the same time her brother asks “Why?”

      I don’t want to tell them about the kiss. “To be honest, I don’t know. He took me to have dinner with his mother, and that didn’t go well. Then he brought me to the lookout point and bailed.”

      “That’s horrible,” Sage says. “I thought Jason’s reputation for cruelty was a lie.”

      “That’s the thing though,” Luke pipes up. “Jason isn’t cruel unless it’s warranted. Something tells me you’re not telling us the whole story, Nicola.”

      “I think maybe you don’t know your friend that well, Luke.” I don’t hide my annoyance.

      I don’t want to be ungrateful, but I’m sick and tired of people treating me badly based on assumptions. And Jason loathes me for reasons I can’t fathom.

      “Even if Nicola had done something to aggravate Jason, he shouldn’t have left her stranded. It’s not safe. She could have been run over,” Sage retorts.

      That possibility didn’t cross my mind. I was too busy freaking out about the darkness.

      The conversation dies out, and I’m left alone with my thoughts for a couple of minutes. That is until Sage breaks the silence. “I heard you’re going to play at the recital. I didn’t know you played the violin.”

      “Yeah, I dabble a little.”

      “I doubt that. Mrs. Simpson is super selective about the students who join her program. She must have been impressed by your talent. And she gave you a solo!”

      “Not a solo. A duet with Jason.”

      Luke chuckles. “Oh, I can’t wait to watch that performance.”

      “You don’t like classical music,” Sage replies.

      “But I love catastrophe, and that duet will be explosive. Mark my words.”

      I want to say something to the contrary, but I can’t. He’s not wrong.

      A cell phone rings in the car, and a moment later, Luke answers it. “Hey, Finn, what’s up?”

      There’s a pause, and then Luke continues. “You know I don’t pass up a burger from Dennis’s Diner.” He turns to Sage. “Wanna go out for dinner?”

      “Sure.” She looks over her shoulder. “Do you want to come?”

      I open my mouth to say no, but Luke beats me to the punch. “She’s coming. Maverick Prep is out of the way. I can drop her off after, or she can Uber home.”

      I’m beginning to dislike this guy. He’s rude as hell.

      I bite my tongue for Sage’s sake. “I didn’t actually have dinner, and I’m famished. Burger and fries are always a good idea.”

      Never mind that I don’t have my wallet on me. I can pay Sage back later.
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        * * *

      

      Jason

      

      I can’t believe I ran away from Isabelle again. I’m a fucking coward. I just have to admit I’m fucked in the head and somehow my hatred for her has evolved into some sick physical attraction. Instead of denying it, maybe I should let it play out.

      I come to that realization as soon as I see the campus buildings. And then comes the guilt. I left her alone miles and miles away in the dark and without a cell phone. I want to make her suffer, but I don’t want her to actually get killed in a hit and run.

      Jesus. I pass a hand over my face. What the hell am I doing? I make a U-turn and press the pedal to the metal. I try not to look too closely at my contradictory feelings. Hate, guilt, attraction. What’s next? Love?

      I laugh out loud. If that happens, I’ll voluntarily check into a psych ward.

      It hasn’t been that long since I left, but when I don’t find Isabelle anywhere on the way up to the lookout point, a sinking feeling hits my stomach. My worry grows exponentially. If I think logically, the most probable explanation is that she got a ride. But what if she didn’t?

      I hurry back to campus, and once I’m in the building, I make a beeline for her room. I knock on her door, and when she doesn’t answer, I use my master key.

      Her room is empty.

      Hell. Where is she?

      I’m not prone to panic attacks, but I think I’m having one. This isn’t the first time Isabelle has messed with my emotions. When I heard she died, I had a fit of rage, and then came the depression. I couldn’t understand what was happening to me. I hated her for so long that I felt cheated out of retaliation when she died. But then she came back into my life like a ghost, and the old wounds reopened. They never healed in the first place.

      This would be the perfect opportunity to raid her room and find clues about her past, but I can’t think about anything besides making sure she’s safe.

      I call Finn, the only person I can trust with this shit.

      It takes a while for him to answer, and when he does, I hear loud noises in the background. “Hey, Jason. What’s up?”

      “I need your help.”

      “What’s wrong?” His tone changes to match mine.

      I run my fingers through my hair. “Hell, I fucked up. I left Nicola stranded near Trident Lookout Point, and now, I can’t find her anywhere.”

      “Well, today is your lucky day, cuz. She just walked into Dennis’s Diner.”

      “What? How did she get there that fast?”

      “I’m guessing Luke and Sage gave her a lift.”

      A wave of relief washes over me. “Thank fuck.”

      “I didn’t know you were dating her.”

      “I’m not,” I grit out. “And if you value your life, don’t ever repeat that out loud again.”

      “Sorry. Are you coming here?”

      “No.”

      I end the call. It was rude as fuck, but there’s too much going on in my head. I’ll apologize to Finn later. I guess now that I know Isabelle is not in the hands of some psycho getting chopped to bits, I can raid her room without an ounce of remorse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      “So, Nicola. Tell us more about yourself,” Finn asks, grinning in a cocky way.

      Now that I know he’s Jason’s cousin, I can’t stop seeing the similarities. They could pass for brothers.

      I was afraid this would happen. Naturally, Luke had to open his big mouth and tell his friends where he found me and why.

      I shrug. “There’s nothing to tell. My parents have a busy work schedule, and they decided to send me to boarding school.”

      “Yes, but why Triton Cove? There are more exciting cities in the world,” Sage chimes in.

      Reid, a boy with the shaggy blond hair I met tonight, frowns. “Triton Cove isn’t that bad. Look at all the tourists we get every year.”

      “Ignore Reid. He’s a die-hard fan of his hometown,” Cameron interjects.

      “I think it’s lovely,” I say, hoping we can stay on this topic and not my backstory.

      Wishful thinking.

      “Let’s not change the subject,” Finn interrupts. “I want to know why Jason is bent out of shape because of you.”

      “You’ll have to ask him that,” I retort. “Can we please talk about something else? I’m boring, folks. Trust me. Nothing exciting happens in my life. Well, until I met Jason.”

      Reid chuckles. “Yeah, welcome to Triton Cove.”

      Cameron’s attention switches to a spot behind me. “Hey, isn’t that Emily Frost? I haven’t seen her in school yet.”

      Luke is now looking in her direction as well. I’m curious, so I turn. A pale girl with white-blonde hair secured in a severe ponytail is at the cashier, paying for a takeout order. She stands out. Her clothes are too mature for someone her age.

      “Who is she?” I ask.

      “Some weird chick who goes to Maverick,” Luke replies through a scowl.

      “Luke and Emily have a feud going on. It started in kindergarten,” Sage tells me in a conspiratorial way.

      He throws a fry at her. “We don’t have a feud going on. I just don’t like Bible thumpers, that’s all.”

      “She’s not a Bible thumper,” Sage retorts.

      “She goes to church every Sunday, and she wears those grandma clothes. Do I need to say more?”

      “You’re so judgmental, bro. Don’t you know girls who are super repressed are the best in bed?” Cameron pipes up.

      “Dude! My sister is right here,” Luke complains.

      Sage glowers. “What? You don’t think I can handle talking about sex?”

      “You shouldn’t be talking or thinking about it. You’re sixteen, for fuck’s sake.”

      “You’re such a hypocrite, Luke. You’re only one year older than me.”

      He opens his mouth to reply, but I cut him off. “If you say it’s different because you’re a guy, I’ll seriously kick you under the table.”

      “Ohhh,” Reid and Cameron say in a teasing tone.

      Finn shakes his head, and mumbles, “Oh God. Here we go again…”

      I’m not sure why I’m getting such opposite reactions from Luke’s friends.

      He’s staring at me with his mouth agape, but then he throws his head back and laughs. “Jason is so fucked.”
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        * * *

      

      Maybe I gained brownie points with Luke after I told him what I’d do to him. All I know is that his attitude changed by the time he drove us back to Maverick Prep. He was way more relaxed, and even cracked jokes.

      “See you later, Nicola. Try to not rip Jason’s nutsack off. He’s a good guy, even if he doesn’t act like one.” He smirks.

      What an odd thing to say, but I reply, “I can’t make any promises. Thank you for the ride. And Sage, I’ll pay you back tomorrow, okay?”

      “Oh, don’t worry about it. See you later.”

      I’m feeling a little bit better after hanging out with them. And I thought tonight was going to be a total disaster. Maybe I can learn more about Jason by hanging with Finn and his friends instead of trying to get closer to him. He’s like a forest of thorns. I’ll get pricked if I try to explore it.

      God, that sounded dirty.

      My improved mood plummets to the bowels of hell when I walk into my room and find it in complete disarray. All my clothes and documents are scattered on the floor. The few books I have were opened and tossed without regard.

      “That son of a bitch,” I say as fury courses through my veins.

      I would march up to his room right now if I knew the number. I see a pair of scissors on my desk and grab them before I walk out. I’m a possessed woman, and now, Jason will have a taste of my wrath.

      I may not know where he lives, but I know where his car is parked. It’s getting late and I don’t bump into a lot of people. No one seems to notice the deranged glint in my eyes or the scissors in my hand. If they did, they’d surely call the police. I must look like someone who is about to commit murder.

      The garage is devoid of people but full of cars. It takes me a while to find Jason’s. But when I do, I go savage on his tires. I stab and slash until all four of them are in tatters. I even break a sweat, and my arms ache from the effort.

      I don’t care. Now we’re even.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      I didn’t find anything in Isabelle’s room that clued me in why she’s faking being Nicola. That pissed me off, so naturally, I took my frustration out on her room. I also returned her purse so she’d have no doubt who was the culprit. I was hoping she’d come find me to yell and fight. I was disappointed that she didn’t.

      My phone pings, and I know it’s way too fucking early to get up. I shove my face under the pillow, then blindly reach for the device on my nightstand. I press any random button, making it stop, only for the blasted thing to start again.

      “What the hell.”

      I grab it to shut the alarm off completely, then I see that it isn’t the alarm. It’s Finn calling me.

      “This better be good, motherfucker, because cousin or not, I’ll kick your ass for waking me up at this ungodly hour on a Saturday.”

      “Aren’t you a ray of sunshine? Just calling to tell you, jackass, that your car was trashed last night.”

      I sit up faster than I can blink. “What?”

      “Just saw it when I came in. All four tires were slashed.”

      Son of a bitch. Only one person would be insane enough to do that to me. “Thanks for letting me know.”

      “Do you think it was Nicola?”

      “Probably.”

      “A bit extreme as a retaliation.”

      “Well, I trashed her room.”

      “Brutal. Do I even want to know why?”

      “It’s complicated. Better if you don’t.”

      My deal with Isabelle is too fucked up. I don’t need Finn to look at me as if I’m a deranged ass. I’m well aware that I am, but I’d rather not disclose that to anyone.

      “All right. Just don’t let the guys find out. They look up to you, and I wouldn’t put it past Luke or Cam to avenge you or some shit.”

      “No one touches Nicola,” I growl. “She’s mine.”

      “Okaaay. Well, I gotta go to practice. Talk later.”

      I toss my phone to the side and think about what I’m going to do to Isabelle. She must have been out of her mind to exact revenge against me, knowing I can reveal her secret at any moment. Or maybe she caught on that I don’t plan to do that yet.

      I could make her pay right away, but it will be more satisfying to let her wait on pins and needles, wondering when my payback will come. I smile despite the vicious headache. The game just became a hundred times more interesting.
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        * * *

      

      Nicola/Isabelle

       

      I did not sleep well last night, and it shows this morning. The dark circles under my eyes look like I’ve been punched. It felt great to destroy Jason’s car at that moment. Now that I’m no longer controlled by rage, I’m terrified of what’s going to happen next.

      My stomach is twisted in a ball of dread. I expect him to storm into my room any minute. He doesn’t. I check my phone. There aren’t any threatening messages either. Sitting on my bed, I stare at it without moving for longer than I care to admit.

      Come on, Isabelle. Snap out of it.

      When I begin to feel tendrils of panic wrapping around my heart, I jump from my bed. I’ve done the deed; it’s pointless to agonize over the consequences. It’s the weekend, and my plan before the whole revenge deal happened was to do some shopping in town.

      I could study, but that means staying in my room, which will result in me obsessing about Jason. So I’m sticking to my original plan. Seeing people other than the students of Maverick Prep will distract me.

      Before I take a shower, I prop my chair against the door. Jason has the bad habit of barging in when I’m naked. It’s like he has a sixth sense for that, or he installed a camera in my room.

      I stop. Shit. That possibility never occurred to me before, but it fits his MO. Instead of getting ready, I search my room for hidden cameras. It takes me an hour or so to look in every corner and nook and cranny, and I don’t find any.

      When I glance at the time, I’m annoyed that it’s already ten-thirty. I wanted to head out early. Finding a parking spot downtown will be hell now.

      I take a quick shower, not bothering to wash my hair, and then pick the most comfortable and understated ensemble I can find: dark jeans, a plain T-shirt, and a denim jacket paired with sneakers. It’s sunny out, so I forgo the stupid contact lenses. I’ll just wear sunglasses the entire time.

      I was calmer during the getting ready process, but as I step outside my room, my pulse accelerates. I keep looking over my shoulder as I walk to the garage. My car is intact—I didn’t really expect Jason’s payback to be the same as mine.

      Maybe he doesn’t know yet.

      I drive by where his car was parked last night and find the spot vacant. He knows. I hold the steering wheel tighter and head out. In the back of my mind, I’m aware that he can go in my room again and cause more damage, but I won’t build my own cage. I’ve been a prisoner before, and that’s not something I want to repeat. Ever.

      My mind is spiraling during the drive. I barely notice the journey, and it’s a miracle I don’t get into a wreck. As predicted, I can’t find a parking spot on any of the streets downtown, which forces me to park a few blocks away from the main business area. As long as I don’t linger past sunset, I’ll be okay.

      I have no idea what I want to buy, so I visit as many shops as I can and try not to think about Jason. Unfortunately, I can’t get him out of my mind. I’m afraid of him, but also intrigued by him.

      You also have the hots for him, Isabelle. Let’s not forget that.

      My stomach grumbles, reminding me that it’s late and I haven’t eaten. I decide to return to the diner where we ate last night, because the food was delicious. Before I turn a corner onto Oak Street, I hear someone speaking in Spanish. The voice sounds exactly like Juan’s.

      My heart leaps into my throat. My entire body begins to shake, and as the voice comes closer, my survival instincts take over. I cross the street, blind to everything, while I keep chanting in my head that he’s found me.

      A horn blares, making me turn. The car is coming at me too fast, and there’s no chance it will stop before it hits me. Suddenly, I’m yanked out of the way onto the curb.

      “Are you okay?” someone asks me.

      My breathing is coming out in bursts, and my ears are ringing. I can’t believe I was almost run over. I look across the street and see the guy I thought was Juan. No similarities whatsoever. I freaked out over nothing.

      “It’s Nicola, right?” my savior asks me again.

      I finally turn to him.

      It’s Justice. He’s so tall, I have to crane my neck to look at his face. “Yeah, thank you.”

      “No need to thank me. You really need to pay attention before crossing the street here. Very few people respect the speed limit.”

      “I know.”

      He releases my arm but keeps his attention on me. “You look quite pale. Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “I’m a little shaken. I was heading to Dennis’s Diner for lunch.”

      “What a coincidence. So was I. Are you meeting anyone there?”

      “No, I’m flying solo today. You?”

      “I have to meet someone later, so I was just going to kill time there. Maybe we can hang out.”

      Would it look bad if I ate lunch with Justice? I’m not interested in him, and I know Jason doesn’t like him. But hell, the guy just saved my life and saying no would be rude. Besides, I shouldn’t care what that jerk thinks.

      “Yeah, let’s.”

      I feel better having company now. I don’t know Justice, but he seems all right. He opens the door and urges me to walk in first. The place is full, so we wait for the hostess.

      This time, a cute redheaded teen greets us. She smiles at me, but when she turns her attention to Justice, her grin wilts a fraction. Does she know him?

      “Welcome to Dennis’s Diner,” she says.

      “Hi, Alexis. Long time,” Justice replies.

      “Yeah. Follow me.”

      Okay, I’m definitely not imagining things. Our waitress knows Justice and doesn’t like him very much.

      Once we’re seated, she asks, “What can I get you to drink?”

      “Just water for me,” I say.

      “Same,” Justice adds.

      “All right. I’ll be right back.”

      Once she’s out of earshot, I ask him, “Where do you know her from?”

      “We went to middle school together. Alexis’s dad owns the diner.”

      “She wasn’t very friendly toward you,” I point out.

      He leans back and shrugs. “I dated her best friend for a couple of months, and when I broke things off, I became the villain. You know, the usual.”

      I frown. “It’s not usual unless you did something to warrant a bad reputation.”

      He squints and then smiles. “Nah, I swear I did nothing to Carmen. I just didn’t like her as a girlfriend.”

      A moment later, Alexis returns with our drinks.

      “Did you make your choice, or do you need a couple more minutes?” she asks.

      I open the menu to search for the item that caught my eye yesterday. “I’ll try the Dennis Super Charged Dog. It sounds delicious.”

      “Oh yeah, it’s one of my favorites,” she replies with a smile.

      “I’ll have the usual.” Justice grins at her, but his smile has no warmth.

      “Right.” Her expression closes off as she jots something down on her pad. “The food shouldn’t take long.”

      The exchange between them leaves something foul lingering in the air. Luke told Sage he didn’t like Justice because he was shady, and I’m beginning to wonder if he was right.

      “So, Nicola, tell me what brought you to Triton Cove.”

      I repeat the rehearsed story, but Justice keeps looking at this phone. I could have told him the truth and he wouldn't have batted an eyelash.

      “Are you from Triton Cove?” I ask to get the ball into his court.

      “No, I moved here when I was twelve.”

      “How did you end up at Maverick Prep?”

      “I got a basketball scholarship. I wouldn’t be able to afford the tuition otherwise.”

      I raise my brows. “That’s cool.”

      Alexis returns with our food, and I’m glad for the interruption. The sooner we eat, the sooner this strange hangout can end.

      I get distracted by the food and manage to ignore my companion while I eat.

      He laughs. “Wow.”

      I lift my face. “What?”

      “I’ve never seen a girl destroy a Dennis Super Charged Dog that fast.”

      I shrug. “I’m motivated when I’m hungry.”

      He lifts his hand, and before I can react, he wipes the corner of my mouth with his thumb. My spine becomes rigid in an instant. Boundaries, dude.

      “You had mustard on your face,” he says.

      I reach for a napkin and wipe my mouth before he finds another smear that he feels he needs to clean with his fingers.

      “Justice?” a familiar voice calls him.

      His eyes widen in a guilty way. “Hey, Sage. How is it going?”

      Shit. Did she see her crush getting frisky with me? I turn with a smile ready, but seeing her cold expression answers the question for me. She did see Justice touch my face.

      “Hi, Sage,” I say.

      “Hi.” Her tone is cold, matching her hard stare.

      Without another word, she pivots and walks out. Justice scrambles to his feet and rushes after her. Damn it. There’s something going on between them, and now that I’ve hung out with the guy, I agree with Luke. He’s bad news.

      I stare at my half-eaten hot dog, knowing I won’t finish it. I lost my appetite.

      “Did Justice just ditch you?” Alexis asks.

      I didn’t even notice her approach. “Uh, this wasn’t a date. We bumped into each other and realized we were both coming here for lunch.”

      Her eyebrows arch. “Oh. Well, you looked pretty chummy for a moment.” She shakes her head. “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business.”

      “You don’t like him very much, do you?”

      “Nope. I’d be careful if I were you.”

      It’s not me I’m worried about. I look out the window, but I don’t see Justice or Sage anywhere.  “Thanks for the heads up. Can I have the bill, please?”

      She flicks her gaze to Justice’s unfinished burger. “Are you covering his share too?”

      “Yeah, might as well. If he comes back, tell him he’s all set.”

      “If he doesn’t return before you’re gone, his food goes in the trash. We’re too busy—we need the table.”

      “Right.” I nod.

      I have a feeling that even if the diner wasn’t busy, she’d toss his food in the garbage. He doesn’t return before I head out, and I begin to worry about Sage. I send her a quick text, but it goes unanswered.

      Crap. I don’t want her to think there’s something going on between Justice and me. Maybe I should tell her brother what happened today, but she might be even more upset if I rat her out.

      I’m still thinking about what to do when my phone pings. I look at it, hoping it’s Sage, but it’s a text from the bane of my existence.

      

      JASON: I guess you do like pervs.

      

      Hell, how did he find out about Justice so quickly?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      When I got home on Saturday, I called Sage. She ignored it and never called me back. So I sent her a long text message explaining how I wound up in the diner with Justice. I know that if she saw the guy touching my face, it looked bad. And God knows what he told her.

      Jason didn’t bother me again. I decided it was best to stay in my room on Sunday and study, but my mind wasn’t into it. As weekends go, this one sucked.

      I look like a raccoon today. It takes me longer than usual to get ready, so I don’t have time for breakfast. I don’t think I could eat anyway.

      My nerves are shot as I walk into the school building. I barely make it into the main hallway when Sloane and her friends block my path.

      I don’t need this shit today.

      “Excuse me,” I say.

      “No, I won’t excuse you.” Sloane flattens one hand on my shoulder and shoves me against a locker.

      “Hey! Get off me.”

      “This is your first and last warning. Stay away from Jason.”

      I should have predicted Sloane would show her claws. When I met Jason, she clearly made a show for my benefit. All that was left was for her to piss all over him to mark her territory.

      “Why? Because you have some sick claim over him?”

      Her face twists into a scowl. “You’re the one who’s the oddity here, bitch.”

      I could tell her I have no interest in Jason, and he’s the one who won’t leave me alone. But she wouldn’t believe me, and hell, I don’t owe her any explanation.

      But I won’t take her threats meekly. I shove her off me, hard. She staggers back as her eyes grow larger.

      Didn’t expect the weirdo to fight back, did you, bitch?

      “What’s the meaning of this?” the principal asks, scowling in my direction.

      Great. He has to show up when I’m defending myself. I bet he didn’t see Sloane shove me against the locker first.

      “I don’t know, Mr. Cain. This girl is a menace. We just wanted to know where she bought her shoes,” Sloane replies, milking the fake sweet tone to the max.

      Her friends all jump in to confirm her BS story.

      “Nicola, please follow me,” he says.

      Damn everything to hell.

      I do as he says, but I make sure to glare at Sloane as I walk by her. She’s smirking, and I want nothing more than to wipe that smug smile off her face.

      When I’m alone with him, the headmaster looks pissed, even more so than he did in the hallway. The door is closed, and his assistant can’t hear anything.

      “I’m very disappointed in your behavior, Isabelle.”

      Hearing him call me by my real name makes me cringe.

      “Isabelle is dead. I’d prefer it if you called me Nicola,” I grit out.

      He folds his hands on the desk and leans forward. “Very well, Nicola. Your parents went through a lot of trouble to get this second chance for you. I’d hate to see you squander it with pettiness.”

      “I was defending myself,” I say through clenched teeth. “I didn’t realize you condoned bullying at Maverick Prep.”

      “I don’t. I didn’t ask you to follow me here because of what I witnessed just a moment ago.”

      “Oh? Why am I here, then?”

      “We have footage of you vandalizing Jason Novak’s car on Friday night.”

      My stomach bottoms out. The altercation with Sloane made me forget about my problems with Jason.

      “He deserved it. He trashed my room.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “And do you have proof that he did that?”

      “No, but I know it was him. He has a master key.”

      Mr. Cain laughs. “There isn’t a master key to any room in the dorms, Ms. Devlin.”

      I don’t know if he’s lying to save face or if Jason lied about his master key. It doesn’t matter, though. I can’t prove that he messed with me first.

      I cross my arms. “He has a key to my room.”

      “If that’s the case, we can easily change the lock. But I’m afraid I can’t ignore the fact you destroyed his car.”

      The sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach intensifies. “What does that mean? Am I suspended?”

      “No. It turns out Jason spoke on your behalf.”

      My heart skips a beat, and then it accelerates to a hundred. “He did?”

      “Yes. He made me aware you have a recital coming soon, and that you must practice until then. It’s for that reason, and that reason alone, that you’re not getting a suspension. But I advise you to work out your issues with other students in a less destructive manner.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “No, Ms. Devlin. Don’t try. Simply do. You can head to class now.”

      My mind is spinning like a top as I head to Spanish. I wish I could believe that Jason interceded on my behalf because there’s something good in him. But the most logical explanation is that he wants to deal with me in his own twisted way.

      I spot him ahead of me in the hallway, talking to Sloane. They look chummy, which causes an ugly feeling to spread through my chest. I can’t possibly be jealous of him and that bitch. I should look away, but I don’t before Jason turns his head in my direction. Our eyes lock. I can’t glance away first. I don’t want him to think I’m afraid of him. He smirks before he returns his attention to Sloane.

      He tucks a strand of her hair behind her ear and then kisses her cheek. I don’t know if he’s doing that because I’m watching or not.

      Look away, Isabelle.

      I don’t and end up bumping into someone.

      “Hey, wat—” Luke starts before he sees me. “Oh, it’s you.”

      “Sorry. I was distracted.”

      His gaze travels past my head. “I can see why. I wouldn’t worry though. Sloane has been after Jason since I can remember. If he wanted to date her, he would have already.”

      “Why are you telling me? I don’t care who he dates.”

      He smiles knowingly. “Sure you don’t. Anyway, gotta go.”

      It doesn’t occur to me until he leaves that he’s acting as if he doesn’t know that I hung out with Justice on Saturday. I’m sure if he knew, he wouldn’t be friendly toward me. How did Jason find out about it so fast?

      Like a dumbass, I look again in his direction, but he’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Jason misses Spanish, and of course I wonder if he went somewhere with Sloane. The idea irritates me beyond reason. The silver lining on the situation is that, because I’m obsessing about Jason, I don’t have another panic attack in class.

      During the rest of the day, I keep looking over my shoulder, waiting for Jason to spring up from a corner and do something nasty. He doesn’t, and I don’t get a glimpse of him anywhere until it’s time for music with Mrs. Simpson.

      My excitement is diminished severely knowing that I have to play with him. And worst of all, my attempt to find a violin online yesterday was an epic failure, so all I have is the ridiculous rainbow explosion Jason got me. I can already picture the mocking looks I’ll get from Sloane.

      I wonder what she’d do if she knew Jason kissed me on Friday. I don’t think she’d be happy, even if she also knew he abandoned me soon after.

      Ah hell, why did I think about that kiss when I’m a second away from stepping into Mrs. Simpson’s class?

      I find Jason sitting next to Sloane and, once again, I feel a twinge of jealousy. Fuck. These stupid ass reactions must stop. I’m getting all bent out of shape because of one kiss? I confess, it was hot, but everything that happened after should have reset my brain to when I met him.

      Jason is a jerk who’s determined to make my life miserable. I shouldn’t care that his kiss set me ablaze.

      “Ah, good afternoon, Ms. Devlin,” Mrs. Simpson says. “I see that you got your instrument.”

      “I got a violin, but it’s definitely not my instrument.”

      “Oh?” She raises an eyebrow.

      I make a show of taking the colorful violin out. “A gift from Jason. I didn’t know he had a sense of humor.”

      Her jaw drops. “Well, that’s something, for sure.”

      “The sound is crap, but I can make do until I buy a proper violin,” I continue.

      “I’m sure you can. Well, take a seat and let’s commence.”

      I’m happy that I manage to cross the classroom without looking in Jason’s direction. But I can feel his hard stare burning a hole through my face. Is he angry that I didn’t acknowledge his presence, or that I told Mrs. Simpson I’d buy a new violin?

      God, why do I care?

      During most of the lesson we practice one piece as a group. It’s not until there are only ten minutes left in class that Mrs. Simpson discusses my duet with Jason. She wants us to play Tchaikovsky’s Romeo and Juliet Fantasy Overture because it’s powerful and romantic. I don’t know why she thinks that’s a good idea. Plus, there isn’t a duet in that piece, only a solo. If Tchaikovsky wanted the solo to be a duet, he would have composed it as such. It’s official, the woman is insane.

      Standing now in the middle of the room with Jason, it’s impossible to not look at him. His gaze is dark as he listens to Mrs. Simpson explain her idea to us. Is he hating her choice as much as I am? I don’t have time to figure out his thoughts, because the bell rings, ending the class. I have to hurry to get to my next one, since it’s on the other side of the building.

      I’m putting my things away hastily when Jason steps next to me.

      “We need to practice, or we’ll crash and burn,” he tells me.

      “And we can’t have that, can we? What will your mother say?”

      He narrows his eyes. “Careful, Nicola. Don’t get cocky now.”

      “I’m not being cocky. I’m just making an observation.”

      “Be back here in an hour,” he tells me.

      I put my hands on my hips. “What makes you think I don’t have plans in an hour?”

      He smiles darkly. “I know your schedule.”

      “I still need to buy a proper violin.”

      He steps into my personal space. “I already said you’ll use the violin I gave you.”

      My pulse accelerates at his proximity. His intoxicating aftershave reaches my nose, and my brain floods with the memory of our kiss. His stormy eyes drop to my mouth, making me suspect that he’s thinking about the same thing.

      “Is that how you plan to sabotage me? Are you that afraid that everyone will know I’m better than you?”

      He lifts his gaze to mine again. “You’re not better than me.”

      “I think I am. I’ll wait to judge when we practice later,” I reply sweetly.

      His nostrils flare, reminding me that he’s prone to losing control.

      “Jason, what are you doing wasting your time with that loser?” Sloane interrupts.

      He schools his expression into the arrogant mask he likes to wear, and steps back. “I was just making sure she understands her assignment.”

      "Whatever, I’m hungry. Let’s go eat off-campus.”

      Gag me. Just watching them talk is twisting my stomach. I look at the time and curse in my head. I’m going to be late if I don’t hurry. I shove all my notes into my bag and then rush out of the classroom. Jason calls my name—my real name—in front of Sloane. I know he made a mistake, but if I answer, I’ll give my secret away. The best course of action is to ignore him and pray she doesn’t connect the dots.
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        * * *

      

      Jason

      

      I see Isabelle drop something from her bag, and on reflex, I call her by her real name. Shit. She’s done something to me, because I’m not prone to making rookie mistakes like that.

      “Who is Isabelle?” Sloane asks.

      “I don’t know.” I bend over to grab what Isabelle dropped. It’s her eyedrop bottle. I pocket it before Sloane can see what I got.

      “You called Nicola ‘Isabelle’.” Sloane is watching me through narrowed eyes now.

      “Did I? I didn’t notice.”

      She crosses her arms. “I wasn’t born yesterday, Jason. Who the fuck is Isabelle? You wouldn’t have called that weirdo by another name if she wasn’t someone you’re thinking about it.”

      “You’re under the impression I owe you an explanation. You’re not my girlfriend, Sloane. You’re not even my fuck buddy.” I hoist my violin case over my shoulder and head out.

      “You’re an ass, Jason.”

      I ignore her. I don’t have time to deal with Sloane’s jealousy bullshit. It’s her problem that she got it into her head that she had a chance with me.

      Dating and all the annoyances attached to it were never something I was interested in. Hookups are much easier. I chose to hang out with Sloane because she wasn’t boring, but now she’s getting on my nerves. Sure, I’ve been leading her on since Isabelle walked into my life, but that strategy is giving me more headaches than it’s worth.

      I shove my hand in my jacket pocket and curl my fingers around the eyedrop bottle. Isabelle will miss this, and she’ll have to endure dry eyes for the rest of the day or take off those hideous lenses. It’s a shame she has to hide her eye color. It’s gorgeous.

      Jesus. I’m losing my mind. This physical attraction is getting out of hand. I can’t let it distract me. It’s thanks to her that my life has been a shit fest. Maybe I need to fuck her already and move on.

      The twitch in my pants confirms that my cock is one hundred percent on board with the idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      I’m late on purpose. It’s a test to gauge Isabelle’s fear of me. I haven’t punished her yet for what she did to my car, and her sassiness shows she’s gaining confidence. My slip of the tongue earlier in front of Sloane didn’t help my case. And what’s the deal with her and Justice—what was she doing with that asshole? It was by chance that I saw them together while I was out on Saturday.

      I hear music from the hallway, and as much as I hate to admit it, it speaks to my soul. The violin is not the best, but she somehow has managed to make it work for her. I stand outside and listen to her play for a minute before I walk into the classroom. Her back is to me, so she doesn’t notice me right away.

      There’s no denying it. Anyone who listens to her play will know she’s in a different league than me. Old memories come to the surface. The humiliation of sucking terribly at the competition, and then my mother’s hateful words afterward. They were worse than my father’s blows.

      Before I know what I’m doing, I’m striding in her direction. She turns when I’m already practically on top of her.

      “Jason, wh—”

      I cover her mouth with my hand and push her back until she meets the wall.

      “You’ve been behaving badly for someone with so much to lose, Isabelle. You didn’t think I’d let your little act of vandalism go unpunished, did you?”

      Her eyes widen. I remove my hand from her face, dying to hear her reply.

      “You got what you deserved. You trashed my room.”

      My eyes narrow to slits. “You still don’t get it. I can do whatever I please with your room… and with you.”

      “Why would I continue to play along with your games when you just blurted out my real name in front of your girlfriend? You clearly don’t give a shit about keeping my secret.”

      I smirk to hide that I fucked up. “That was by design, darling. I wanted to remind you how easily I can expose you.”

      “How long are you going to keep this up?”

      “For as long as it’s fun. So let’s make sure you don’t bore me.” I trace my thumb over her lips, dying for another taste.

      She trembles under my caress, and I almost succumb and kiss her again. But that’s not a punishment when I can see she wants me to do it.

      I step away. “Take off your stupid lenses. I hate them.”

      “No one is forcing you to look into my eyes,” she retorts.

      God, even cornered, she won’t back down. I don’t see myself ever getting tired of toying with her.

      “I only told Sloane your first name, but that was already enough to make her suspicious. Maybe next time, I’ll let your last name slip.”

      She swallows hard, and it’s audible. “If she learns who I am, you won’t have leverage over me anymore.”

      “True, but if I don’t get what I want, there’s no point in keeping your secret, is there?”

      She clamps her jaw shut and glowers for a moment. Then she walks around me and takes the lens case out of her bag. I watch in silence as she keeps searching for the eyedrop bottle currently in my pocket.

      “Shit,” she mumbles to herself.

      Keeping her back to me, she removes her lenses and then turns around with her chin raised. Her eyes are red, but she still looks at me in defiance.

      Let’s change that.

      “Are you ready to practice or what?” she asks.

      “Not so fast. You need to pay for the damage to my car.”

      She narrows her eyes. “Are you going to ask me to strip naked and play for you again?”

      “Tempting, but I want something better.” I walk over, loving how she tenses at my proximity.

      “I’m not going to have sex with you,” she grits out.

      “Oh, you will, eventually. But not today. On your knees.”

      Her pretty eyes widen. Then she shakes her head. “I’m not going to suck your dick either.”

      My fingers are in her hair in an instant, twisting a strand viciously until she winces. “You should have thought about that before you slashed my tires.”

      Her eyes well up with tears, almost making me feel guilty. Before I cave to the emotion, I crush my lips to hers, kissing her deep and hard. I let the anger and desire consume me, and when I sense her melting into me, I yank her head back.

      “On your knees. Now. I’m not going to repeat it again.”

      “And if I don’t, you’ll tell everyone who I am?”

      “That, or something worse.”

      A strange emotion flashes in her eyes, and now I want to know what she’s thinking. Is she developing a sick attraction to me like I am to her?

      “Aren’t you afraid I’m going to bite?” she asks.

      “I know you won’t, because deep down, you want this.”
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        * * *

      

      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I freeze at his words. Denial is on the tip of my tongue, but it’d be a lie. I’m that messed up in the head that the more Jason punishes me, the more I want him to show me his worst. I never thought I craved this type of depraved dynamic until I met him.

      Juan was a sick monster. He treated me like a princess until he decided to lock me in a cage. Jason is a broken boy pretending to be a monster. He’s hateful, but his cruelty is almost innocent.

      God, what the hell are you thinking, Isabelle? He just ordered you to blow him in a classroom.

      My lips still tingle from his brutal kiss. I can’t say I don’t want more. He knows he can play me any way he likes, and I’m sure he believes I’ll fight him. I bet he’s counting on it.

      So I drop to my knees, determined to give him the best blow job of his life.

      Holding his stare, I unbutton his pants and lower the zipper. His face is a cold mask, but his breathing is already different, shallower. I pull his pants down just enough to have access to his briefs. The bulk there is undeniable. I rub the fabric over his shaft, making him hiss.

      “Quit stalling,” he grumbles.

      “I’m not. But if I’m paying a debt, I want to make sure I don’t owe you anything after.”

      He reaches for my hair again and yanks at the strands. The pain sends a shiver of pleasure down my spine. Can he tell how turned on I am? Does he care? Or would he prefer it if I was not on board with this?

      I try to read the truth in his eyes. They aren’t as hard as before. Desire has clouded the hate, but I don’t see malice.

      “Your debt to me will never be paid, Isabelle. Never.”

      That’s where you’re wrong, Jason. I just have to survive one more year of high school, and then I’ll be gone.

      I swallow any remark I might have made. Instead, I free his cock from his briefs and bring it to my mouth. It’s bigger than I expected, but I swallow the whole thing until the head hits the back of my throat. Jason’s expression softens, but his hand is firmly twisted around my hair.

      “That’s a good girl,” he says.

      I use my hand and tongue to work him, knowing that I’m doing it right when he grows larger. He lets me have control for only a minute or so before he sets the pace and fucks my mouth hard. My eyes sting from it, and a few times, he almost chokes me with his cock. I don’t complain though, and when he finishes, I swallow every drop.

      Breathing hard, he staggers back, zipping up his pants. Then he turns around and pulls his hair back. “Fuck.”

      My knees hurt from staying in this position for so long. I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing that. I get up and then grab my violin.

      “Now that you had your fun, can we practice?”

      He looks over his shoulder with eyes narrowed. “Who says I had any fun?”

      I wipe the corner of my mouth, and then lick my finger. “This tells me you did.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      When I didn’t think Jason’s mind games could get any worse, the morning after I gave him a blow job, he emails me a video of my performance. The subject reads “Something to remember me by.”

      The footage doesn’t show my face. The security camera I didn’t know the music room had was behind me. But my colorful violin is in plain view, and there aren’t many girls at Maverick Prep who have black hair like mine.

      My phone rings a moment later, showing an unknown number. I never answer those calls, but on a hunch, I press the green button.

      “Hello?”

      “Good morning, darling,” Jason drawls. “Did you get my email?”

      “You’re a sick fuck, aren’t you? How did you get your hand on that security footage?”

      He laughs. “Easy peasy when you’re me.”

      “So you’re adding that to your arsenal of blackmail?”

      “Hmm, maybe.”

      My shoulders slump. I can’t help the feeling of defeat that takes over me. I haven’t ugly cried in a long time, but I think I’ll break that streak this morning.

      “What did I ever do to you?” I ask, hating how shaky my voice sounds.

      “Oh, Isabelle. Are you crying?”

      “You know what, Jason? Do what you want with that video.” I end the call then turn off my phone.

      I should start getting ready, but instead, I lie down in bed and bury myself under the covers. I’m so tired of it all. Whenever I think I’m getting ahead of Jason’s twisted game, he comes back with something more awful to torment me.

      In hindsight, people already think I’m a weirdo, what’s adding whore to the mix going to do to me? Maybe I’m overreacting. I don’t know. I miss my parents, my friends, and my home. To summon everything up, I miss my old life.

      Sometimes I think that I should let Juan find me so we can end it once and for all. Either he kills me, or I kill him. It’s better than living in suspended animation. But knowing how my last chapter with him ended, I can see how the story will go, with me dead and my body never to be found. Knowing Juan, he’d make sure I suffer. But then, I’d be free of him.

      Jesus, I’m seriously depressed if I think that’s a good outcome.

      At some point, I fall asleep and miss class. When I wake up, I feel sluggish, and every muscle in my body hurts. The mattress dips behind me, and that’s when I realize I’m not alone.

      My brain must still be fuzzy, because I close my eyes and whimper, “Please, Juan, don’t hurt me.”

      A hand on my shoulder forces me to roll on my back. It isn’t Juan’s face that I see hovering over mine. It’s Jason’s.

      “Who’s Juan?”

      I blink fast, trying to come up with an excuse, but I can’t make my brain work. “No one.”

      He furrows his brows, then places a hand over my forehead. “You’re burning up.”

      I have a fever. No wonder I can’t think straight.

      “How did you get in here? I propped the chair against the door.”

      “No, you didn’t. I guess you forgot, or you wanted me to come in.”

      I sigh. “If you’re here wanting another blow job. I can’t promise it’ll be any good.”

      “I’m not that demented,” he grumbles.

      “Why are you in my room, then?”

      “You missed class and practice. Mrs. Simpson was worried.”

      Yeah, it makes sense. Jason must have come here to make sure his favorite punching bag was still alive.

      “If I’m too sick to practice, you’ll get your solo back. Everyone will be happy.”

      “You’re definitely sick or you wouldn’t be talking nonsense.”

      “Just let me be, Jason.”

      He stands and walks to my bathroom. “Where do you keep your painkillers?”

      Wait. He wants to help me?

      “Never mind. I found them.”

      He returns to the room with a full glass of water and the pills. I lean on my elbows, trying to sit up. I don’t move fast enough, and Jason ends up assisting me.

      “Take two and drink the whole thing. You need to hydrate.”

      “Why are you helping me? Did I suck you that good yesterday?”

      His eyebrows arch. “I had no idea you had such a filthy mind.”

      I swallow the pills with the help of the water, but I only take one sip and earn a hard stare from him.

      “I said drink the whole glass.”

      “Stop bossing me around,” I retort but do as he says.

      “Good girl.” He smirks.

      I can’t tell if I’m blushing or not, because I have a fever, but my mind automatically goes to that memory.

      “You didn’t answer my question. Are you helping me because you liked the way I sucked your dick, and you want a repeat?”

      The amusement vanishes from his eyes. “I’m helping you because I don’t want to win the solo by default.”

      I flop on the bed again. “Fine. Don’t answer, then. I know you enjoyed yourself.”

      He joins me in bed, straddling me. I’m too weak to have a proper reaction to it.

      “I’m a guy and I came in your mouth. Of course I enjoyed myself.”

      “At least one of us did.”

      He smirks. “I don’t know why you keep lying to me. You have the worst poker face.”

      “I’m not lying.”

      His eyebrows twitch and then a smug grin unfurls on his lips. “What are you saying, Isabelle? Do you want me to get you off?”

      My pulse accelerates and a crazy yearning hits me hard. What the actual fuck? Even burning with fever, I’m craving this asshole. Or maybe it’s because my brain can’t function properly that my body is taking control.

      “No, I don’t. What I want is for you to leave me alone.”

      He shakes his head. “Can’t now. You know, I haven’t been able to forget your sweet pussy since you played for me naked. I think I need to take a closer look.”

      My damn heart slams hard against my ribcage, I’m afraid it’s going to burst through. I’m so turned on, that my clit is throbbing in anticipation.

      I haven’t had sex since Juan. There has been no time between hospital stays and fleeing my old life. But I didn’t expect to be attracted to anyone else for a very long time. Juan didn’t rape me, but there are worse things that can happen to a person.

      Jason tosses the cover aside and then slowly peels off my pajama pants and underwear. Jesus, this is really happening.

      “You said you weren’t that demented to want to sex me up while I’m sick.”

      “And you believed me? You shouldn’t have lied to me, Isabelle. Don’t you know by now that it turns me on more than anything else?”

      I swallow hard, not knowing what to do. I’m exposed to him from the waist down. A guy who has humiliated me time and time again, and yet, I’m not embarrassed or feeling violated. I’m oddly excited to see how this will go.

      “I hate that you’re so damn beautiful,” he confesses.

      “The feeling is mutual.”

      He quirks an eyebrow. “Touch yourself.”

      “What?” I squeak.

      “You heard me. I want to see your fingers glide between your folds. I want to watch you pleasure yourself, knowing you’re thinking about me.”

      “You are one cocky son of a bitch. You can’t control my fantasies, Jason.”

      “Touch yourself, Isabelle,” he grits out.

      I bring my fingers to my mouth to lick them first before running them down my belly. Jason’s eyes bug out, and I want to laugh like a delirious woman. It’s amusing that he’s surprised I always bring his requests up a notch.

      I part my legs a little, wanting him to get a good view before I flick my clit. My hips buck unexpectedly. I wasn’t prepared for the pleasure of a simple touch. I’ve never had this reaction to my own hand. Jason is the reason.

      “You like that, don’t you, my filthy liar?” he purrs.

      “Yes,” I hiss.

      “Keep moving those fingers, darling.”

      I flick my clit a few more times, already sensing the tension build-up. As crazy as it sounds, I don’t want to come too quickly, so I stop touching my clit in favor of teasing my entrance. Jason’s pants clearly show a bulge already. I picture him taking his cock out and fucking me hard. My fingers glide inside of me, forcing me to close my eyes. It feels too damn good already.

      Jason’s hands find my breasts, and I let out a gasp. He keeps his expression closed off as he plays with them through my shirt. I move my fingers in and out faster, knowing I can’t stop the orgasm now even if I wanted to.

      Out of the blue, he grabs my wrist and yanks my hand away from my pussy.

      “What are—”

      He leans closer. “I’m not letting you come just yet, sweetheart. First, you need to tell me who the fuck Juan is.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      As mind fuck games go, this is the most demented one I’ve ever played with anyone. What was I thinking when I ordered Isabelle to masturbate in front of me? I’m so hard, I’m seriously risking jizzing in my pants. I’m also on the verge of replacing her fingers with my tongue. There’s no doubt in my mind that she tastes fucking delicious.

      But I can’t give her any advantage. I grab her wrist and yank her hand from between her legs.

      “What are—”

      I lean closer, not caring that I might catch her cold.

      “I’m not letting you come just yet, sweetheart. First, you need to tell me who the fuck Juan is.”

      Her white face becomes even paler, and her beautiful violet eyes grow larger.

      “He’s… nobody.” She turns her face, and her bangs part to the side with the movement.

      I see it then, the scar near her hairline. I brush the strands off to have a closer look. She bats my hand away and fixes her hair so the scar is covered again.

      “How did you get that?”

      “None of your business.”

      Pissed now that she’s back at thinking she has any leverage here, I cup her pussy with my hand, making her arch her back. She’s still turned on, despite the change in dynamics.

      “Did Juan give you that scar, Isabelle?”

      “No.”

      “You’re lying.” I plunge two fingers inside her, hard. She’s so wet, they glide in easily.

      “Are you going to finger me until I confess?”

      “Yes. I’m going to bring you to the edge, but I won’t let you take the plunge unless you tell me everything.”

      She closes her eyes and whimpers. I keep my fingers in place, buried deep inside her pussy, while I press my thumb over her clit. She gasps loudly.

      “Is Juan the reason you faked your death, Isabelle? Tell me.”

      Her eyes fly open, and then she shoves me with more strength than I expected. I slide off to the side, allowing her to jump out of bed. I’m stunned, not angry. I wait for the rage to erupt from the pit of my stomach, and when it doesn’t, I suspect I might be getting sick too.

      She only manages a couple of steps before she collapses on the floor and covers her face with her hands. She’s shaking terribly now.

      Shit, I think I broke her. Too soon.

      I follow her and then crouch by her side. “Isabelle?”

      She turns to me, and glowers. “Yes, Juan is the reason I’m here, pretending to be someone I’m not.”

      My chest is tight; I’m not elated as I thought I’d be. I finally pushed her to the point of despair, but I feel wretched, not vindicated.

      “What did he do?” I ask.

      “You’re a smart guy, Jason. What do you think? He killed me.”

      Her words feel like a punch to my stomach. Some motherfucker tried to take her away from me, and for a while, I thought she was truly dead. The possessiveness I felt earlier when Finn mentioned that Luke or Cameron might want to do something to Isabelle returns with a vengeance.

      I pull her into a hug, not knowing if it’s for her benefit or mine.

      “What happened to him?” I ask in a low tone.

      “Nothing. His family is too powerful. He left me for dead, and then we let him believe he succeeded.”

      “Tell me everything, Isabelle. I want to know everything.”

      She pulls away from me. “Why? So you can tell him where to find me?”

      I capture her face between my hands. “No, so I can make sure he never hurts you again.”

      Her eyebrows furrow. “Oh, so you’re the only one who can hurt me now. Is that it?”

      “Yes.” I claim her lips before she can nudge another question in.

      I’m not sure what I’m doing. The rules of my own game have changed, and I don’t know how to play it anymore. All I know is that I want Isabelle with as much fervor as I loathe her. There’s a fine line between hate and lust, and we’re past toying with it. It’s now blurred beyond recognition.

      She kisses me back as if she wants to drown in me. Her hands find my shoulders, and her fingers dig in. I push her back until she’s lying on the floor and I’m between her legs. Her wet pussy rubs against my erection through my pants, driving me insane with need. I release her lips to place hungry kisses on her chin and down her neck. My hands are everywhere; I’m torn about what I want to explore first. I’m acting like a virgin who doesn’t know what he’s doing.

      I lean back to take my shirt off. Then I reach for Isabelle’s pajama top and rip the fabric down the middle. Like a starved man, I pounce, sucking one of her nipples into my mouth hard while my hand reaches between her legs. She moans softly, and I guess she’s beyond words. So am I.

      Her fingers are in my hair now, pulling at the strands. Mine are soaking wet, diving into her folds. If I keep at it, I’m going to explode in my briefs. I can’t let that happen. In a frenzy, I unzip my pants and free myself. It wasn’t the plan to fuck her so soon, but this will end in catastrophe one way or another, I might as well enjoy her while she’ll have me.

      I lift her leg, resting it over my shoulder, and then I plunge into her hard. She cries out, throwing her head back with her eyes closed.

      "Look at me when I fuck you, Isabelle.”

      She does, and her eyes are like a purple storm. “You’re one sick bastard.”

      I grab her by the neck and squeeze just enough to show her who’s the boss. “I know, and you love it.”

      “I don’t.”

      I pull back almost completely only to slam back again rougher than before. “The more you lie, the harder I get, darling.”

      She becomes tighter around me, making it impossible to maintain control. I don’t want it to end, because she feels so fucking good. I move faster though, chasing the inevitable. Her hips buck as she climaxes first. She doesn’t scream or curse my name. Instead, she bites her lower lip and closes her eyes. Her cheeks become pink, and that’s my undoing. I come hard, and unlike her, I don’t keep it quiet. I groan savagely as I empty myself inside her heat.

      A second before I’m completely spent, I lower my mouth to hers and kiss her tenderly for the first time. I’m surprised she not only lets me, but she cups my face. I don’t want to enjoy her caress, but I don’t stop her from doing it either.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

       

      I wake up and nothing makes sense. My brain is fuzzy as hell and shows no signs that it’ll get out of this daze. I’m in bed alone. Did I hallucinate that Jason was in my room yesterday and that we had sex?

      I’m wearing underwear and a long shirt, so maybe it was just a dream. I roll over to look at the spot on the floor where Jason possibly fucked me. My ripped pajama top is there, torn in two pieces. Shit. It did happen. I touch myself and find the area tender.

      “I can’t believe this.”

      I throw my legs over the side of the bed and sit up. I’m so confused, I don’t know what to do or think anymore. Resting my elbows on my thighs, I hide my face in my hands. Sleeping with the enemy is the most fucked up thing I’ve ever done. I wasn’t so feverish that I didn’t know what was happening. I wanted him, and hell, I still do.

      Jason’s mood swings make him unpredictable. One moment he treats me like he hates me, in the next, he seems to care about my well-being. Because of a glimpse of his kindness, I told him about Juan. I was tired of keeping that secret, but now I fear I only gave Jason more power over me.

      I trudge to the bathroom and barely glance at my reflection in the mirror before I jump into the shower. I don’t feel as awful as I did yesterday. My body could use more rest, but not knowing what Jason is up to will raise my anxiety through the roof.

      I’m too tired to bother with my contact lenses today. Let everyone believe my natural eye color is fake. My hair is already almost back to its natural light brown color, so going without the brown lenses is a risk. It seems now that Jason knows my secret, I’m less paranoid about others finding out. What are the chances that another student here knows who I am? He recognized me only because of who his mother is.

      I leave for breakfast, but I don’t make it outside the building before my cell phone rings. I check the call, and it’s the same unsaved number as before. Only now I know it’s Jason’s.

      “What do you want? It’s too early for your games.”

      “I’m dying,” he replies in a raspy voice. “All thanks to you.”

      “Wait. Are you sick too?”

      “No, I like impersonating Don Corleone.”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m sorry you caught my cold. But why are you calling me?”

      “Because everything hurts, and I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

      “But you don’t care if I do?”

      There’s a pause, and then he replies, “I guess I don’t.”

      I’m about to ask what he needs, but I stop myself. Why would I help Jason without asking for anything in return? He’s giving me an opportunity here, and I’d be a fool not to take it.

      “Let me get this straight—are you asking for my help?”

      “I’m asking you to fix what you caused,” he grits out.

      “I didn’t make you sick. If you hadn’t broken into my room, you wouldn’t have caught what I had.”

      “You forgot to add fucked you senseless.”

      My face becomes warmer. Damn him for making me blush even over the phone.

      “Whatever. The bottom line is that you need my help, and that’s going to cost you.”

      He laughs, which turns into a coughing fit.

      “God, you learn fast. Fine. Name your price.”

      “I want you to delete the music room video from your computer and destroy any other copies you’ve made.”

      There’s another pause, which is followed by more coughing. He sounds worse than I did yesterday.

      “Fine. Can you please get here quickly? And bring supplies. I got nothing.”

      “What kind of supplies? You have to be more specific.”

      “Painkillers, cold medicine, maybe some food.”

      I sigh loudly. “I only have painkillers and that will have to do. I’m not going shopping as I’m not feeling one hundred percent myself.”

      “Just hurry. My room is 309.”

      He ends the call in his usual rude style. Now that I got him to agree to delete that video, I don’t feel like a doormat for helping him. I had packed the painkillers already, but I return to my room to change clothes and fix myself up a bit.

      I’m preening for Jason. Someone shoot me.

      I fill my bag with the few dry snacks I have and then, on a whim, I bring my violin. Maybe we can practice later if he’s up to it. Before I head out, I send an email to the school’s administration explaining that we’re sick.

      I wish I didn’t bump into anyone as I head to Jason’s room, but classes are about to start and there’s an exodus of students making their way from the dorm to the school building. Very few people acknowledge me, that is until I stop in front of Jason’s door and knock.

      A couple of guys walk slower and stare as I wait for Jason to open the door. The rumor mill will be working furiously today.

      “Come in,” he croaks.

      I open the door slowly and stick my head in first. The shades are closed, so the room is almost pitch black. I can barely make out Jason’s shape on the bed. The guys in the hallway have stopped moving altogether and are now gossiping like two little bitches. I’m tempted to tell them to get lost but, in the end, I opt for not giving them more source material. I walk in and close the door fast before they can spy inside.

      “Finally,” Jason says. “I was beginning to think you’d changed your mind.”

      “Not when I’m getting something out of it.”

      I drop my bag and violin case on the floor, and make a beeline for the window. Then I flip the shades open to let the sunshine in.

      “What the hell, Isabelle.” He pulls the covers over his head.

      “It was too dark. Stop bitching.”

      “I hate you,” he mumbles.

      “Yeah, we covered that already. Where’s your laptop?”

      His head sticks out from under the blanket so he can show me his glare. “Why do want it?”

      I watch him through narrowed eyes. “I want to see you delete the video.”

      With a groan, he rolls his eyes. “If I weren’t in so much pain, I’d kick you out.”

      I spot the laptop on his nightstand, so I walk around his bed and grab it. “Here.”

      He yanks the device from my hand, but with him lying in bed, I can’t see what he’s doing. I have no choice but to get close to him.

      “Move over.” I nudge him with my hips as I try to find space next to him on the mattress.

      “Stop being bossy.”

      “Stop acting like a child.”

      So far, my exchange with Jason today has been surreal. None of his responses have any bite. It’d be easy to mistake what we have for friendship.

      He pulls up the video, but instead of deleting it, he watches it again.

      “I don’t need to see this. Delete it already.”

      “I want to watch it one more time before it’s gone forever.”

      I start to get up, but he grabs my hand and drags it under the covers, placing it over his erection. “Help me out here, Isabelle.”

      “I’m not going to jerk you off!”

      He gives me a puppy-dog look. His eyes are a bit glazed, and his cheeks are flushed. He must be running a fever.

      “Please?” he begs.

      “No.” I yank my hand free. “Stop being a pest and delete the video, or I’m gone.”

      Pouting, he replies, “You’re no fun.”

      I press my hand over his forehead. “Jesus, you’re burning up, Jason.”

      “I told you I was dying.”

      I watch him delete the video, and I feel a little bit better but not completely. He still knows too much about me. He opens another browser, and I catch a glimpse of his email inbox. Unlike him, I don’t snoop, although perhaps I should.

      Instead, I bend over to grab the painkillers from my bag. For whatever reason, he thinks it’s okay to snake his arm around my waist and kiss my back. Goosebumps break out on my arms as desire pools between my legs.

      “What are you doing?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer with words; he simply lifts my shirt and runs his tongue up my spine until he reaches my bra strap.

      A shiver runs down my back, and I close my eyes. Damn it. Here he goes again, driving me insane.

      “You taste so good, Isabelle. Why is that?” he whispers.

      “Probably because you’re not thinking straight.” I twist around and shove the painkiller bottle against his chest. “Take this already before the fever damages your brain.”

      He takes the bottle from me, glances at it for a second, and then tosses it over his shoulder. “Later.”

      His hand cups my cheek, and then he kisses me. Wildfire ignites in the pit of my stomach, spreading fast over my body. His tongue tastes like toothpaste, and the mint flavor goes straight to my head. Or maybe it’s him that’s making my head spin.

      I turn around all the way so I can kiss him properly without getting a kink in my neck. I didn’t come here to make out with Jason. I honestly thought what happened yesterday was a fluke, but it seems I can’t resist his dark charms.

      “Why can’t I stop wanting to kiss you, Isabelle?” he mumbles against my lips.

      “Maybe because you don’t hate me as much as you think.”

      “Oh, I do. I hate you with every fiber of my being. I didn’t expect to want you with the same intensity.”

      I should stop this. Why would I want to be with someone who feels this way about me?

      I push him back so I can look into his eyes. There’s no trace of animosity in them. I see only desire shining there.

      “I don’t believe you hate me, Jason.”

      “Keep lying to yourself.” He licks my neck, making me moan out loud.

      “Tell me why then.”

      “No,” he grumbles, and continues placing open kisses that set me on fire.

      This time, I lie on my back of my own accord, but I’m surprised when he continues his caresses down my belly until he reaches the waistband of my leggings. He flicks his tongue across my skin just above the fabric and I tremble.

      “I had to restrain myself yesterday. But hell, I’m tasting you now, Isabelle.” He pulls my leggings and panties down just until they reach mid-thigh. “Look at me while I eat your pussy, beautiful.”

      His filthy mouth makes me even hornier. I do as he says, but I’m not prepared for the pleasure that rips me apart when he licks my clit in one long and glorious stroke.

      “You like that, don’t you, my dirty liar?”

      “Yes,” I hiss. “Maybe I should film this as payback.”

      He chuckles against my sex, sending another ripple of pleasure to my core. “If you wish. I don’t mind, as long as you share it with me.”

      He returns his attention to the task, and I get lost in the sensation. I want to close my eyes, but I know he’ll demand that I keep watching him. No more words are exchanged between us. Jason is determined to explore me thoroughly. I don’t mind if he unveils those secrets. With an expert tongue, and fingers, he quickly brings me to the point of no return. Twisting the sheet with my hands, I throw my head back and gasp loudly.

      “Scream my name, Isabelle,” he says while fingering me. “Loud so everyone can hear it.”

      I shake my head, not wanting to give him that bit of satisfaction.

      “Do it!” He inserts another finger, pressing against the G-spot Juan could never find.

      No. I won’t think about that monster now.

      “Is that how it’s going to be, then?” Jason asks. “Fine.”

      Suddenly, his fingers are gone. Panting like a dog and wholly unsatisfied, I look at him.

      “Are you for real?” I ask.

      “I asked for one simple thing, but you had to go and deny me. Now you don’t get to come.” He shrugs and then licks his fingers. “Too bad. You do taste fucking delicious.”

      “Fine. I don’t need you.”

      I bring my hand to my clit, knowing I’ll need only a couple of flicks to climax. But Jason drags my hand away.

      “Oh no. There’s no do-it-yourself here, honey.”

      I sit up and push him back. In his debilitated state, he collapses on the mattress, and I can easily straddle him.

      His eyebrows arch. “What is this? Are you going to force me? Is that it?”

      I wince at his words and lose my bravado.

      “No. I’d never do that.” I begin to slide off him, but he stops me.

      “Don’t you dare.” His eyes seem to burn.

      I hold his stare and silently lower his boxers. I play with his length first before guiding it to my entrance. I’m so wet that he slides in effortlessly. His fingers dig into my hips as I begin to move, slowly at first. But I can’t keep up this snail’s pace when I was already on the verge of orgasming. I brace my palms against his chest and ride him hard.

      “Say my name,” he grits out, barely able to utter those words.

      “Oh my God, Jason. Yes, yes, yes!”

      “Fuck, Isabelle,” he groans, pumping his hips up and down as he spills his seed inside of me.

      My legs are shaking, and I can barely catch my breath. This was more cardio than I should have done while recovering from a cold. I try to get off Jason, but he keeps me in place.

      “Don’t go yet.”

      “The longer we stay in this position, the messier it will get.”

      “I don’t care.” He closes his eyes. “I like that my jizz is all over your pussy.”

      “I’m sure you do.”

      He opens one eye. “You don’t mind that we haven’t used protection?”

      My heart constricts painfully. I drop my gaze to the hollow of his throat. “I should, but I don’t.”

      “You’re not trying to trap me with a child, are you?”

      Pain flares in my chest, and this time, I do get off him.

      “Hey, I was joking.” He leans on his elbow.

      I keep walking until I’m in his bathroom with the door closed. Even when he doesn’t mean to, he manages to find my weak spots.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      It takes me a while to recover from the post-sex conversation with Jason. That subject isn’t something I let myself dwell on, like, ever. I use his shower, not caring about the significance of it when I’m stuck in my own personal hell.

      I smell like him now, and that makes me feel funny—kind of giddy. Butterflies are flying freely in my belly. I shake my head. No. I’m not catching feelings for Jason. The only thing he deserves from me is animosity.

      When I return to his room, he’s sleeping on his stomach. One of his arms is up, hiding part of his face. He’s still naked, as far as I can tell. The sheets are covering his ass. My gaze zeroes in on the painkillers on his nightstand. I assume he finally took some.

      I’m developing a headache, and I feel a little woozy. I touch my forehead, finding it warm. Maybe I’m getting a fever again.

      I walk around the bed and grab a couple of pills from the bottle, choosing to swallow them dry because Jason drank all the water in the glass. He sighs, and I stare at him for a moment. He looks like an angel when he’s not doing horrible things and saying hateful words. My heart does a backflip.

      Shit. I need to get the hell out of here. I bend over to grab my bag and violin case.

      “Where are you going?” he asks in a sleepy voice.

      Jesus, I thought he was knocked out.

      “I already helped you in more ways than one. I’m going back to my room.”

      “What if I need you later?”

      “I’m not your nurse, Jason. And I think I have a fever again. I just want to rest.”

      He flips a portion of the sheet back, confirming that he’s indeed naked.

      “There’s plenty of space in my bed.” He taps the mattress.

      I’m frozen. My brain is telling me to leave, but a bigger force wants me to stay.

      “Why do you want me here? You already confessed you hate me with every fiber of your being.”

      “Keep your enemies closer?” He smirks.

      The word no is on the tip of my tongue, but the room begins to spin. I have to brace my hand against the nightstand and wait for the dizzy spell to pass.

      “Are you going to faint?” he asks.

      “I don’t know.”

      “See? You can’t leave. Who’s going to take care of you?”

      I stare at him, trying to guess what wicked game he’s playing now. “I doubt you have good intentions in your heart.”

      He frowns. “I’m a good person, Isabelle.”

      “Your idea of good and evil is clearly different than mine.”

      He leans on his elbow. “I know evil. And I also know I’m not it.”

      That simple statement makes something click in my head. I drop my bag and case on the floor, take off my shoes, and slide next to him.

      He drops his head onto the pillow while his hand rests on my hip. “That’s a good girl.” He smiles lazily.

      “Who hurt you, Jason?”

      His gaze becomes hard in an instant. He doesn’t answer for a couple of beats as he holds my stare. My heart is pounding much faster now, as if it’s trying to flee from my chest.

      “You did,” he answers finally.

      I can’t keep the surprise from showing on my face. I honestly expected another insult, not the naked truth. He isn’t lying. Whatever he thinks I did, he believes it completely.

      “How is that possible? I just met you.”

      He closes his eyes. “Shh. I can’t think straight. Let me sleep, Isabelle. I’m tired.”

      Damn it. I’m tired too, but I won’t be able to stop thinking about it. Even sick as a dog, Jason has the ability to torture me. It must be a talent of his.

      It doesn’t take long for him to start snoring softly. The noise is not that annoying, and if my brain wasn’t spinning like a top, I could fall asleep easily despite the company. But now I’m obsessing about his statement. When did I hurt him? It must have happened far in the past. Maybe I met him at a violin competition. Damn it. I can’t place him. Surely I’d remember him.

      But even if I met Jason during a competition, there’s no way I could have done something to him to warrant the deep-rooted hatred he feels toward me.

      An idea occurs to me. I touch his cheek. “Jason?”

      He doesn’t react, save for turning his face the other way. I think he’s truly out. It’s time to do some snooping. I get out of bed slowly, careful not to wake him, and then I tiptoe toward his dresser. In the silence, everything sounds too noisy.

      I don’t find any clues in his drawers, so I move on to his desk. Nothing among his papers. His laptop is now lying there—he must have moved it when I was in the shower. I flip it open, and it turns on automatically. The loud ping as the machine starts stresses me out. I look over my shoulder, but Jason is still in dreamland.

      It’s a stupid risk that’s probably not going to pan out. His laptop is password protected. I have nothing to lose, so I try a few combinations, which is like trying to find a needle in a haystack. I don’t know enough about him to make an educated guess.

      Fatigue begins to seep through my bones. I should return to bed and get some sleep. Jason mumbles my name, making me jump out of my skin. My heart is thundering as I look at him, but he isn’t awake. He’s mumbling my name in his sleep. Jesus, I’m in his head for real.

      I try another password, my full name, and lo and behold, it works. This alone would be troubling, but when I see his screensaver picture, it feels like a punch to my stomach. It’s a group picture taken after a violin competition that I won. I’m standing front and center in the image, holding my trophy. I look for Jason among the other contestants. He’s all the way in the back, nearly blending in with the background with his dark hair and suit. I want to zoom in on his face, but I can’t, so I squint and look closer to the screen. He’s a little out of focus, but I can see it clearly now that one of his cheeks looks redder than the other. Did someone slap him before the picture was taken?

      I glance at him, sleeping peacefully, and it breaks my heart. I don’t know what happened, but having met his mother, I can guess. I shut the laptop and return to bed. His back is to me, so I do something insane—I wrap my arm around his waist and rest my forehead against his back.

      I fall asleep spooning Jason Novak, and it’s the most natural thing in the world.
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        * * *

      

      Jason

      

      “Jason, are you there?” a grating voice calls, fishing me out of a pleasant dream.

      Groggy, I open my eyes, not recognizing for a second where I am. It’s the warm body pressed to my back that’s confusing me. Then I remember. I asked Isabelle to stay, and she’s now glued to me in a spooning position. I go through a gamut of emotions in the span of a few seconds. I’m torn between shoving her off me and basking in the proximity. My body decides for me and melts into her. I’d be able to enjoy the moment if the banging on my door would cease.

      “Jason, don’t make me call maintenance to open this door,” Sloane continues.

      Isabelle drops her arm from my waist and rolls away from me. There goes my chance of teasing her for it.

      “Who’s that?” she croaks. “And what time is it?”

      I get up, not bothering to answer her questions. I’m in a foul mood, but I don’t want to take it out on her. I must be feverish still. Naked, I stride to the door and yank it open.

      “What?”

      Sloane's eyes widen, but at least she doesn’t drop her gaze to my crotch.

      “You missed class, and you didn’t answer your phone. I was worried.”

      “I got a cold.”

      “You do look awful." She raises her hand to touch my forehead, but I lean back.

      “Yeah, you woke me up. If all you wanted was proof of life, you have it.”

      Her gaze travels past my shoulder, and it’s like a switch is flipped. From concerned to angry in zero point two seconds.

      “What is she doing here?” she shrieks.

      I cross my arms and smirk. “She couldn’t stay away, and I’m not one to deny myself pussy even if I’m dying.”

      Sloane’s expression twists into a scowl. “You’re fucking that bitch? I thought you hated her.”

      I expect Isabelle to jump into the conversation, and when she doesn’t, I look over my shoulder. She’s sleeping. A bubble of laughter goes up my throat. Either she’s super sick, or she’s so unfazed by Sloane’s presence that she can’t be bothered to join us.

      “I don’t owe you any explanation. Goodbye, Sloane.” I shut the door in her face and return to bed, smiling from ear to ear.

      “That was cold, Jason. I thought she was your friend,” Isabelle says without opening her eyes.

      I slide next to her and pull her closer. “Were you pretending to be asleep?”

      “Not pretending, trying to get back to sleep. But she was too loud.”

      “I’m surprised there wasn’t a catfight.”

      She opens her eyes. “You would love that, wouldn’t you?”

      My smile broadens. “It does have its appeal.”

      “Guys are stupid.” She begins to shut her eyes again.

      “Yes.”

      I’m still smiling like a goof, and I don’t know why. What the hell is happening here? I fucked this girl twice, and now I’m enjoying being nice to her? Maybe I’m too sick to think of something hateful to say or do. That must be it. I haven’t forgotten all the years of humiliation and psychological abuse I went through because of her.

      If only she’d been nice to me so many years ago, maybe I wouldn’t have channeled all my energy into hating her.

      I touch her forehead. “I think your fever is gone. You can go back to your room now.”

      “Are you kicking me out?”

      I want to say No, I want you to stay, but I can’t trust myself in this weakened state. I’ve already been too soft around her.

      “Yes. You’ve served your purpose.”

      “You’ll have to physically drag me out of here, then. I’m not moving on my own.”

      “Are you daring me, Isabelle?”

      She watches me through slitted eyes. “I know you don’t have any reservations about doing it, but I doubt that you can actually carry me right now.”

      I narrow my gaze. “I’m not that sick. I felt worse earlier and I still had enough stamina to fuck you, didn’t I?”

      “Correction, I fucked you. You just lay there like a corpse.”

      She’s pushing my buttons on purpose. I don’t know what the hell she’s trying to accomplish here. She knows I can wreak havoc on her life.

      “Do you want me to hurt you, Isabelle? Is that your kink?”

      “If you’re asking me if I like chains and whips, no, Jason, I don’t.”

      I glance at her neck, remembering choking her a bit as I fucked her. I get a hard-on almost instantly. Jesus, and I feel like I’ve been run over by a truck. I can’t imagine what it’ll be like fucking her when I’m not dying.

      I run my fingers over her neck, then flatten my palm there. “But you like it rough, don’t you?”

      She doesn’t answer right away, but her eyes never waver from mine. “Only with you,” she says.

      Her words feel like a punch to my chest, and for a moment, I can’t breathe right. I’m still struggling to find words when she continues, “You were in Switzerland for a violin competition when you were ten.”

      My eyes widen of their own accord, and my pulse accelerates. “You remember me?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t remember much about that day, to be honest. I don’t even remember playing. On the way to the venue, we received the news that my grandmother had passed away. I was close to her. I didn’t want to compete, but my parents insisted. The prize was too important.”

      And don’t I know it?

      She closes her eyes for a second. “They convinced me that was what my grandma would have wanted.”

      A tear rolls from her eye, and I wipe it off with my thumb.

      Why am I allowing her sappy story to move me this way? People die all the time.

      “What did I do to you that day, Jason?” She pleads for an answer with her bright eyes.

      I clench my jaw hard and then look away. “It doesn’t matter. Nothing you can say now will change how I feel about you.”

      I sense her move, but I refuse to look when she gets up. I can still see her movements from the corner of my eye. She grabs her bag and violin case and slips out of my room without another word.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I don’t like how I allowed Jason to nudge his way into my heart. Despite all the horrible things he’s done to me so far, my head is filled with guilt because of him. My chest aches as if it had been bruised—or is trying to recover from heartache.

      I wish I could talk to someone about him, but the closest person to a friend I have here isn’t talking to me. I head to school early, trying to avoid bumping into Jason on the way. I have no idea if he’s coming today, but I also stopped myself from checking on him. I must remember we aren’t friends; we’re enemies who allowed the lines to blur and had hate sex.

      I text Sage again, hoping she’ll reply. I wish I had talked to her more. If I knew her schedule, I could wait in front of her class.

      But destiny will have it that I bump into Justice in the hallway. He’s alone, and when he sees me making a beeline for him, he tenses.

      “Hey, Nicola. I’ve been meaning to thank you for paying for lunch the other day.”

      Thank me? You should be coughing up the money, you ass. I have a bigger issue to bring up though. “Whatever. What did you say to Sage?”

      His expression changes from friendly to wary in the blink of an eye. “What makes you think I talked to her at all?”

      “You went after her on Saturday. Don’t insult my intelligence by claiming you didn’t catch up with her.”

      He looks around in a cagey manner. He’s probably making sure we don’t have an audience. It’s early, so no one is at school yet.

      “Listen, I like Sage, okay? I’m sorry you got the wrong idea about us.”

      My eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “The only idea I got is that you have no sense of boundaries. If Sage arrived at the wrong conclusion, that’s your fault, not mine.”

      He runs a hand through his hair. “True. I didn’t say anything about you. I swear.”

      I watch him through narrowed eyes. He sounds sincere, but there’s something off about him. My sixth sense is telling me he’s a snake.

      “I hope you didn’t. I’d hate it if Luke found out about Saturday.”

      A gleam of annoyance shines in his eyes. “Are you blackmailing me, Nicola?”

      I shrug. “This isn’t blackmail. Just a warning that if you lied to Sage about what happened at the diner, there will be consequences.”

      He steps into my personal space, leaning down for a menacing effect. “I’m not afraid of you, bitch. Say a word, and you’ll be the sorry one.”

      A bubble of laughter goes up my throat. “Are you seriously threatening me, Justice?”

      “Yeah, Justice. Are you?” Jason asks from behind.

      Shit. I so didn’t want him to witness my exchange with this douche canoe.

      Justice steps back from me at once, looking positively ill. “This isn’t what it looks like.”

      Jason steps forward and stands next to me. His hand finds my lower back in a possessive way, and Justice doesn’t miss the gesture. “Is that so? What did I just witness, then? Explain it to me.”

      “I…” His gaze darts to mine as if he wants my help coming up with an excuse.

      “You what?” Jason snaps. “Can’t come up with a half-baked excuse on the fly? Maybe I should tell Luke you’re still sniffing around his sister and let him deal with you.”

      Justice’s tanned face goes a shade paler. Why does everyone here seem to be afraid of what Luke can do? Is he some kind of a menace?

      He glares at me. “Did you tell him about Saturday?”

      I don’t care for his accusatory tone one bit.

      “I’d listen to Jason if I were you. Leave Sage alone,” I reply.

      He shakes his head. “Unbelievable. It doesn’t matter if you’re the king or the weirdo, you rich kids are all the same.”

      Jason snaps. He grabs Justice by his collar and shoves him against the locker. “Do not disrespect Nicola, motherfucker.”

      “Let go of me.”

      Jason pulls him forward only to push him against the locker again harder. “I’ve been lenient with you, but if I find out you’re still bothering Nicola or Sage, I’ll make sure you never set foot in this school again. Is that clear?”

      He steps back and releases Justice, who seems about to piss in his pants.

      “Get out of my sight. Your pathetic face is making me sick.”

      Without a word, Justice scrambles away and disappears around the corner.

      “You’re welcome,” Jason says without looking at me.

      “I didn’t ask for your assistance.”

      He turns around and walks over to me. I don’t dare breathe, waiting for his next move. He’s still riding the anger from dealing with Justice, and he’s about to unleash what’s left on me. Oddly, I’m not afraid. He grabs my face roughly, igniting the damn butterflies in my stomach.

      “When is it going to dawn you, Isabelle? Only I can hurt you.”

      I bat his hand away and step back. “You can try.”

      Pissed that I can’t control how my body reacts to my tormentor, I walk around him without a thought to where I’m going. I should have known Jason wouldn’t let me have the last word, he never does. He catches up with me, looping his arm around my waist to steer me through the open door to my right. It’s one of the few classrooms that doesn’t have huge windows facing the hallway.

      “What the hell!”

      He spins me around, pushing me against the wall. “I’m not going to try, Isabelle. I will succeed.”

      My retort is cut by his mouth claiming mine. There’s nothing sweet about this kiss. It’s feral and possessive, and I love it. Damn, it’s crazy how much I do. His entire body is pressed against mine, and his hands are already under my skirt. I don’t want him to have all the fun. Since I can’t hide how much I want him, I might as well go for it.

      I reach for his zipper, but my hands are clumsy, and I fumble with it. Or maybe I’m too distracted by Jason’s fingers slipping inside my pussy.

      “I love how wet you get for me, Isabelle.”

      A moan escapes my lips. I throw my head back, closing my eyes and forgetting Jason’s cock for a moment.

      “Are you enjoying yourself, darling?” he whispers near my lips.

      “Yes.”

      He pulls his fingers out just as it’s beginning to feel really good. I’m still dazed, so I don’t fight when Jason steers me toward the desk. He turns me around and pushes me roughly over it, keeping his hand behind my head so my cheek is flattened against the hard surface.

      The sound of fabric being torn is the only warning I get before he plunges into me. With me bent over like this, he can go much deeper and he’s not playing nice. It hurts, but it also feels amazing.

      “Are you still enjoying yourself?” he asks between grunts.

      I tighten my walls around him in response, and he curses.

      “God, why does your pussy feel so good, Isabelle?”

      Whether he’s being rhetorical or not, I wouldn’t be able to answer him. The room is spinning, and my body is quickly disintegrating under him. I try not to moan when I climax, but my shudders are telltale. Jason groans loudly, pumping his seed into me. He keeps fucking me even when cum drips down my legs. With a final hard push, he leans forward and draws his tongue across my cheek.

      “Did you come, my filthy little liar?”

      “You know the answer to that.”

      “Did it hurt?” He bites my earlobe.

      “No.”

      “Don’t tease me, sweetheart. You know how hard I get when you lie.”

      He pulls out, allowing me to stand straighter. When I turn, his pants are zipped up, and he’s watching me with a smug smile.

      “Did you get your fill?” I ask.

      “This will do for the next couple of hours.” He bends over and picks up scraps of black fabric—what’s left of my underwear.

      “Don’t bother wearing these to school. They’ll get ripped off every damn time.” He pockets my panties and heads to the door.

      The brutal reality finally drops like a bomb. Jason fucked me at school where anyone could have seen us, and I let him. Worse, I enjoyed the danger of potential discovery. Now I have to take care of the messy situation underneath my skirt.

      Jason stops by the door and looks over his shoulder. “Are you coming?”

      “I have to deal with the evidence first.”

      His eyes darken. “If you’re thinking about cleaning up, forget it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “You’re going to class today with my jizz all over you, darling.” He smiles like the devil he is.

      My jaw drops. “Why?”

      “Because it makes me happy.” He waves me over. “Come on. We don’t wanna be late for English.”

      “I don’t have English in the first period.”

      “You do now.”

      “You changed my schedule?” My voice rises to a shriek.

      His grin broadens. “I can’t torture you to my heart’s content if I don’t see you all the time, can I?”
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      Jason

      

      The moment I saw that punk getting up close and personal with Isabelle, it took incredible restraint on my part not to break his face. But with my mother in town, I can’t beat the shit out of the basketball team star without getting in trouble with the headmaster, and in consequence, her.

      She’s staying until the damn recital is over, which means flying under her radar is crucial if I’m to survive the rest of the month without imploding.

      I’m glad that I have Isabelle to distract me.

      She was quiet during English, probably uncomfortable with her post-O-town look. We both smelled like sex, and I made sure she sat right next to me. It wouldn’t take much to conclude she was my morning delight.

      The moment the bell rings, she jumps from her seat and rushes to the door.

      I smile. Go on, my little lamb, run away from me. The best part of the hunt is the chase.

      “What’s with the happy face?” Corbin Monteiro, a super smart dude who’s usually not a pain in the ass, asks.

      I shake my head. “Nada.”

      “Uh-huh. Nothing. I can guess who put that goofy grin on your sour face.”

      “What? Can’t I be in a good mood without a reason?” I ask innocently.

      “You’re a Novak, so the answer is no.”

      I sigh in my head. Corbin isn’t wrong. My family founded this town, so everything that happens in our circle eventually becomes gossip, and the stories are never fairytales. They’re fucked up and mostly true. Happiness is a word that doesn’t exist in the Novak vocabulary.

      “You got close to the new girl fast,” Corbin continues. “I thought that once you decided to get serious, it would be with Sloane.”

      I don’t like the way this conversation is going. Glowering, I ask, “Where did you get the notion that I’m with Nicola?”

      His eyebrows rise, almost meeting his hairline. “Oh shit, you aren’t?”

      “No,” I growl.

      He lifts both hands, palms facing me. “Sorry. Don’t need to go savage on my ass. I just got a vibe from you two.”

      “There’s no vibe,” I grit out. “So you’d better keep your piehole shut about this.”

      I hoist my backpack over my shoulder and stride out of the room before I indeed go savage on his ass. It takes me a minute to calm down. I used to be able to control my emotions better. It doesn’t take much to get a rise in my temper lately. It’s all because of Isabelle. She’s messing with my head big-time, and I can’t stop it.

      We’re supposed to meet again to practice at the end of the day, but if I don’t get into a better state of mind, I’ll end up hate-fucking her again, and there goes violin practice. As much as I want to punish her, I don’t want to blow the performance. I know I don’t need my mother’s approval, but the desire to please her is ingrained in my soul. Old habits are hard to break, and she’s a master of psychological warfare.

      Unlike most fucks who stumble through life not knowing why they act in destructive ways, I’m very much aware of my issues. I just can’t do anything about them.

      I’m lost in thought, so I don’t notice Finn until he steps up next to me.

      “Have you heard the awesome news?” he asks me.

      “By your sarcastic tone, it isn’t great, and it involves our family,” I grumble.

      “We’re having a party. Well, your mother is having a party, but that means all Novaks must be in attendance. Even my sister is coming.”

      I stop walking to stare at him. “You’re joking."

      “I wish I was. I was hoping we could go back to Playground this weekend.”

      My head hurts just thinking about another Novak social event. They’re torture, and if my mother is the hostess, that means I’ll have to play for her guests. She enjoys putting me on display only to tear me apart later.

      I fish out my phone and check for messages from her. She didn’t call, but I do find an email she sent an hour ago.

      “Are you bringing Nicola to the party?” Finn asks.

      The look I give him is answer enough. “Why would I do that?”

      He shrugs. “No reason. I just know it will be a huge party, and the invitation extends to older offspring too. I had to listen to Tara bitch about it on the phone this morning. She so doesn’t want to fly in from New Haven for this.”

      “Great,” I groan. “That means half of Maverick Prep will be there.”

      “It’s unlike your mother to throw anything last minute. Do you have any idea why she’s doing it?”

      I grind my teeth. “Maybe.”

      “You’re not going to tell me, are you?”

      “No. It’s not that I don’t trust you, but you have enough on your plate dealing with your asshole father.”

      “I don’t mind. Misery loves company. But it’s fine, man. I get it.”

      “Are any of you fools bringing a date?” I ask so I can change the subject.

      He laughs. “Hell to the fucking no. Anyway, I gotta run or I’ll be late, and Mr. Kaufman will have my balls.”

      I watch him sprint down the hallway and then I veer in the opposite direction. I need a break from school, from all these people wanting to know about my personal life. I’ll come back for practice with Isabelle.

      Most of the time, I don’t let the scrutiny bother me, and there are perks with being the king of this fucking school. Today, I feel the full weight of being a Novak, and it’s too much.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

       

      I ignore Jason’s order and make a beeline to the restroom. I’m not going to parade around school smelling like a sex dungeon. He doesn’t follow me, but that means nothing. I want to know how he was able to change my schedule without my consent. I don’t even know if I’m still enrolled in my next class.

      The bell rings, telling me I either have to go to Advanced Math or skip it in order to complain to the school administration. I don’t want to be told by the teacher that I’m no longer in his class if Jason changed that too.

      The lady behind the office desk lifts her gaze from her computer and immediately twists her face into a scowl. “What are you doing here, Ms. Devlin? Don’t you have class?”

      “I don’t know, to be honest. My schedule was changed without my knowledge.”

      She widens her eyes, only to narrow them in the next second. “That isn’t possible. Any changes to a student’s schedule at this point must be approved by the headmaster.”

      Either Jason lied to me about changing my schedule and the English teacher was too scared of him to say anything, or he has more power in this school than I thought.

      “Could you please check my schedule? I want to make sure I’m still enrolled in all the classes I selected.”

      Her lips become a thin flat line, but she does print out a copy for me.

      “Here.” She slides the piece of paper across the counter.

      Son of a bitch. Jason lied. I was supposed to have gone to History, not English. That fucking asshole. I curl my hands around the paper, wrinkling it.

      “Was your schedule changed?” she asks.

      “No. It seems I was the victim of a prank.”

      “You’ll have to file a complaint, or you’ll receive an unexcused absence for the class you missed.”

      I don’t see the point telling her about Jason. Nothing will happen to him.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Judging by her frown, she doesn’t like my answer.

      “You’d better get to your next class. Better to receive a tardy than not go all together.”

      “Right. Thanks.”

      I plan on doing just that, but then I see Sage head into the library. She must have study hall. Screw math, I’d rather clear the air with her instead. I hurry down the hallway, trying to avoid being spotted by a faculty member.

      Sage is sitting alone at a desk by the window and doesn’t notice me until I pull up a chair next to her.

      “Hi,” I whisper.

      Her brows furrow. “What are you doing here?”

      There’s no point beating around the bush, so I cut straight to the chase. “I saw you come in. You’ve been avoiding my texts and calls. Are you mad at me because of Justice?”

      She clenches her jaw and then glances down. “Yes.”

      “I don’t like Justice, like not even a little bit.”

      She glances at me again. “Then why did you guilt him into having lunch with you?”

      “Guilt him? Is that what he told you?”

      “He said he saved you from being run over by a car and that you insisted on paying for his lunch. He felt bad saying no, but he wasn’t keen.”

      That rotten piece of shit.

      I count to ten in my head before I reply. If I badmouth the asshole, most likely Sage will take his side. Infatuation turns people blind.

      “That’s not what happened. We were both heading to Dennis’s Diner and figured we could keep each other company. I don’t know why he would twist the truth.”

      A shadow of doubt crosses her eyes. At least she’s not refuting my idea completely.

      She shakes her head and looks out the window. “I don’t know what to think anymore. I really, really like him. But Luke hates his guts and… well, I know Justice can get any girl he wants.”

      Jesus. It sounds like Sage is head over heels in love with the guy. I don’t know what to say to open her eyes. She’d have to see him doing something shady to believe he’s bad news.

      “He can’t get me. He’s not my type.”

      She turns to me again, tilting her head. “You like Jason, don’t you?”

      Blush spreads through my cheeks. “I don’t like him. He’s an ass.”

      Her lips twist into a smile. “I was stupid for getting jealous of you with Justice. You’re totally into Jason. I can see it now.”

      “You’re imagining things.” I stand. “What are you doing on Saturday?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I need to go buy a gown for Victoria Petrov’s party.”

      The mention of Jason’s mother turns my blood cold. “She’s having a party? When?”

      “On Saturday. It’s super last minute, but when you’re filthy rich, you can make things happen in a short period of time.”

      Jason didn’t say anything about a party, but why would he? We’re not a couple.

      “I can help you shop for a dress,” I say.

      “That would be fun,” she replies with a smile, but it wilts quickly. “Oh, crap. Were you not invited?”

      "Nope. But that’s fine. I’ve met Victoria, and I’m not looking for a repeat.”

      Despite my answer, guilt shines in Sage’s eyes.

      “Don’t look at me like that. I really don’t care that I wasn’t invited. Truly.”

      “Okay.”

      “I’ll text you later."

      I walk out of the library, hoping that Sage bought my lie. I shouldn’t be upset about the stupid party, but the sadness swirling in my chest says otherwise.

      I have at least twenty minutes to kill before my next class, so I decide to grab something to eat at the cafeteria. I’m halfway there when my name is called through the speakers.

      “Ms. Nicola Devlin, please report to the headmaster’s office at once.”

      Crap on toast. What the hell did I do now? Am I in trouble with Mr. Cain because I ditched a couple of classes? If that’s the case, is calling me through the speakers necessary?

      I’m annoyed as hell as I march to his office. His assistant looks at me and widens her eyes when she picks up on my mood.

      “Mr. Cain wanted to see me?”

      “Yes, you can go in. He’s waiting for you.”

      I don’t knock, and I make sure I shut the door hard so he knows I’m angry.

      “What did I do now?” I ask, ignoring the chair.

      He looks at me with a troubled gaze, and I don’t think it has anything to do with my attitude.

      “Why don’t you sit down, Nicola?”

      “I’m fine standing.”

      "Very well. Your parents called me with disturbing news.”

      All my anger whooshes out of my chest like a party balloon, and a heaviness sets there. I haven’t talked to them in weeks. “You spoke to them? When?”

      “Half an hour ago.”

      “Why? What happened?”

      I’m shaking now from head to toe. Maybe I should have listened to Mr. Cain and sat down. But my knees are locked tight, and the best I can do is brace my hands on the back of the chair.

      “Your grave was desecrated last night.”

      I turn into a statue made of ice. I can’t breathe, I can’t blink. My pulse is beating loudly in my ears as I process the news.

      “Do they know who did it?” I force the question out.

      Of course they know. The only person who would want to open my coffin is Juan. Now he knows I’m not dead.

      “No. The police have nothing, but....”

      “There’s only one person with a motive.”

      I run my fingers through my hair, pulling my bangs back in the process. Mr. Cain’s eyes lock on my scar, but I don’t care.

      “H-how did they find out about my grave?” I ask.

      “The cemetery administration called the police, and then it made the local news.”

      And my parents’ lawyer in Barcelona must have called them. He’s the only one in Spain who knows where they live now.

      “Is my parents’ location still safe?”

      He nods. “I believe so. No one knows they’re in Costa Rica.”

      Relief eases the constriction in my chest, but not by much. “What does that mean for me? Do I need to move again?”

      Pity shines in his eyes, and I hate it. “It means that you have to be extra careful. They won’t be able to contact you for a while. They already took a risk reaching out to me.”

      I press a fist against my chest, trying to ease the ache. The panic hasn’t set in completely yet, but it will flare up later, I’m sure. “I… I think I need to lie down.”

      “You may take the rest of the day off. You won’t get in trouble for missing any classes, including the first and second periods you ditched.”

      “Thank you.”

      I walk out of his office in a daze, seeing nothing.
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      Jason

      

      Blowing off all my classes does little to make me less edgy, but as I drive back to school, another feeling becomes stronger. I can’t determine what it is, only that I’m anxious to see Isabelle and play the violin with her.

      I was obsessed with the girl before I knew her, but now she’s become a veritable drug to me.

      My eyes immediately search for her as I enter the music room. Everyone is there, including Sloane, who doesn’t hide the glower.

      “Oh, Jason, there you are,” Mrs. Simpson greets me.

      “Where’s Nicola?”

      “She’s not coming today.”

      Annoyance erupts from the pit of my stomach. She’d better not be blowing me off on purpose. “Why not?”

      “I’m not sure. I only received an email from Mr. Cain telling me she was excused from classes today.”

      My hands curl into fists. “That’s bullshit.”

      Mrs. Simpson’s expression twists into a scowl. “Excuse me?”

      “She shouldn’t get a free pass.”

      “Maybe she’s sick,” Sloane pipes up with a sly grin on her face.

      My gaze narrows, but I don’t have time to deal with her right now. I turn around and head for the door.

      “Jason, where do you think you’re going?” Mrs. Simpson asks.

      “If Nicola isn’t here, there’s no reason for me to stay.”

      She retorts, but I don’t pay attention to the words. I’m too lost in my fury to give a shit about teachers and school. I head back to the dorms, ready to give Isabelle the punishment she deserves.

      I don’t knock on her door, I use my master key instead only to discover the door wasn’t locked in the first place.

      “You’d better be dying or there’ll be hell to pay,” I say as I stride into her room.

      She’s sitting on her bed, facing the window, and doesn’t move a muscle in reaction to my big entrance. I kick the door closed hard and reach her in a few long strides.

      “What are you do—” I stop midsentence when I see the dead glint in her eyes. I grab her shoulders, leaning forward. “Isabelle?”

      She doesn’t answer, she doesn’t even blink. It’s like she’s blind to the world around her.

      I shake her a little. “Isabelle, talk to me.”

      The little jolt seems to awaken her from the daze. She blinks a couple of times as her eyes set on my face. “It’s over,” she mumbles.

      My gut twists painfully. I have no idea what she’s talking about, but it sounds absolute, unchangeable. “What’s over?”

      “My life.”

      “Your life isn’t over,” I grit out.

      “He knows I’m not dead.”

      My stomach sinks, and everything begins to make sense. The asshole who hurt Isabelle, who tried to take her away from me, is on her trail. My heart is beating at a staccato, fighting all the emotions swirling inside. The hate I cultivated all these years crumbles like a sandcastle. I can’t hold on to it when there’s a real chance I might lose Isabelle forever. The agony I felt when I believed she’d died is not something I want to go through again.

      I capture her face between my hands. “He’s not going to find you.”

      “You don’t know him. He’s resourceful.”

      “So am I. He’ll have to go through me to get to you, darling.”

      She closes her eyes as her expression crumples. “I don’t need a fake knight in shining armor, Jason. Don’t pretend you’re my savior just because a bigger bully is threatening to take away your toy.”

      “You’re not a toy, damn it!”

      She looks into my eyes. “Prove it.”

      How do I prove something that hasn’t even taken proper shape in my head? My feelings for her are blurry and turbulent. When I don’t answer immediately, she begins to lean away from me.

      Fuck it. That’s it. It’s time to step off the edge. The fall might destroy me or set me free.

      I kiss her but it’s not the bruising, rough kisses she’s used to receiving from me. It’s tender, and so damn sweet, it might give me a toothache. Her lips are soft and pliable, but her tongue is fire. With a groan, I deepen the kiss, tilting her head to the side so I can drown in her. My pulse is going at a hundred miles an hour and the sense that I’m freefalling is real.

      Euphoria is making my heart beat at the speed of light. I refuse to look too closely at the reasons. I nudge her back until we’re both lying in bed, facing each other. I’m burning for her, but today, I want to take things slowly, so I run my fingers down her arms, wishing they were bare. She took off her uniform jacket at one point, but the button-down shirt is still in place.

      Her arm sneaks around my waist, and then she grabs the back of my jacket, twisting the fabric with her fingers. We don’t speak, we don’t break apart for air. I don’t know what’s on her mind, but all I can think about is how right it feels to be with her.

      I surrender to the emotions as I explore her body with my hands. Crazy giddiness makes me laugh when I discover she’s still naked underneath her skirt. I take my time playing with her, alternating between teasing her clit with my fingers and fucking her with them. Her moans and sighs breathe life into me.

      “Jason… I need you.”

      “I’m right here, babe.” I kiss the corner of her mouth.

      “I want you inside of me.”

      Ah hell. There goes my idea of making out for hours. I can’t deny her request when it makes my balls so tight, I’m afraid I’ll lose my mind if I don’t fuck her right this second.

      I jump off the bed to get rid of my clothes. Isabelle leans on her elbows and watches me with heat in her eyes. Her lips are red and a little swollen already, making them even more kissable.

      I’m dying to get back in bed with her, but I don’t hurry. I shrug off my jacket first, and then unbutton my shirt painfully slowly. Her chest is heaving, making her breasts strain against the fabric that covers them.

      When her eyes drop to my naked chest, it brings a satisfied smile to my lips. “Do you like what you see, darling?”

      She flicks her gaze back to mine. “You know I do. You’ve always been the handsome devil I couldn’t resist.”

      I couldn’t resist you either, beautiful.

      The thought remains unspoken. It’s too open, too honest.

      “It’s your turn now.”

      Her hands are shaking as she unfastens her shirt’s buttons.

      “Are you nervous?” I ask.

      She nods as she parts her top. Her bra is simple cotton and a little see-through. But it fastens in the front. With a flick of her fingers, she releases the clasp. It just occurred to me that I’ve never taken the time to appreciate them properly. And now I can’t wait to feast on them.

      “Your pants.” Her voice is raspy and sultry.

      Jesus, this girl will be my undoing.

      Who are you kidding, Jason? She already is.

      I get rid of my pants and briefs in one movement, but I’m done staying away from her. I pounce, aiming first for her sweet pussy. She opens her legs for me as I disappear underneath her skirt. I love her taste so damn much. I flick my tongue across her clit and then suck the little nub into my mouth. She arches her back, letting out a throaty moan that almost makes me come on the spot.

      “Oh my God, Jason. You’re…”

      “I’m what, darling?”

      She yells a string of words as her body shatters underneath my tongue. Man, that must have been a record. I keep eating her pussy despite her protests that she can’t take it anymore. It’s only when she curls her fingers around strands of my hair and yanks hard that I stop.

      “Jason!”

      “What?” I ask innocently.

      “I’m already in pieces,” she laughs.

      I kiss her inner thigh before I make the trip back to her face. Her tits are begging for my attention, but I need to be inside her first.

      “Be prepared to be pulverized then.” I kiss her tenderly as I slide home.

      Home. I hide my face in the crook of her neck and don’t move as I process the thought.

      “Jason?”

      “Yes?”

      “Are you okay?”

      I lean back to look into her eyes. “More than okay.”

      Focusing on her lovely face, I resume what I started, knowing very well the difference between what’s happening now and all the other times we fucked. I stop the words from forming in my head, focusing on what’s happening down below. It’s not hard when she feels so fucking amazing.

      Her name is on my tongue when I climax, and something else too. But I don’t say it. I will never say it. This secret I’ll take to the grave.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I fall asleep in Jason’s arms. When I wake up, we’re still twisted in a lover’s embrace. It’s dark outside, but I have no idea how many hours have passed since Jason came into my room. I lift my head, craning my neck to check my phone for the time.

      Jason groans, tightening his hold on me. “Don’t go,” he says, half asleep.

      “I just want to check the time.”

      He kisses my shoulder and squeezes my ass. “I’ll tell you what time it is.”

      Tingles of desire trickle down my back, but I can’t keep using sex to forget what happened earlier. Fear is already crawling its way into my chest, squeezing my heart like a boa constrictor.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks through a frown.

      “I’m afraid, Jason.”

      He caresses my cheek with the tips of his fingers. “Don’t be. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      “You hate me. Why do you care about my safety?”

      “I…” He stops as if he doesn’t know what to say. Then he drops his gaze to my lips and runs his thumb over it. “You were right. I don’t hate you.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest, competing with the darkness there.

      “What did Juan do to you?” he asks, looking into my eyes again.

      The question is triggering. I don’t want to relive my worst nightmare, but something in Jason’s eyes makes me want to spill all my secrets.

      “We dated for two years. I was a freshman, and he was a sophomore.”

      Jason’s face twists into something akin to deep agony. Is it because I dated another guy?

      “He was the perfect boyfriend until he became jealous and possessive. He hated how much time I spent practicing the violin. At the end of my sophomore year, I found out he had cheated on me, so I ended things.”

      I take a deep breath, closing my eyes for a second. “Then he tricked me into going to his family’s vacation home in a secluded area in Spain. I thought it was a group trip.”

      Tears gather in my eyes as the memories flood my brain.

      “It’s okay, Isabelle. You’re safe now. He’s not going to hurt you.”

      I let out a shuddering exhale before I continue. “He made me his prisoner. I was locked in a boarded-up room for days. My parents didn’t know what was happening. He kept my phone and sent text messages to them pretending to be me. He forced me to send video updates.”

      Jason’s eyes spark with fury, and his jaw locks tight.

      “All the while he kept saying I was never going to leave him again, and he described in detail all the horrible things he’d do to me and my parents if I tried to escape.”

      I swallow hard, afraid of how Jason is going to react when I tell him the most depraved part of my ordeal.

      “I was terrified of him, but at that point, he hadn’t petrified me into hopelessness yet. The next time he forced me to shoot a video for my parents, I tried to signal to them that I was in trouble. He figured it out.”

      Jason reaches for my arm, and the contact works as an anchor to ground me in the present, in the safety of my room and his company.

      “The following night, he didn’t come to visit me. He brought a girl, or a woman, I don’t know her age. All I remember are her screams, begging for him to stop whatever he was doing. He tortured someone for hours, knowing I could hear her, to show what would happen to me.”

      I’m shocked when Jason’s eyes well up with tears. I didn’t think he’d ever cry, at least not about something that happened to me.

      “He did that for three nights in a row. Three girls suffered because of me. I know that because he used their names. He wanted me to know he had brought a new victim.” I shut my eyes. “I can still hear their screams.”

      "It wasn’t your fault, sweetheart,” he says.

      “If it weren’t for me, they’d still be alive."

      He doesn’t argue with me, and I’m glad about that. My parents and therapists gave me the same spiel. But they weren’t there. They didn’t live through the nightmare.

      “How did you escape?”

      “I knew that Juan would keep hurting more girls because of me, so I decided that the only way to stop him was to escape or die trying. When he finally came to visit me, still wearing blood-stained clothes, I seduced him.”

      Jason’s gaze becomes darker as he narrows his eyes.

      “I didn’t sleep with him. I led him on, and when he was distracted, I used the nightlamp to knock him unconscious. Then I ran and didn’t stop.”

      “You said he killed you.”

      “He caught up with me and beat me to within an inch of my life. I passed out, and when I woke up, I was in a hospital. My parents told me a truck driver found me by the road.”

      Jason wipes off the moisture from my cheeks. I didn’t notice I had been crying. Then he pulls me into his arms and hugs me tight.

      “If that motherfucker ever steps foot in Triton Cove, he’s done.”

      Being protected by Jason should make me feel better, but instead, it makes me more worried. Despite our turbulent and messed-up relationship, I care about him, which means he’s the first person that Juan will try to hurt to get to me.

      “Please don’t get in the way, Jason. If Juan finds me, then it’s over.”

      He pushes me back and glares. “How can you expect me to not do anything and just let him take you away from me again?”

      “Again? When was I ever yours?”

      He pulls me against his chest again and kisses my forehead. “You’re mine, Isabelle, and no one messes with what belongs to a Novak. No one.”

      I tense in his arms. “Juan also thought I was his. I’ll never allow anyone to put me in a cage again, Jason.”

      “I don’t want to put you in a cage.”

      “What do you want from me, then?”

      He doesn’t answer for a couple of beats. “I want you to stay.”

      Something in his tone makes my heart skip a beat. I don’t say it out loud, but I want to stay too, and not only because I’m tired of running. I want to stay because of him.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      An elbow against my ribs wakes me from sleep and I yelp, rolling away from the intruder and ending up on the floor. My heart is about to burst out of my chest as adrenaline kicks in.

      Jason’s sleepy face appears above me. “Are you okay?”

      My heart is thumping too fast, and it hurts. I press a hand between my breasts as I try catch my breath. “You scared me.”

      The corners of his lips twitch upward. “You fell off the bed because of me?”

      I get back to my feet, realizing I’m naked when his gaze drops to my boobs. I cover them with my arms. “I wasn’t expecting anyone in my bed.”

      “You forgot that I spent the night? I’m wounded.” He smiles.

      Resting my head in my hand, I breathe out. “There’s been a lot to process. But why did you stay?”

      He turns serious then, furrowing his brows. “Because I wanted to. Are you going to question every decision I make in relation to you now?”

      “No. Only the ones that are sus.”

      His eyebrows shoot to the heavens. “How is me spending the night suspicious?”

      When I don’t reply, he wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me close, then kisses my belly. “What guy in their right mind would pass up the chance to wake up next to you?”

      I push him back and step away from his embrace. “Yeah, I forgot for a moment that guys have one-track minds.”

      He smirks. “Speaking of which…” He pauses and points at his erection. “Any chance you wanna take care of this?”

      The fact he’s asking and not demanding that I blow him is enough to make my head spin. I watch him closely. “What are you plotting now, Jason?”

      He stands in a huff. “Jeez, if you’re not in the mood for a quickie, you just have to say so.”

      My jaw drops to the floor as I watch him veer for my bathroom and close the door. Who is this guy, and what has he done with Jason? Maybe his system is still overloaded with all the baggage I dumped on him last night.

      I can’t believe I was able to tell the whole story without crumbling to bits. I was close to having a nervous breakdown, but he helped me through it all. It’s insane that my bully would be the one person I’d be able to tell about my darkest hour without losing my shit.

      The toilet flushes, and a second later, Jason walks out.

      “You’re still naked. Does that mean you’ve changed your mind about sexy times?”

      Sex with Jason is always a good idea, but once I glance at the time, I know we’ve run out of it. “We have ten minutes to get ready. I don’t want to be late.”

      An emotion flashes in his eyes. “Does that mean you’re staying?”

      I never said I’d leave Triton Cove, but I suppose after learning about Juan, Jason concluding that I’d pack and go isn’t illogical.

      “I’m done running away from that monster.”

      A dangerous glint shines in his eyes as he walks over. “Good. But if he finds you, I want you to be ready.”

      “Ready for what?”

      “To end him.”

      When I think Jason can’t surprise me anymore, he proves me wrong.

      “What happened with all that talk of being my protector?” I tease, because I can’t deal with his statement at face value right now.

      Holding my stare, he cups my cheek. “Oh, if that scum crosses my path first, make no mistake, I’ll be the last person he sees. But I have to consider the possibility he’ll find you first.”

      My stomach twists into savage knots, making me queasy. I don’t want to talk about that possibility. Yes, I’m sticking my head in the sand, but it hasn’t been twenty-four hours since I learned Juan violated my tomb. I haven’t processed the news properly yet.

      “We need to get ready for school,” I say.

      Jason squints, knowing I’m blowing him off. “Fine. But this conversation isn’t over.”

      He collects his clothes, which are scattered on the floor, and gets dressed. I just stand there and watch because, despite all my problems, I’m not blind, and the boy is damn fine.

      Before he leaves, he kisses me softly on the lips. “I’ll be back in five.”

      I don’t move from my spot for a minute after he walks out the door. Jason being sweet is too surreal for me to accept as reality. I can’t let my guard down around him.
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        * * *

      

      By a miracle, I’m ready when Jason returns exactly five minutes later. He doesn’t use his key; instead he knocks and waits outside. When the donation is too much, the saint mistrusts. No one can blame me for being leery of his intentions.

      He changed clothes and his hair is damp. Also, his five o’clock shadow is gone.

      “I can’t believe you had time to shower and shave.”

      He shrugs in a boyish way. “I can be super fast when motivated. I see that you also showered.” He looks pointedly at my wet hair.

      “It was an in-and-out situation. I can’t go to class smelling like sex again.”

      His gaze turns smoldering hot. “If you don’t want a repeat of that, don’t tease me.”

      It’s not exactly the uber dark reaction I’m used to from him, but it’s not overly sweet either. I can deal with that.

      He takes my hand, lancing his fingers with mine.

      “What are you doing?” My voice rises an octave.

      “Making sure no punk gets any ideas about you.”

      More like marking his territory. I told him I don’t belong to anyone, but the stupid butterflies in my stomach don’t care. They’re having a rave in celebration.

      “Who is getting ideas about me?” I ask.

      “Justice, for starters.”

      I groan. “Please, do not remind me of that jackass. I need to keep him away from Sage, but I don’t know how.”

      “Easy peasy. Let Luke handle him.”

      I shake my head. “I can’t tell him anything. Sage would never forgive me.”

      Jason looks at me. “Do you want to save her from a predator or not?”

      “He’s shady, but we don’t know if he’s a predator.”

      “He’s eighteen and going after a naïve sixteen-year-old. What the hell do you think he is?”

      “Okay, fine. But letting Luke loose on his ass is not going to help. Sage has a huge crush on Justice, so the more we tell her he’s bad news, the more she’ll want him. You know, the forbidden fruit appeal.”

      Thanks to the conversation, I don’t realize we’ve crossed into the main school building until the buzz of the student body surrounds us. Everyone turns to stare at Jason and me, making me self-conscious—and wary. In the land of cell phones and social media, all it takes is one upload of a photo of me to lead Juan straight here. Disguise or not, now that he knows I’m alive, he’ll be on the lookout.

      Maybe I secretly do wish that he’ll find me, so I can stop living this lie. What other explanation is there for dating the king of the school?

      Wait? Is that what’s happening? Am I Jason’s girlfriend? Or maybe that’s the next level of his twisted game. Make everyone—including me—believe that we’re a couple. And then he’ll do something awful to humiliate me.

      He sees Finn and Luke and veers straight toward them.

      Luke is the first to notice our joined hands. Smiling, he says, “Ah, isn’t love great?”

      Finn twists his expression into a “what the fuck” face that’d be priceless if it wasn’t aimed at me. Then he stares at Jason with a question in his eyes, which doesn’t get acknowledged.

      “Jesus fucking Christ,” someone exclaims near us.

      It’s Cameron, who is staring bug-eyed at my hand in Jason’s. “I heard the rumors, and I couldn’t believe it. So I had to see it for myself.”

      Finn rolls his eyes. “Quit being so fucking dramatic, Cam.”

      “I called it, didn’t I, Nicola?” Luke winks at me, smiling from ear to ear.

      “I don’t understand what’s the big deal. We’re just holding hands,” I say.

      “Ignore them. They’re immature babies,” Jason pipes up.

      “I have to get to class.” I try to pull my hand free, but he holds it tighter.

      “I’ll walk with you.”

      My face is in flames by the time we walk away from his friends and cousin.

      “Is this show really necessary?” I ask when we stop in front of my classroom.

      “What do you mean, Nicola? You don’t like to be seen with me?” His eyes are widely innocent, but the corners of his lips are upturned.

      “Come on, Jason. I wasn’t born yesterday. You don’t simply stop hating someone so fast, no matter how good the sex is.”

      He pulls me to him, trapping my hands behind my back so there’s no space between our bodies. He brings his mouth close to my ear and whispers. “Aren’t you being a bit cocky? You don’t know if I think fucking you is that good.”

      I turn my face to his, bringing our lips only inches apart. “The bulge in your pants says you do. It tells me you want to fuck me right now.”

      His eyes turn into nothing but slits. “Careful now, sweetheart. I told you not to tease me.”

      A throat clearing behind us forces Jason to pull back.

      I turn to find Mr. Kaufman standing there with a scowl etched on his face. “Are you coming in or not, Ms. Devlin?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      My cheeks are burning up, but I’m still grinning when I pass Mr. Kaufman. I rattled Jason and left him hanging without a chance to retaliate. I know it’ll come later, but I’m not afraid. Whatever Jason has planned for me won’t work to bring me down, because it seems I love when he hates me.
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      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      The one-eighty change in Jason’s attitude is enough distraction for me to ignore the looming threat of Juan. I don’t know if he did it by design so I wouldn’t freak out and run away, or if he’s up to something. I’ll try my best not to be swept away by this other side of him, but it’s hard to keep my shields up when my heart beats faster every time he’s near.

      “A penny for your thoughts.” He hugs me from behind and kisses my shoulder.

      He spent the night in my room again, even though it’s against school policy. The rules of student conduct exist only to appease the parents and are rarely enforced. It was the same way in my previous school.

      “I’m just thinking that I have to start getting ready soon.”

      “Ready to go where?”

      “I’ve made plans with Sage.”

      “Are you going to tell me what those plans are?”

      I roll over so I can see his face. “Why do you want to know?”

      He holds my stare but remains silent for a moment. “I’ll feel better if I know where you’ll be.”

      My heart skips a beat. How am I going to protect myself from him when he says things like that? “Because of Juan.”

      His gaze hardens. “That’s one reason.”

      “There’s more than one?” I raise an eyebrow. “Let’s hear the others, then.”

      He grimaces and then turns onto his back to stare at the ceiling. “Don’t ask me to explain things I don’t understand myself.”

      I lean on my forearm, resting my head against my fist. “Are you catching feelings, Jason Novak?”

      My statement was meant as a tease, but he scowls and swings his legs off the side of the bed, getting up.

      “I was joking.” I sit up.

      “Whatever. I also have shit to do.”

      I’ve never seen him get dressed so fast. I would be lying if I said his reaction didn’t hurt. He walks out without a word or second glance, banging the door hard. I’m left reeling without a clue what’s gotten into him.

      Isn’t it obvious, Isabelle? You just got him to show his hand. His devoted boyfriend act was all a bunch of BS.

      I’m glad that I managed to get him to reveal his true colors, even if it was by accident. But I’m disappointed that I was right all along.

      Feeling less enthusiastic about my day, I jump out of bed and head for the shower. I’ll give myself permission to wallow in misery for a moment, but I’d better change my attitude by the time I’m ready to see Sage.
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        * * *

      

      I meet Sage in front of Dennis’s Diner, since I’m not familiar with all the stores in Triton Cove yet. She’s wearing a cute yellow sundress that makes her look younger than sixteen.

      The conversation I had with Jason about Justice comes to the forefront of my mind. If Justice had good intentions toward her, he wouldn’t act sneakily. I have to do something. Maybe steering her toward a boy her age is the way to go, but I don’t know anyone that fits the bill, save for Luke’s friends, and I doubt he’d approve of them either.

      “Hi, Sage. You look so pretty!” I greet her with a smile.

      “Oh, thanks.” She blushes and glances at her dress. “Believe it or not, this was a gift from Luke.”

      My jaw drops. “Wow, he has good taste.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So where do you want to go first?”

      “There’s a secondhand shop that has really cool dresses just around the corner.”

      “Awesome. I love those stores.”

      “Me too. Most of the girls at Maverick Prep turn up their noses when I say I buy most of my clothes secondhand. I don’t care what they think though.”

      “Good for you. I confess I get most of my stuff online these days.”

      For reasons I really can’t tell her.

      “I think that’s what most people do. Let’s find something amazing for you to wear tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      She tilts her head. “For Jason’s party.”

      My cheeks become warm. “Oh, I’m not going to that.”

      “Why not? Aren’t you dating? I know you said you weren’t invited, but I thought dating him changed things.”

      Her question rekindles the emotion I felt earlier when Jason stormed out of my room. “I don’t know if we are. But anyway, I still wasn’t invited.” I shrug, trying to sound nonchalant.

      She narrows her gaze. “That sucks.”

      “Not rea—”

      A guy rushes out of the convenience store to our right and bumps into Sage, sending her to the ground. She falls on her butt, and the momentum almost sends him down too.

      “Dude, watch where you’re going,” I say.

      “Oh my God. I’m so sorry,” he tells Sage, ignoring me. He offers his hand and helps her back on her feet. “Are you okay?”

      Her cheeks are flushed when she says, “I’m okay. Don’t worry.”

      “I didn’t see you,” he continues.

      I bite my tongue as I notice her reaction. She’s blushing even more furiously now under his attention. Maybe because he’s a hottie.

      “Eric, what in the world?” An older man walks out of the store. “What did I say about running around like a maniac?”

      The guy rubs the back of his neck, looking sheepish. “Sorry, Grandpa.”

      “Are you okay, young lady?” the man asks Sage.

      “I’m fine.”

      "Eric, go grab a couple of water bottles for the girls.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Oh, you don’t need to bother,” Sage replies, but Eric heads back into the convenience store anyway.

      “It’s the least he can do after running over you,” the man replies.

      Eric returns a moment later and hands over cool water bottles to Sage and me.

      “Thanks,” I say.

      Sage seems frozen and simply stares at Eric. I elbow her arm, which snaps her out of it. “Yes, thank you.”

      “No problem. See you around,” he says, and then runs across the street.

      His grandfather shakes his head, making a disapproving sound in the back of his throat. “Learned nothing.”

      “Well, we should get going,” I say. “Thanks for the water.”

      “No problem. You have a wonderful day.” He waves and goes inside.

      I wait until we put some distance between us and the store to ask, “Who was that guy?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never seen him before.”

      “He’s cute.”

      Sage’s face becomes bright pink again. “He is? I didn’t notice.”

      Didn’t notice my ass. “Do you think he’s a local?”

      “Maybe."

      “We need to find out where he goes to school.”

      “Why? Are you trying to get over Jason?”

      Ah hell. I guess she could mistake my comment as an interest in the guy. “Oh, he’s not for me. A bit too young. I was thinking maybe you would like to see him again.”

      Her expression closes off. Shit, I went too far.

      “I don’t think so.” She stops suddenly and announces, “This is it.”

      Grumbling because of my failed attempt to make Sage forget Justice, I follow her in. Inside is a bit of a mess. There are tables of different sizes, heights, and shapes covered with all sorts of accessories and pieces of clothing. Against the walls, the racks are filled to the brim with colorful gowns, tops, and pants. It seems there's no rhyme or reason to the organization here.

      “Wow. Where do we start?” I ask.

      “Welcome to Alice’s Closet. How can I help you?” a friendly sales assistant greets us from behind the counter.

      “We’re looking for evening gowns,” Sage replies.

      “Oh, you’re lucky. I just received a shipment from LA. They’re from an editorial shoot, so they’re amazing.”

      She walks around the counter and guides us to the back of the store, where gowns hang from a mobile rack.

      “Aren’t they gorgeous?” She beams.

      “Yeah,” Sage replies absentmindedly, already distracted by the chiffon, tulle, and silk.

      “Let me know if you want to try any on.”

      “We will, thank you,” I say.

      Sage pulls a sheer bright red gown with gorgeous embroidered flowers on it from the rack and holds it against my body. “This would look stunning on you.”

      I try not to grimace. Red is my favorite color, but I can’t wear it now. It’d be like wearing a neon sign. “It’s lovely, but I don’t need a dress.”

      “Would you at least try it? For me?” she pleads.

      “Fine.” I take the gown from her. “But we’re shopping for you.”

      “I know.” She keeps browsing until she finds a light blue chiffon dress that would make her look like Arwen from Lord of the Rings.

      “I love that,” I say.

      “Me too.”

      We both head to the dressing rooms, and when I see Sage wearing hers, I know she’s found the one. She’s glowing.

      “Nicola, you look amazing. You need to get that.”

      “No, no. I said I’d try it on to indulge you. I can’t wear red. It’s not me,” I lie.

      She takes her phone from her purse and snaps a picture.

      “What are you doing?” I say, panicking. “Don’t post that to social media.”

      “Relax. I’m just texting Luke.”

      “Why would you do that?”

      She smiles like the Cheshire cat. “Because I need his help convincing you to come to Jason’s party with us.”

      Glowering, I cross my arms over my chest. “I’m not going to crash his party.”

      “It’s not his party. It’s his mother’s.”

      “Even worse. I’ve met the woman, and she’s a witch.”

      “Who is a witch?” Luke asks, sporting a broad smile.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, then glance at Sage. The little traitor. She must have told her brother where to find us.

      “I was in the neighborhood.” He gives me an elevator glance and wolf-whistles. “Looking good, Nicola. Jason will eat his heart out when he sees you.”

      “I’m not getting the dress or going to the stupid party.”

      His wide eyes tell me he’s genuinely surprised. “Why not? Everyone who matters will be there.”

      “Newsflash. I don’t matter, hence I didn’t get an invitation,” I grit out.

      “Bullshit. You do matter, or Jason wouldn’t have looked in your direction.”

      “I know why Sage wants me to go, but why do you care?”

      “Er…”

      “My brother loves conflict, that’s why. He thinks if you crash the party, something spectacular will happen.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “Oh, so I’m supposed to be his entertainment?”

      He rubs the back of his back. “How is that such a terrible thing? You’re a violinist. Isn’t that entertainment?”

      I open and shut my mouth, unable to come up with a retort. He got me.

      “Sloane will be there, and she’ll be all over Jason,” Sage pipes up.

      “For someone with such an angel face, you sure are a scheming little devil,” I grumble.

      Her eyes round. “I’m not a devil. I’m being a good friend.”

      An idea pops in my head, but I don’t want Luke to hear it.

      I turn to him. “Can you give us some privacy, please?”

      “I’ll wait outside, but you’d better buy that dress.”

      I shake my head as I watch him leave.

      “What did you want to tell me that my brother couldn’t hear?” Sage asks.

      “I’ll buy the dress and go to the party under one condition.”

      “Okay?”

      “We have to find out where Eric goes to school and come up with a plan for you to properly meet him.”

      Her mouth becomes a perfect O. “You’re insane.”

      “I’m not. I saw the way you checked him out.”

      “I didn’t!”

      “Come on, Sage. What’s the harm? He’s cute, and you can’t go wrong with a guy who respects his grandfather.”

      She furrows her brows and pouts. “Is that the only way you’ll agree to come to the party with us?”

      “Yep,” I say, trying my best to contain my satisfied grin.

      “All right.”

      I punch the air with my fist. “Yes!”

      I’m so excited that I don’t have time to worry that I’ll be venturing into the viper’s nest again.
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      I learned my lesson from the last time I came to Victoria Petrov’s house. So instead of catching a ride with Luke and Sage, I drove my own car. Naturally, Sage was suspicious, so she made her brother drive all the way to campus so I would follow them.

      Once I give my car keys to the valet, I find the duo waiting by the front steps. Sage looks even more beautiful tonight with her dark hair French braided in the front, and the rest cascading loose in soft curls. Luke in a tux is quite the sight. He looks like a rogue spy who’s about to wreak havoc at any moment.

      “You clean up nice.” He gives me an appreciative smile.

      “Uh, thanks?”

      I run my hands over the embroidery on the flowy skirt. The dress is mostly see-through aside from the strategically placed flowers embroidered throughout the piece. Even the corset is sheer. The skirt is lined, but the lining stops above the knee.

      “I could have met you here, you didn’t need to escort me,” I continue.

      “And risk you not coming at all?” Sage raises an eyebrow.

      “There’s also the issue that you’re technically not on the guest list,” Luke chimes in. “So we have to sneak you in.”

      I grimace. I haven’t thought about that. “Great.”

      “Don’t worry. It’ll be a piece of cake.” He beams wickedly.

      Now that I’m here, I don’t want to suffer the humiliation of being denied entrance. So I raise my chin and portray the attitude that I belong. There’s a couple of security personnel checking names at the entrance—let’s hope I can convince them.

      “Luke, Sage, and Claire Halle,” Luke tells the guy.

      Who the hell is Claire Halle?

      The man is serious as he glances at his screen, then he nods. “Enjoy your evening, sir, ladies.”

      I wait until we’re out of earshot to stop Luke and ask, “Who’s Claire?”

      “Our mother. She won’t be here tonight,” he says as he scans ahead.

      “Who are you looking for, Luke?” Sage follows his line of sight.

      With a closed-off expression, he replies, “No one. Let’s find Nicola’s boyfriend. I don’t want to miss that.”

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I grit out.

      I’m already regretting coming to this party. Talk about looking desperate. We don’t manage to walk beyond the grand entry foyer when Jason’s voice echoes behind us.

      “What are you doing here?”
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      Jason

      

      I stay in my childhood room for as long as I can, but when soft music and chatter breach the closed doors, I know it’s time to face the lions. I head downstairs, fighting not to loosen my tuxedo tie. I stop midstep when I see Isabelle at the bottom of the grand staircase, looking like a goddess in red. My heart speeds up and the world seems to go off-kilter. I reach for the railing, afraid that my legs will desert me.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask when I make it to the bottom stair.

      She turns slowly, and instantly, I know I said the wrong thing.

      “Nicola came with us.” Luke stops next to her, smiling like a fiend.

      I notice that Sage is right behind him. Shit. He did this on purpose, because seeing things go up in flames is his favorite pastime. I’d knock that smile off his face in any other circumstance, but Isabelle turns on her heel and heads for the door.

      “Nicola, wait.” I rush after her and grab her arm.

      “I know when I’m not welcome, Jason,” she seethes.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. I was just surprised.”

      “You didn’t invite me.”

      My brows rise. “I had nothing to do with the guest list, and considering how well things went the last time you were here, I didn’t think you’d want to come.”

      It’s not a complete lie. I didn’t want her here because she’s making me feel things I’m not ready to face. Case in point—my reaction at seeing her.

      The rage disappears from her gaze, but the hurt stays in place. “It’s better if I leave anyway.”

      She’s right. It would be better if she left, but now that she’s here, I don’t want her to go. “No. You’re staying.”

      “Why?”

      I step closer and touch her hair. She braided it to one side, and loose whisps frame her face. I wish she wasn’t wearing those hideous brown lenses though, but even with them, she takes my breath away.

      “Because if you go, I’ll have to follow you.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m tired of playing this game with you, Jason.”

      “This is not a game, not anymore.” Unable to restrain myself, I cup her cheek and kiss her lips softly. I take it as win that she doesn’t step back.

      “Aww. You guys are so sweet,” Luke chimes in.

      I step back and flick my gaze to him. “You’d better stay out of my way tonight, punk.”

      His eyes turn round. “Wait? Are you mad?” He shakes his head. “That’s the payment I receive for playing cupid.”

      Sage tugs his arm. “Come on, Luke. Leave them alone.”

      They finally walk away, and now I can properly enjoy Isabelle’s company.

      “You look stunning tonight,” I tell her.

      Her cheeks turn bright pink, and she glances down. “Thanks. You do have Luke and Sage to thank. They convinced me to get this dress and come to the party.”

      “I’ll thank Sage. I’ll think about Luke.” I take her hand, and for the first time, I don’t know what to say.

      “So… what happens next?” she asks.

      The first thought that comes to my mind is to whisk her to my room and let her ride me while wearing that dress. But that’s a fantasy I can’t indulge right now. “We mingle. Come on.”

      With my hand firmly clasping hers, I steer her to the outside area where most of my mother’s guests are. And then comes the performance. I become a different person in front of these snobby motherfuckers. They’re the most important and influential people in Triton Cove, and they’re as fake as they can be.

      The first time I introduce Isabelle as my girlfriend, she tenses. I didn’t plan on doing it, it just came out and it turns out, I don’t mind the idea at all.

      “I’m your girlfriend now? Thanks for the heads up,” she says under her breath when we get a reprieve in introductions.

      “I figured it’d be easier. But I can introduce you as my delicious fuck-bunny if you prefer,” I joke.

      And it goes right over her head, if her glower is any indication.

      “Relax, babe. I was kidding.”

      Finn spots us and makes a beeline in our direction. “Dude, where have you been?” he asks, not hiding his sour mood.

      “I was biding my time. Why suffer these sycophants longer than necessary?”

      “I’ve been here for half an hour and already had my fill of them.” He glowers in his parents’ direction.

      “Hi, Finn, nice to see you,” Isabelle greets him in a sarcastic tone.

      He grimaces. “Hey, Nicola. Sorry, these parties bring out the worst in me. You look pretty.”

      “Thank you. You look… different.”

      He tilts his head. “How so?”

      “I guess it’s the tux and the fact your wild hair is bound for once.”

      He reaches for his low ponytail. “Not my choice. My father insisted.”

      “Ah yeah, that has Uncle Florian’s fingers all over it,” I chime in.

      “So you guys are official now?” he asks.

      “Yep.” I bring Isabelle’s hand to my lips and kiss the back of it.

      “Do not introduce her to my father if you don’t want your evening ruined.”

      “I don’t think he can say worse things than Victoria did,” Isabelle replies, making my stomach churn.

      I never learned what Mom told her while I was fetching my violin.

      Finn’s attention diverts to something behind us. “Cam is here, and… ah hell, he’s making his way to Halsey’s parents. I gotta run interference.” He sprints away before we can say anything.

      Isabelle looks over her shoulder and asks, “Who’s Halsey?”

      “We’d better not get into that story now. It’s long, and I don’t know all the details.”

      From the corner of my eye, I notice Grandpa making his way toward us. Shit. He’s not the worst of the Novak family, but I don’t need him giving Isabelle the third degree.

      “My grandfather is coming our way. I’d better go see what he wants. Why don’t you get something to drink? I’ll find you.”

      Her eyebrows squinch together, and I expect a no from her, but then she surprises me. “Okay, sure.”

      I drop her hand fast and forgo kissing her on the cheek—even though I really do want to. If Grandpa witnesses any PDA, he won’t leave me alone. But I can’t help looking over my shoulder to check on her before I reach him.

      She’s gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      Jason doesn’t want me to meet the rest of his family. I understand his reasons, and a small part of me is thankful. But there’s a side of my brain—the stupid one—that’s annoyed that he’s trying to hide me from them.

      I refuse to show him or anyone else who might be watching that I’m bothered. I spin on my heel and stride toward the bar set up by the pool.

      “Good evening, miss. What would you like?” the bartender asks me.

      “One cubata, please,” I request without thinking.

      This reminds me so much of Juan. Why did my brain default to that? When the bartender places the drink in front of me, I stare at it, frozen.

      “What’s the matter, Nicola? Did Jason abandon you already?” Sloane stops next to me.

      I didn’t notice her presence until she spoke. To hide my nervousness, I grab the drink and take a big sip. Mercifully, the taste doesn’t trigger a panic attack.

      “He’s only playing with you. That’s what he does, and considering how he’s always hated you, I wonder how dumb you can be, to believe he flipped.”

      Fucking hell. When it rains, it pours. I don’t want to deal with catty women right now. “You should have worn green instead of black to match your jealousy.” I walk around her, or at least I try.

      She grabs my arm, digging her long fake nails in my skin. “I know there’s something fishy going on between you and Jason, and I will find out what it is, Nicola.”

      I pull free from her grasp, ready to tell her to fuck off, when Victoria Petrov walks over.

      “Nicola Devlin, what a surprise, seeing you at my party.”

      If she mentions I wasn’t invited in front of Sloane, I’m going to die of shame. It’s already hard to pretend Sloane’s threat to unveil the secret that ties me to Jason has not rattled me. With Juan actively looking for me, I can’t let the hateful bitch find out who I am.

      “I’m surprised myself,” I say.

      “Hello, Mrs. Novak,” Sloane pipes up.

      The shy smile she’s sporting now makes me want to roll my eyes. Could she lay the sweet act any thicker?

      Victoria whips her face in her direction as fast as a cobra. “It’s Ms. Petrov.”

      Sloane's shoulders slouch forward, and she seems to become smaller. I’d feel bad for her if I were nicer. But I have no sympathy for snakes.

      Victoria immediately dismisses Sloane’s presence and returns her attention to me. “Since you’re here, how about I give you a tour of the house, Nicola?”

      “Uh, sure. That’d be nice.”

      Victoria laces her arm with mine as if we’re old friends. My skin breaks out in goose bumps as the feeling I’m getting cozy with the devil takes over. I crane my neck, hoping to find Jason in the crowd. The last thing I want is to spend time alone with his mother. I don’t trust her friendliness one bit.

      “I understand that you and my son are an item now,” she says.

      “Uh, yeah, it’s new.”

      She veers for the stairs. I guess we’re starting the tour on the second floor, where no one can witness it if she decides to kill me. My pulse accelerates, even though I know the biggest threat Victoria presents is to hurt me with words. Still, dots of sweat form on my forehead.

      “Jason has never dated anyone seriously. You must be something special.” Sarcasm drips from her two-forked tongue.

      I don’t know how to reply to that without sounding conceited. If she only knew how fucked up my relationship with Jason is, maybe she wouldn’t bother with this farse.

      Once on the second floor, we pass several closed doors in the hallway and stop in front of none. As far as tours go, this is a strange one.

      “Jason has always been peculiar, especially as a child. Too sensitive. He didn’t inherit the Petrov backbone.”

      “I don’t think being sensitive is a detriment,” I say.

      She chuckles. “It is when you’re destined to be on top. But you wouldn’t know that, would you, honey?”

      We finally stop in front of a closed door at the end of the corridor.

      “Alas, his whiny phase didn’t last long, but he decided to pick up an even more disturbing habit.” She opens the door and says, “Go on, dear. Have a look.”

      I hesitate. “What’s in there?”

      “This is Jason’s former practice room. I think you should know what you’re getting into.”

      I’m leery about going into dark rooms, so I turn on the lights first. It takes only two steps forward for me to understand Victoria’s reason for bringing me here. The walls in the room are papered from top to bottom with pictures and news articles about me.

      My heart is beating so loud, is sounds a like a stampede. She knows who I am.

      “What’s this?”

      “This, my dear, is why I thought Jason would never be interested in any girl.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “My son has a pathological obsession with Isabelle Maldonaro, a prodigy violinist who sadly died a year ago.”

      I swallow the huge lump in my throat and come closer to one of the walls. There are newspaper articles dating back to eight years ago. But what catches my attention—maybe because it’s the biggest printout—is the announcement of my death. I feel sick and dizzy, and I have the sensation the walls are caving in. I knew he hated me, but this looks like the room of a serial killer. It reminds me of the room Juan locked me in, which had walls covered by photographs of us together. Have I gotten involved with another crazy asshole?

      No, it’s much worse. I think I’ve fallen for one. I hug my middle, trying to control the shakes that are wreaking havoc in my body.

      “Mother, what’s going on?” Jason asks from the door.

      “I was just showing Nicola your old practice room,” she replies sweetly.

      I turn around, and when my gaze connects with his, my entire world crumbles. His eyes are guilty as hell. I can’t keep it together. I have to leave, or I’ll do something insane, such as rip all those photos of me from the wall.

      I push him out of my way and don’t stop running.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      I turn to my mother as rage simmers in my gut, low and dangerous. “What have you done?”

      “I thought it was only right to show Nicola what she’s getting into. No woman should start a relationship with a guy who’s obsessed with a dead girl.”

      Curling my hands into fists, I take a menacing step toward her. “You had no right.”

      Her gaze narrows to slits. “I have every right in the world. This is my house. If you didn’t want anyone to know about your sickness, you should have pulled all this shit down when Isabelle died.”

      I can’t waste my time trying to understand my mother’s motives. I have to go after Isabelle and explain to her I’m not a psychopath like her ex.

      “When I thought you couldn’t sink any lower…” I grit out. “I can’t deal with you right now. I have to go after Nicola.”

      I start for the door, but my mother gets in my way. “You’re not going after anyone. You have to play soon.”

      A crazy laugh bubbles up to my throat. “You must be out of your goddamned mind if you think I’m going to perform for your fucking guests.”

      Her blue eyes spark with rage, and the hard slap to my face comes a second later. “You will not disrespect me, Jason. Now grab your violin and get ready.”

      My ears are ringing from the hit, and my cheek burns, but she could beat me senseless and I still wouldn’t play. “I’m sorry, Mother, but my years of bowing to your whims are over.”

      The urge to shove her out of my way is enormous, but I won’t stoop to her level and resort to violence. I walk around her instead and then sprint down the hallway and stairs. In the entry foyer, I have the misfortune to bump into Sloane and her friends.

      “Jason, I was look—”

      “Not now, Sloane.” I rush out of the house, but I don’t see Isabelle anywhere.

      I ask one of the valets if he’s seen her, and he tells me she just left. She wised up; she drove her own car tonight.

      My car is in the garage, which is currently blocked by all the other vehicles.

      “I need a car,” I tell the valet.

      “Sir?” The guy looks at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “Don’t fucking ‘sir’ me. Give me the car that’s closest to the exit. I’m Victoria Petrov’s son.”

      Dropping my mother’s name does the trick. The guy grabs a fob from his stash and runs down the driveway. He returns a minute later, driving a Maserati Levante SUV. I have no idea who this car belongs to, but it’s fast, and that’s all I care about.

      Traffic is nonexistent on the way back to campus, but as fast as I drive, I don’t see Isabelle’s car on the road. The valet must have lied about the time she actually left the party. In the dorm’s garage, I see that her car is there. Naturally, I head straight to her dorm room, but I knock first, because bursting in will not do me any favors.

      “Isabelle, please open up,” I plead.

      She doesn’t answer.

      Hell. I use my master key then, because I can’t simply wait for her to calm down. That might never happen and she’s a flight risk. I find her room empty though.

      What the hell. Where did she go?

      A quick search of her room tells me she didn’t pack up and leave, but the violin I gave her is missing. On a hunch, I head to the main school building. The master key also works there, but the issue is the new alarm system they installed. They change the passcode every week, and I haven’t bothered to get the new one yet. There are other ways to gain entrance, though.

      I circle the perimeter until I find one of the security guards.

      “Hey, Jonas.” I wave at him.

      “Jason. I would ask what you’re doing here, but judging by your attire, I can guess.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re looking for your girlfriend, right? Pretty girl wearing a red dress?”

      “Yes, have you seen her?”

      “I just let her in. I normally wouldn’t, but she looked distressed and begged to use the music room. I can’t stand to see a girl cry.”

      “She was crying?”

      He nods. “You’d better get in there and make things right.”

      “I will, thanks, Jonas.” I reach inside my pocket and fish out a hundred-dollar bill.

      He thanks me and then types in the code to open the side door into the building. I sprint to the music room before the door shuts again. Music has filled the silent corridor, but it’s not the violin I hear, it’s the piano.

      I skid to a halt. The music room door is ajar, and I can see that Isabelle is indeed playing the piano… and she’s terrific at it. I’m not surprised. I think she could play every single instrument in an orchestra exceptionally.

      She doesn’t glance in my direction when I finally enter the room, but she’s aware I’m there. I don’t say a word, just listen to her play for a moment. My fingers itch to create music though, so when I spot her violin case propped against a chair, I don’t think twice, I head straight for it.

      Isabelle doesn’t miss a beat when I join her with the worst-sounding instrument known to man. How the hell did she manage to produce anything decent with this? It sounds like nails scratching a blackboard at first. But eventually, I find my groove, and my ears don’t suffer anymore. The music reaches a crescendo, and then it ends.

      She keeps her fingers on the keys, breathing hard, but she still won’t look at me. My heart is constricted painfully. The only time I felt such agony before was when I thought she had died. I don’t know how I didn’t come to the realization sooner. It’s always been obvious what my true feelings for her are.

      I lower the violin and walk over.

      She glances at me, and I get proof that Jonas didn’t lie about her crying. Her eyes are red, and it’s not because of her contact lenses. She took them off at some point.

      “You were right about this.” I lift the violin in my hand. “It sucks.”

      She doesn’t blink as she stares at me in silence for a long stretch.

      “Why the piano?” I ask.

      Ignoring my question, she asks one of her own. “What do you want, Jason?”

      “I want to explain what you saw.”

      She jumps from the stool and steps away from me. “What is there to explain? How long have you been collecting all that stuff about me?”

      “Does it matter? I know anything I tell you now won’t help my case. But there was a time when I didn’t hate you, Isabelle. You were my idol.”

      Her face twists into something akin to pain, and her eyes become brighter. “It doesn’t matter. What I saw all over your walls paints a pretty clear picture of your twisted mind.”

      I try not to wince, but her words hurt like punches.

      “I’m fucked up. I don’t deny that. But my hatred for you was just an excuse. You were my scapegoat for all the shit that has happened in my life. I have little faith that’ll you understand or forgive me.”

      “Good. I’m glad you don’t have unrealistic expectations.”

      So this is what it feels like to fall and shatter to pieces. My mother’s plan worked perfectly. There’s no chance in hell Isabelle will choose to stay with me. She barely escaped a psychopath alive. I bet I don’t look much different than that motherfucker right now.

      “I won’t stop you from leaving Triton Cove if that’s what you want, but before you go, I want you to listen to something I composed.”

      Her eyebrows scrunch together. “Why?”

      I curl my lips into a crooked grin, hoping she can’t see my pain. “Please, indulge me.”

      “Will you stop harassing me if I do?”

      “Cross my heart and hope to die.”

      She shakes her head, and then drops on the stool again as if the conversation tired her out. “Fine. Go on.”

      My heart is thumping like an Irish dancer, and my mouth is suddenly unbearably dry.

      “I composed it the week before the competition in Switzerland eight years ago. I wanted to play it there, but my mother forbade it.”

      Isabelle doesn’t ask me the reason. Having met my mother, she can guess.

      I haven’t played this in a long time, but I haven’t forgotten the notes. My hands are clammy, and the butterflies in my stomach take me back to the moment before I was about to meet Isabelle for the first time. I stop the memory from taking complete shape in my mind, or I’ll lose my bravado.

      When the first notes echo in the room, it hurts more than I thought possible. I can’t hold her stare, so I close my eyes and try to forget that my world is crumbling, that the girl I spent half my life worshipping and then hating is now beyond my reach.

      The irony is not lost on me. I had to lose any chance I had with her to realize I’ve been in love with her all this time.

      The song is only three minutes long, but it seems like an eternity has passed when I finish. I lower the violin and take a deep breath before I dare to look at her again. And she’s in tears.

      “Was it that bad?”

      She shakes her head. “No. It was beautiful.”

      “I wrote it for you. You were the muse.”

      Her body shakes as she releases a shuddering breath. “What did I do to you to change how you felt about me?”

      Unable to hold her stare, I glance at the poster on the wall behind her. “You treated me like shit.”

      “What? I wouldn’t do that to anyone.”

      “Well, you did to me. I came to see you right before you were about to perform. I could tell you were nervous, so I said you had nothing to worry about because you were perfect.”

      I flick my eyes to her again. She’s staring at me, wide-eyed, as if I were telling a story about someone else.

      “You started yelling, called me a filthy liar, and then shoved me against the wall before storming off. I was so shaken that when it was my time to perform, I fucked up royally. Not only didn’t I win the apprenticeship with Carlos Ferrera, I became a joke. I couldn’t get into any important program afterward.”

      Her expression crumples, and then she hides behind her hands. “Jason, I’m so sorry. I have no memory of that.”

      “I know now that you don’t.”

      She looks at me again. “How do you know? I could be lying.”

      “But you aren’t. I get it now. You were probably having a nervous breakdown. It had nothing to do with me.”

      She gets up and walks over. I don’t move even though I’m dying to pull her into my arms and crush my lips to hers.

      She frames my face between her hands and stares deep into my eyes. “Thank you for that beautiful song.”

      “You’re welcome. I guess this is the part where you say goodbye.”

      Frowning, she shakes her head. “I told you I’m done running.”

      “That doesn’t mean a goodbye isn’t imminent.”

      “Are you going to give up on me just like that?”

      “This isn’t a game to my anymore, Isabelle. I’m sorry you had to see that insane wall, I’m sorry I was so terrible to you when you got here. I’m letting you go without a fight because that’s what you do when you love someone. You set them free.”

      She jolts back. “You love me?”

      Shit. I can’t believe I went all emo on her and confessed everything.

      I grin. “Didn’t your mother ever tell you that if a boy picks on you, it’s because he secretly likes you?”

      “No, she’d never say anything that stupid.”

      I shrug. “Well, it’s true in my case.”

      She steps back, releasing my face. “I’m tired. Let’s go home.”

      “Home?” I raise an eyebrow.

      “My room.” She lifts her hand. “Are you coming?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      I’m trying to keep it together, but I’m screaming inside. I can’t believe I treated Jason so horribly when we were younger. It doesn’t justify his behavior, but now I understand his motives.

      My mind is reeling, trying to process what happened this evening. From discovering his obsession to hearing him say he loves me; I don’t know what to think or what to do about any of it.

      His hand is still clasped in mine when I stop in front of my door. I fumble with the key thanks to the shaking. He takes it from me and unlocks the door. Our gazes lock, and I see in his eyes the same uncertainty that’s swirling in my chest.

      He waits for me to walk in first, and then follows, closing the door. “You haven’t said a word since we left. What are you thinking about?”

      I turn around and look at him. “I don’t know. It’s a lot to process.”

      He runs his fingers through his hair. “I know.”

      “Did you really mean it?”

      “Mean what?” His brows arch.

      I swallow the lump in my throat. I don’t know why the jitters are getting the better of me. Maybe it’s because I’m afraid this is all a lie. “Do you really love me?”

      He walks over and stops short of invading my personal space. “Yes. I never said that to anyone before.”

      “Me neither,” I confess.

      His eyes widen. “Not even him?”

      I shake my head. “No. I couldn’t bring myself to say it. I thought there was something wrong with me. Maybe I could never fall in love.”

      “Do you still believe that?”

      My heart is running at the speed of light now. I could lie and say yes, but this time, it’s the other way around, I can’t bring myself to hide the truth.

      “No.” I touch his cheek and his eyes flutter closed for a moment. “Despite everything that has happened between us, I fell for you, Jason. I fell for you so hard that I don’t know any more which way is up or down.”

      Shaky laughter escapes his lips. “Thank fuck.”

      He reaches for the back of my head, twisting his fingers around my hair as he lowers his lips to mine. My body catches fire, and my bones melt while I’m caught in the vortex of Jason’s kiss. I grab onto his shoulders, needing the support before my legs give out from under me.

      He flattens one palm against my collarbone, a gesture that’s sweet and hot at the same time. Keeping my mouth locked to his, I peel his tuxedo jacket off. I’m in a hurry to get rid of all our clothes, but Jason doesn’t seem to share the same urgency.

      He pulls away and whispers against my lips, “Do you know the first thought that crossed my mind when I saw you tonight?”

      “No.” I keep my gaze glued to his mouth, wondering if he’ll let me resume the kiss.

      “I wished I could take you to my room and let you ride me while wearing this dress.” His fingers glide over my cleavage, leaving a trail of goose bumps behind.

      I laugh as euphoria spreads through my veins like wildfire. “Is that what you want, Jason?”

      He grabs my chin possessively and looks into my eyes. “It depends.”

      “On what?”

      “On whether you care about what happens to it? I can’t guarantee it will remain in one piece.”

      “I’m not usually attached to material things, but I think I’d like to preserve this particular dress.” I turn around and look over my shoulder. “Help me unzip it?”

      He kisses me between my shoulder blades and then runs his tongue down my back as he unzips the garment.

      I gasp, reaching behind myself for him. The dress falls into a heap at my feet, and before I can move, he spins me around and covers one of my nipples with his mouth. Arching my back, I thread my fingers through his hair, yanking at the strands. He nibbles and sucks, driving me insane with longing. Breast play never did much for me, but Jason’s tongue is pure magic.

      He releases my nipple with a loud pop and trails open kisses up my neck to my ear.

      “What do want you, Isabelle?” he whispers, and then bites my earlobe.

      I melt into him, trying to remember how to speak.

      “You,” I murmur.

      He chuckles, sending whisps of desire down my spine. “Your wish is my command, my love.”

      He leads me to the bed and nudges me to sit on the edge. I’m still wearing my panties, but Jason has most of his clothes on. Not breaking eye contact, he unbuttons his shirt slowly and then lobs it to the side. Unfortunately, there’s another shirt underneath, which he keeps on.

      “Still too many clothes.” I pout.

      “Patience, darling.”

      I narrow my eyes, knowing he’s teasing me on purpose. Two can play at that game. I rub my thumb over my lips, and then I suck my middle finger. Jason’s eyes bug-out and then narrow. Now that my finger is thoroughly wet, I drag it down my belly until I reach the edge of my underwear.

      “Oh no, sweetheart. You’re not pleasuring yourself tonight.” He drops to his knees and softly runs his hands over my thighs.

      “You’d better do something about it quickly, then.”

      He parts my legs and, holding my stare, leans forward to lick my pussy through the fabric of my panties.

      I gasp, then I moan. His tongue is torturous and sinful, and it’s going to shatter me in no time. I reach for the back of his head, urging him to keep going.

      He pulls the fabric aside and with one swipe of his tongue over my clit, he pushes me right off the edge.

      “Oh my God, Jason.” I pull his hair harder.

      My body shakes from head to toe as a violent wave of pleasure levels me. I fall back on the mattress, my body turned into mush, keeping my eyes closed because the room is spinning out of control.

      I hear him take off the rest of his clothes, and then his body covers mine. His erection presses against my belly as he nudges his nose against the crook of my neck.

      “I love your taste when you come on my tongue,” he whispers in my ear.

      “I feel the same way. Slide off me and I’ll return the favor.”

      “No, I want to come inside your sweet pussy first.”

      With a simple movement of his hips, his cock slides into position, but he doesn’t penetrate me at once. Instead, he teases me at my entrance while he kisses my neck.

      “Jason, please. I thought you weren’t going to be cruel anymore.”

      “I’m not, babe. I just know that once I’m inside you, I’m not going to last long.”

      I bring my knees up, hooking my legs at the ankle behind his ass. “I don’t care. We have the whole night.”

      “When you put it that way….” He pushes forward, sheathing himself to the hilt.

      His fullness stretching me makes me complete. I never knew one could feel this way during sex, but I never experienced anything like this before. I wasn’t a virgin when I met Jason, but I might as well have been.

      I lose the ability to speak or think, but it doesn’t matter. I wouldn’t be able to say a word, because Jason claims my mouth again while he fucks me hard and fast. I know this will take me to oblivion in no time, but I just hold on to him tight, knowing that my life with him will be the fastest and best ride.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      As expected, my mother blows up my phone the next day. I shut it off when it doesn’t stop ringing. Isabelle stirs next to me, making the most delicious kitten sound that wakes up my cock. I kiss her shoulder, pulling her closer to me, and pressing my erection against her sweet ass.

      “How can you have a hard-on after our all-night marathon?” she asks in a sexy, sleepy voice.

      I dig my fingers into her hips. “Because it’s you, and I’ll never get my fill.”

      She rolls over, facing me. Her lips are still red and swollen from all the kissing, and her hair is a mess, but she’s the most beautiful girl I’ve ever seen. She traces my hairline with the tips of her fingers, sending a shiver down my back.

      “I can’t believe this is real,” she says.

      “To be honest, me neither.”

      “I’m going to miss our hate sex though.”

      I laugh, not having expected that comment to come out of her mouth. “Is that so? We can always role play.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “It’s not the same thing, but….” She walks her fingers down my chest and keeps going south until they curl around my shaft. “I’m not opposed to some bedroom games.”

      “Hmm, what kind of games?”

      The annoying sound of her phone ringing cuts off her reply. She tenses and begins to turn, but I wrap my arms around her waist. “Let it go to voicemail.”

      “I can’t. That’s the burner phone my parents use to contact me.”

      I release her at once. She jumps from the bed and hurries to her desk, where she takes the phone from her drawer. “Hello?”

      Gone is the easy-going expression she had a moment ago. She begins to pace in front of me, and despite the lovely visual of her parading naked, her tense posture makes me forget any idea of sex.

      “Yes, Mr. Cain told me. Are you okay?”

      I can’t hear the reply, so all I have to put the pieces together are her reactions.

      “No, no one here knows about me.” Her gaze flicks to mine. Guilt shines there. I suspect she’s not used to lying to her folks. “I am being careful. I’m more concerned about you.”

      More silence follows, and then her face twists into a scowl.

      “Mr. Cain has a big mouth. I’m not going to give up my passion because of Juan.”

      I guess her parents know she’s playing at the recital. I agree it’s risky, especially if video footage is posted online. But I won’t stop her from doing something she loves because of that piece of shit. If he sets foot in Triton Cove, he’ll wish he never had.

      “Okay, I love you too. Bye.”

      Her eyes are dark like a summer storm when she glances at me.

      “Let me guess. Your parents aren’t keen that you’re playing the violin again?”

      “No. But they won’t make me change my mind.”

      I get out of bed and walk to her. “He’s not going to find you, and if he comes here, it will be the last thing he does in his miserable life.”

      She throws her arms around my neck and kisses me hard, taking me by surprise. I stagger back, not expecting her attack, but I recover in the next second. I grab her ass, lifting her off the floor. Her legs wrap around my hips, and her pussy rubs against my shaft, drawing a growl from me. I’m on fire again, but a bed won’t do. There’s too much raw energy between us; we might break the furniture.

      I push her against the wall instead, and then guide my cock home. She bites my lower lip as I slam in and out of her. For a while the only sounds in the room are of pounding flesh and our combined moans and grunts. I don’t even try to hold back and prolong the moment. As soon as she tightens around me and her body begins to shake, I let go of my restraint. We climax at the same time, and call me poetic and shit, but it’s a beautiful thing.
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        * * *

      

      We used the bed for the second morning round. Isabelle rolls to the side with a gasp, but I keep my hand nestled between her thighs as I try to catch my breath. She did most of the work this time on her knees, sucking my cock while I ate her pussy. I don’t think I’ll ever get tired of making love to her.

      With my eyes still closed, I ask, “Are you okay, babe?”

      “I’ll be in a minute, or ten.”

      We don’t speak for several beats, but then I remember her reaction the first time we had sex and the memory is now nagging at me.

      “Can I ask you a question?”

      She turns on her side and looks at me. “Sure.”

      “Why did you get mad when I joked about you wanting to trap me with a baby?”

      The levity leaves her gaze and sadness takes its place. Shit. Way to spoil the morning, Jason.

      When she doesn’t answer right way, I add. “You don’t need to tell me.”

      She swallows hard. “I guess now that we’re together, you need to know.” Her gaze drops to the mattress, clueing me in this will be a hard truth. “I can’t have children.”

      Her answer feels like a punch to my chest. I can’t breathe as I try to process her words. I have many questions, and all of them sound wrong in my head.

      “Was it because of Juan?”

      She nods, closing her eyes. I sit up and then pull her into my arms. “I’m going to kill him.”

      She eases back and looks into my eyes. “No, please promise you won’t go after him.”

      I can’t make that promise without lying. I run my fingers over her cheek. “I love you, and I promise I’ll always protect you.”

      She hides her face in the crook of my neck, hugging me tighter.

      “Let’s stay in this room forever,” I say.

      “What about food? We can’t keep doing this on an empty stomach.”

      In answer, my stomach growls, making her laugh. It’s music to my ears after this grim revelation.

      “See, your belly agrees.” She tosses her legs to the side of the bed and gets up. “I’m taking a shower.”

      She’s putting on a brave face for my benefit, and I play along because I don’t want her trauma to stop her from being happy. “Do you want company?”

      “Tempting, but I just want to stick to cleaning up.”

      I don’t insist; I don’t think I can do much right this second. I might need a couple of hours to recover. While I wait, I search for my phone and turn it back on. I can’t remain cut off from the world only to avoid my mother. And I need a distraction from my dark thoughts.

      She left several voice messages, which I’m sure contain all sorts of threats. I don’t delete them, but I do ignore them for now. There’s also a message from Reid, Finn’s third musketeer, and it’s in all caps.

       

      REID: WHERE THE HELL ARE YOU, JERKFACE?

       

      I frown at my phone and type a reply.

       

      ME: I just woke up. Why are you yelling?

      REID: You were supposed to meet me at the gym an hour ago.

       

      Ah shit. I totally forgot that I asked Reid to help me this morning. I wasn’t thinking clearly when I asked him yesterday to meet up this early on a Sunday. I also didn’t expect to spend the night before fucking Isabelle. But this is too important to blow off.

       

      ME: I’ll be there in ten.

       

      Most likely twenty, but he’s already pissed. If I give him an accurate estimate, he’ll leave. I jump from the bed and knock on the bathroom door.

      “Hey, babe. Are you done?”

      “Almost.”

      I push the door open just as she’s turning the shower off.

      “Wear comfortable clothes, preferably sweats or workout stuff.”

      She’s frowning when she steps out of the stall. “Why? I thought we were going out for breakfast.”

      “Change of plans. I forgot I had made other arrangements for us.”

      She raises on eyebrow. “Are you going to tell me what they are?”

      “Nope. It’s a surprise.”

      I head for the shower and turn it back on. It feels good to be under the hot jets. Closing my eyes, I throw my head back and let the water hit my face. After a while, I have the sense I’m being spied on.

      I turn and find Isabelle staring at me. A smile tugs the corners of my mouth. “Babe? You’re supposed to be getting ready, remember?”

      She blinks fast as if trying to snap out of a daze. “Then stop distracting me.”

      I laugh. “That’s impossible.”

      She sticks her tongue out and then strides out of the bathroom. A minute later, I return to her room, wrapped in a towel. She’s already dressed—thank fuck. I’d probably wanna go for a quickie otherwise. Guilt immediately spreads through my chest. How can I think about sex after what she told me?

      Damn. I’ve never experienced this constant need to be with someone. Isabelle has put my libido into overdrive.

      It just occurs to me I have nothing to wear save for yesterday’s clothes, and we don’t have time to stop by my room to change. It doesn’t matter anyway. I’m not the one who’ll be doing the training today.

      In the hallway, Isabelle gives a quizzical look. “You aren’t changing?”

      “Nope. It’s fine.”

      “Jason, what are you up to?”

      I throw my arm over her shoulder. “It’s nothing bad. I promise. Do you trust me?”

      “Uh….”

      “Ouch. Good grief, woman. Don’t you know trust is the foundation of successful relationships?”

      “Yeah, but it needs to be earned, and right now, you’re acting pretty sus.”

      I can’t argue with her there, but I don’t want to disclose what we’re doing beforehand. I’m not sure how she’s going to react. The school allows athletes to use their facilities for training during the weekend, so we don’t have to break in again.

      On the way to the gym, I stop by a vending machine and grab us a couple of granola bars.

      “Breakfast of champions,” I tell her through a grin.

      She scowls at the snack. “At least it’s healthy. But I’d love some coffee too.”

      “I promise we’ll go out for brunch, and you can have all the caffeine in the world.”

      We find a few people working out in the gym, but we’re not here for the weightlifting machines. I keep going until I reach one of the rooms. I hear grunts coming from inside, so that means Reid didn’t bail.

      “Who’s in there?” Isabelle asks.

      “Remember when I told you I wanted you to be ready in case Juan ever came after you?”

      Her face becomes pale and her eyes bug out. “Yes.”

      “I’ve asked Reid to come in this morning to teach you some aikido moves. He’s a black belt.”

      Her jaw drops. “Why didn’t you tell me this before?”

      I rub my neck. “I was afraid you wouldn’t want to come.”

      Her expression is still pinched, so I’m not sure if she’s mad or not.

      “I… I don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t worry. He doesn’t know the reason.”

      “I’m not worried about that.”

      “Then why do you look like you’re about to bust my balls?”

      She shakes her head. “I’m not angry at you. I’m surprised and… touched.” She rises on her tiptoes and kisses me softly on the lips.

      “Good.” I rest my hand on her hip and rub my thumb over the patch of exposed skin. Isabelle’s eyes become hooded in a flash.

      Jesus fucking Christ, Jason. Now is not the time to sex her up.

      “We’d better go in. Reid has been waiting for over an hour,” I say.

      “Great. I hope he doesn’t take that out on me.”

      Reid is giving the punching bag hell when we walk in. He sees us, but he’s in the middle of a set of movements—or maybe he just wants to show off. He finishes his set with a roundhouse kick that’s almost too fast to follow. Maybe I should get some lessons as well.

      “Whoa,” Isabelle blurts out.

      Reid wipes off the sweat from his forehead and says, “Hello.”

      “I’m sorry we’re late. I had no idea Jason had planned this session with you,” she replies.

      “I figured as much.” He flips his gaze to mine, revealing his annoyance.

      “Fair warning, I’ve never done martial arts,” Isabelle continues.

      Reid’s gaze softens. “It’s okay. I’ll go easy on you. We’re starting with the basics today. But I’ll need a volunteer to demonstrate the moves.”

      He looks at me again and grins. His eyes glint with mischief. Fuck.

      “Jason, if you’d be so kind to join me on the tatami.”

      Ah hell. Here comes payback.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle

      

      The training session with Reid was interesting. I don’t think I could perform any of the moves he taught me yet, but it was a start. All I know is that Reid made Jason pay for being late. When Monday morning comes, he’s still limping. 

      “Are you okay?” I ask when he can’t keep up with my pace.

      “I’m fine,” he grits out.

      “Reid should have taken it easy on you. He could have broken your arm.”

      “Nah. He knew exactly how to inflict pain without maiming me. It’s all good.”

      We stop at my locker first, and as I’m busy getting everything I need, Jason leans casually against the locker next to mine. “We need to get you a proper violin.”

      “I know. I’ll keep looking online.”

      “No need. I think I found the perfect one for you.”

      I whip my face to him, frowning. “It’d better not be another unicorn explosion.”

      “No. It’s an instrument worthy of a prodigy. Naturally, you need to try it out first.”

      “Where’s the store?”

      “In LA. The owner only deals with the best instruments in the world. I have a light schedule today. We could go after lunch.”

      I can’t contain my enthusiasm. I’d consider blowing off the rest of my classes and going now, but I’ve already pushed my luck with Mr. Cain. He’s not going to keep giving me a free pass just because of my secret and his friendship with my parents.

      Behind me, someone shuts their locker with a bang. I turn, and surprise, surprise, it’s Sloane. The glower aimed at us makes it clear she overheard our conversation.

      “Man, she really hates my guts, doesn’t she?”

      “It’s my fault. I’ve always known she had a thing for me. I shouldn’t have led her on to make you jealous.”

      “I knew it!”

      He steps closer, smiling like a fiend. “Just like I knew it bothered you to see me get up close and personal with another girl.”

      I curl my fingers around his jacket. “You’d better not pull that crap again.”

      He leans closer and nudges my neck with his nose. Desire spreads throughout my body, making me wish we were alone.

      “I won’t. Promise,” he whispers.

      “Get a room!” someone yells.

      Jason tenses and looks at whoever spoke, ready to strike. It’s Luke, smiling from ear to ear, who called us out.

      “I don’t know why you’re grinning, punk. I haven’t forgotten what you did last Saturday.”

      The amusement vanishes from his face. Finn and Cameron join their friend, but it’s Finn who speaks next.

      “We’re leaving. Come on, Luke.”

      After they disappear in the crowd, I ask, “Why is everyone afraid of what Luke might do if he gets angry?”

      “You haven’t figured it out yet?”

      I shake my head.

      “Because he’s a crazy motherfucker, that’s why.”

      “But you’re not afraid of him.”

      He smiles, and a gleam of danger shines in his eyes. “No, and you want to know why?”

      “Sure.” I shrug.

      “I’m crazier than he is.”

      A shiver runs down my spine. I think that’s what attracted me to Jason at first.

      “Hmmm,” I hum as my eyes go soft. I’m fantasizing about him in the middle of the hallway, and I don’t care.

      His eyebrows furrow. “Hmmm? That’s your response?”

      I turn away from him and close my locker. “Let’s go before we’re late for class.”

      Or I combust on the spot.
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        * * *

      

      Triton Cove is only an hour from LA if you look at the distance on the map. But when you add the traffic, it takes us double the time to arrive. Only, I barely notice. It turns out that being locked in a car with Jason is not a bad thing, especially when his idea of passing time is to let his fingers have fun.

      I’m blissfully relaxed when we arrive at our destination, but soon that’s replaced by excitement. It seems being surrounded by exquisite instruments is also a turn-on for me. The store is large, and it has every instrument needed to create an orchestra. The grand pianos take central stage, naturally. I walk up to one and run my hand over the lid.

      “I know my fingers are magic, but I have an inkling they aren’t the reason for your goofy grin,” he says.

      “Guilty.” I smile.

      A bald man in his sixties approaches us. “Can I help you?”

      “I believe you can. I’m Jason Novak. I called you about the Pedrazzini.”

      If possible, my excitement triples. My old violin was from the same Italian luthier.

      The salesclerk’s eyes widen. “Ah, of course. It’s in storage. I’ll be right back.”

      I wait until he’s out of earshot to turn to Jason. “Why didn’t you tell me? I honestly didn’t think I could find another Pedrazzini.”

      “You shouldn’t underestimate my connections, sweetheart.”

      The salesman returns with the violin in its case. With a flourish, he opens the lid.

      My breath catches, and I swear I’m on the verge of crying. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Would you like to play it?”

      “Yes, please.”

      My hands are shaking as I take the violin out of its case.

      “I also brought a bow by August Rau, if you would like to try it.”

      “Of course.”

      I feel like a kid on Christmas morning. I prop the violin on my shoulder but before I start, I lock gazes with Jason. He isn’t smiling, but I know everything there is to know about his feelings just from the emotions shining in his eyes.

      I decide to play the Romeo and Juliet solo, and soon I become lost in the music. I don’t notice anything or anyone save for the broken boy who stole my heart. I’m not sure he knows that this is my way of saying I love him. I have yet to speak the words out loud.

      When the music ends, my heart is beating furiously inside my chest. My eyes are still locked with Jason’s as I lower the violin.

      “Sweet Mary, Mother of God. That was beautiful,” the salesman blurts out.

      Blush spreads throughout my cheeks. “Thank you.”

      “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Isabelle Maldonaro was here.”

      My elation evaporates into thin air, and dread takes its place.

      “What?” I ask.

      “The promising young violist who sadly passed away last year. I’ve never seen anyone play like her until now.”

      “You’re too kind, sir.” I lower my gaze, while I’m trying my best to not freak out.

      The store’s front door bangs loudly, making me jump. I glance at the window and see someone familiar speed away. Shit. It looks like Sloane. But it can’t be. Why would she be here?

      Unless she followed us.

      “We’ll take the violin,” Jason announces.

      “Splendid.” The salesman claps his hands.

      I’m still in a daze and barely pay attention to what happens next. I don’t even know how I get back into Jason’s car.

      “Are you okay?” he asks.

      “No. He recognized me, Jason.”

      “He didn’t, my love.” He reaches for my hand and squeezes it tightly.

      I pinch the bridge of my nose. “I think I saw Sloane at the store.”

      “What? Are you sure?”

      “Not really. I was panicking. I could have imagined it.”

      Jason rubs his face. “I wouldn’t put it past her to follow us here. She did overhear our conversation earlier.”

      “I didn’t realize she was in love with you.” I don’t want to sound jealous, but I am.

      “More like obsessed, judging by her actions.”

      “If she was at the store, then she heard what the sales guy said.”

      Jason clenches his jaw so hard that I can almost hear his teeth grind. “This is all my fault. I’m so sorry, babe.”

      I look out the window, not wanting him to see the tears gathering in my eyes. I’m more afraid for his safety than mine.

      “It’s not your fault,” I reply in a small voice.

      “If I hadn’t said your real name in front of her, she wouldn’t be suspicious.”

      “So what if she finds out? She doesn’t know about the rest.”

      When Jason doesn’t reply, I look at him, and I don’t like what I see. His face is frozen in a cold and determined mask.

      “What are you thinking?” I ask.

      “Nothing.”

      “Jason, please don’t lie to me.”

      He peels his eyes from the road for a moment. “I’m not. I’m honestly not thinking about anything in particular.”

      “I just don’t want you to do something reckless.”

      “I won’t. I promise. Do you trust me?” He grins.

      I nod. “I trust you.”

      This time, I mean it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      Sloane. You fucking snake. I’m not going to let you endanger Isabelle. I didn’t lie to her in the car on the way back to Triton Cove. I wasn’t thinking about anything specific besides berating myself for being such a moron.

      I know Sloane too well. She doesn’t have the patience to wait and attack when it will do more damage. Like clockwork, she finds me when I’m alone the next day at school.

      “So the mystery is finally solved. Nicola is Isabelle Maldonaro.”

      I give her a droll look. “What do you want?”

      She moves closer and runs her fingers down my jacket. “You know what I want.”

      I can’t help my expression of disgust. “Really? Don’t you have any self-respect?”

      She laughs. “Get over yourself. I don’t want to fuck you, Jason. I want you and that little bitch to be miserable. Break up with her.”

      Rage quickly surges from the pit of my stomach. Sloane must think that dating Isabelle has made me soft. She needs to be reminded of who she’s speaking to. “Are you sure you want to play that game with me, Sloane?”

      Her eyes narrow. “I’m not afraid of you. If you don’t do as I say, everyone will know who Nicola really is, and I bet she doesn’t want that. No one fakes their own death without having a solid reason.”

      I laugh loudly like a lunatic. I even get tears in my eyes, not caring one bit that people are staring. Sloane doesn’t know what to make of my reaction, and soon her bravado turns into uncertainty. And that’s exactly how she should be feeling.

      “Why the hell are you laughing? Do you think I’m joking?”

      “You’re either joking, or you’re a dumb fuck.” My amusement vanishes. “Someone with skeletons in their closet should never attempt blackmail, dear.”

      Her eyes widen. “I don’t have any secrets. Nice try, Jason.”

      “Oh really. So you’re saying you weren’t fucking your sister’s husband last summer?”

      The blood seems to drain from her face. “What?”

      I press my finger against my lips. “I wonder what Cassidy would think if she knew that while she was putting in long hours at the hospital to support that loser husband, her sister was sucking his cock instead of babysitting her nephews.”

      “You can’t prove that,” she grits out.

      “Can’t I?” I quirk an eyebrow. “Are you sure about that?”

      “You’re bluffing.”

      “Do you want to bet on it? You know I never start a game I can’t win.”

      Her face twists in anger, but the moisture in her eyes tells me I got her. She won’t tell a soul about Isabelle’s secret.

      “I hate you,” she says before storming down the hallway.

      A couple of seconds later, Isabelle stops next to me. “What happened?”

      I’m still pissed that Sloane thought she could blackmail me, but I don’t want to worry Isabelle.

      I force a smile and kiss her cheek. “I reminded her that people in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones at someone else’s glass roof.”

      “Did she say anything about knowing you know what?”

      “Don’t worry about it. She won’t tell a soul.”

      “How do you know?”

      “She has more to lose than to gain by revealing who you are.”

      The deep V between Isabelle’s brows tells me she’s not convinced, so I continue. “Sloane has a dirty secret, one she didn’t know I was aware of.”

      “It seems everyone in this town has secrets.”

      I rub her cheek with my thumb. “True, but yours is safe.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Nicola/Isabelle – Two Weeks Later

      

      Sloane not only keeps her mouth shut, but she also gives Jason and me a wide berth. There aren’t any snide remarks or scathing glances anymore. I decided I didn’t want to know what secret Jason was holding against her. I had plenty of my own.

      Jason and I have been inseparable. There are a lot of practices, and when we don’t have school, we spend our time together. I’ve never felt happier in my life, and sometimes I wonder if this isn’t all just a dream.

      Jason doesn’t talk much about his mother. All I know is that she went back to LA. Good riddance. One less viper to worry about. I’m proud of him for standing up to her. He hasn’t talked much about his childhood, but I hope in time, he’ll feel comfortable sharing his horrors with me.

      I fool myself into believing that I’m not worried about the recital and the consequences of playing in such a public forum. I know videos of the performance will be posted online, and despite my new nose, darker hair, and lenses, anyone who’s heard me play the violin before could recognize me, just like the guy from the music store did.

      An hour before the recital, Jason finds me pacing in the empty music room. “What’s the matter?”

      I give him a tight smile. “Nothing. Just regular jitters. It’s been a while.”

      By the way that he’s looking at me, I know he can see through my bullshit.

      “Babe, we don’t need to go through with it. Say the word and we’ll tell Mrs. Simpson we can’t perform.”

      We. Not you. This is how far we’ve come in our relationship.

      I shake my head. “I’m fine, Jason. For real.”

      I look at my reflection in the mirror and smooth the lines of my dress. It’s a simple black gown, nothing as fancy as the red dress I wore to his party.

      He stops behind me and rests his chin on my shoulder. “You look gorgeous by the way.”

      I lean into him, and he wraps his arms around my waist. Our gazes lock, and I know this is the moment I’ve been waiting for.

      “I love you,” I say.

      His eyes widen just a fraction and then he smiles lazily. “I know, babe. I know.”

      “There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you,” Mrs. Simpson says from the door. “Are you ready? We’re about to start.”

      “Yes, we’re ready,” I reply.

      We follow Mrs. Simpson to the auditorium. There’s a separate entrance for us, but I spot Sage near the main one, so I tell Jason I’ll follow him in a second. I haven’t hung out with her in a while, and our texts have been sparse.

      “Hey, I’m glad you came,” I tell her.

      She smiles at me, but she looks sad. “Of course. I’m really excited to see you play. I hear you’re wonderful.”

      “Everyone here is so talented. How have you been?”

      “I’m hanging in there. I’ve been working on a few projects that are seriously kicking my ass.”

      “What about Eric?”

      Her cheeks turn pink. “Are you really going to make me look him up?”

      “Yep.”

      She rolls her eyes. “You’re terrible.”

      I try to stay focused on Sage, but the small hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. I feel like someone is watching me from afar. Dread takes hold of me. I look over my shoulder, but I don’t see anyone there.

      “Jeez, look at me yapping away.” She catches my attention. “You probably need to go in, right?”

      “Yeah. I’ll look for you later.”

      “Okay, break a leg.”

      I hurry to the performers’ door, but as I’m about to enter, I look toward the main entrance again, where Sage and I were standing a few seconds ago. Then I see him.

      Juan.

      I couldn’t mistake his impeccable blond hair or the arrogant chin anywhere in the world. He glances in my direction just before he enters the auditorium, and then he smiles in a chilling way.

      My heart is thumping madly now, and for a moment, I can’t draw air into my lungs. The world begins to spin, forcing me to brace my hand against the wall.

      He found me. He found me.

      The urge to run away hits me, but then I think about Jason and how happy I am here in Triton Cove. Juan already forced me to give up my whole life once. I won’t let him do it again. This needs to end now.

      I take a couple of steadying breaths, and then pull the door open. I find my place near Jason, and immediately, he senses something is up.

      “What’s wrong?”

      If I tell him Juan is here, he’s going to react, but I don’t know what he’ll do.

      I lie, “It’s nothing.” He’s watching me through narrowed eyes, so I add, “You know when you asked me if I wanted to play the solo and I said no?”

      “Yes…”

      “I changed my mind. I’d like to do it.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes. If you don’t mind that I steal the spotlight.”

      He smiles and then kisses me. “Babe, you can steal the spotlight any time you want.”

      Mrs. Simpson gives us the signal that we’re about to start. We all take our places. The murmur of voices fades away as a pregnant silence drops like a blanket over the audience. An unusual calm sets over my shoulders. I take a deep breath before I rest the violin on my shoulder. We all play together at the start, and then I stand up for my solo.

      Jason is sitting across from me. I seek out his gaze and smile. His eyes light up as he grins back. His love for me rolls out in waves, and I use that feeling to reinforce my resolve. Juan thinks he has me cornered. He’s going to regret ever coming after me. Our fucked-up story ends tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      Isabelle’s solo takes my breath away. I’ve seen her perform before, but tonight her flame burns brighter than the sun. The standing ovation that follows confirms it wasn’t my imagination. I can’t wait to be alone with her tonight to properly congratulate her. For now, I have to stand back and let her bask in her achievement.

      There’s a reception after the recital, and that’s when we need to suck up to parents and alumni to milk them for money. This is a charity event, after all. Isabelle is currently chatting with the Montgomerys, a powerful Triton Cove family. They come to every single event despite the fact that they don’t have any children or grandchildren attending the school.

      I give the room a cursory glance and spot my mother. My good mood drops to below zero. I was hoping she would skip the recital, but that would be like asking for a miracle. To protect Isabelle from her forked tongue, I walk over before she can ambush us.

      The scowl on her face makes it clear this won’t be a pleasant conversation.

      “Did you enjoy the show, Mother?”

      “Oh, yes. I loved seeing how whipped my son is. You disgrace the Petrov line.”

      I smirk. “Good thing I’ve always considered myself a Novak.”

      “Then you really are a fool. You believe the Novaks are gods walking on Earth, untouchable. You’ll soon learn you bleed like every mortal.”

      I don’t know if I should consider her statement a threat or simply the ravings of an egomaniac.

      “Did you just come here to insult me?” I ask calmly.

      “I came to see if there was any hope left for you. I can tell now you’re a lost case.”

      I roll my eyes, knowing she detests the gesture. “Please, Mother. Why do you have to be so dramatic?”

      She laughs without humor. “Oh, you think this is drama? Wait until I take away all your privileges. Who will you be without money?”

      I scoff. “Are you threatening to cut me off financially?”

      “Yes. I am the trustee of your funds, after all. You can’t touch the money your father left you until you’re twenty-one.” She smiles maliciously, thinking she has me cornered.

      It’s not the first time she used that trump card to control me, so I was expecting she would go that route. And therefore, I prepared for it.

      “Unlike you, I don’t need to live surrounded by luxury, and I had one asset that was worth a pretty penny. I think I can survive on sixteen million dollars until I have access to my money.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Sixteen million dollars? Where the hell did you come up with that amount?”

      I shrug. “Oh I just sold something I didn’t need.”

      The realization of what I did finally dawns on her, making her face twist into something akin to a dragon.

      “You sold the Lady Blunt. You had no right.”

      “On the contrary. I had every right. The Lady Blunt was not part of my inheritance, it was a gift from Grandpa.” I smile like a fiend. “You had no control over it.”

      Fuming, she walks away. I watch her go until she disappears in the crowd. I doubt she’ll linger. I begin to retrace my steps toward Isabelle, but Sloane appears out of nowhere and blocks my path. She looks pitiful. Her eye makeup is smudged as if she’s been crying.

      “Jason, I need to tell you something.”

      “Jesus, what now?”

      Her face is pinched and her gaze is troubled when she replies, “After I discovered Isabelle’s secret, I wasn’t thinking clearly. I Googled her, which led me to her ex, Juan Alcantara.”

      My chest feels tight. I curl my hands into fists, but it does little to tamper the rage slowly brewing into explosion.

      “What have you done?” I ask through clenched teeth.

      “I-I wanted to know more about her, so I reached out to him. That was before our conversation.”

      “You stupid bitch!” I blurt out, not caring that I’m drawing attention.

      Her eyes widen and she steps back. “I didn’t tell him she was alive. I swear it.”

      That doesn’t matter. It was the clue he was waiting for, and Sloane just handed it over to him on a silver platter.

      I pass a hand over my face. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because I saw him. He’s here. I spoke to him… I think he’s bad news. He said I wouldn’t have to worry about Isabelle any longer.”

      My blood seems to freeze in my veins. Isabelle. He came for her. My pulse is now pounding in my ears as I walk around Sloane. My mind is focused solely on finding Isabelle and getting her to safety. But there are too many people in my way, and I don’t see her anywhere.

      The shriek of a fire alarm blares, followed by the fire sprinklers being activated. Chaos ensues. People panic, the women are all worried now about their fucking gowns. I’m past caring about manners. I shove aside whoever is on my path as I search in a panic for Isabelle. I yell her name like a desperate man.

      Sage suddenly steps in front of me, her face as white as a sheet of paper. “Jason, you have to help.”

      “Have you seen Isabelle?” I ask, forgetting to use her fake name.

      “Who?” She shakes her head. “I just saw a guy drag Nicola out of the room. She was struggling—I don’t think she wanted to go.”

      I grab her by the shoulders. “Where did he take her?”

      “I think he was headed to the pool.” Her expression falls, guilt setting in her gaze. “I should have followed them.”

      “No, you did well by coming to get me. Find your brother, Finn, and the others, and tell them to meet me there.”

      “Shouldn’t I get an adult?”

      I know what’s going to happen tonight, and the last thing I need is faculty involved.

      “No. Please, Sage, do as I say.”

      I dash to the first exit I see and then sprint down the hallway, not caring about being subtle. My heart feels like it’s going to burst from my chest, and its drumming is louder than my footsteps.

      Just before I reach the double doors leading to the pool, I hear Isabelle’s scream.
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        * * *

      

      Isabelle

      

      I try to tell Jason that Juan is present, but as soon as the recital is over, we’re swarmed by people, and before I know it, we’re at the reception and I don’t have the chance. I’m trying my best to be polite to the Montgomerys, when in the corner of my eye, I notice Jason walk away.

      Shit.

      Another minute passes before I manage to excuse myself. I don't find Jason immediately, so I search for the person I must avoid at all costs. Juan.

      I spot Sage next to a woman I guess is her mother. I wave in her direction and start toward her. But I’m barely able to take two steps forward before a beefy hand wraps around my arm.

      “Hello, cariño. Long time, no see.”

      Juan smiles seductively, but his steely gray eyes are as cold as ice. It’s the gaze of a psychopath. Soulless. My body reacts, seizing in panic. I can’t move, and I can’t breathe, all I can do is stare at his hateful face.

      “What? Aren’t you happy to see me?” He traces my jaw with his fingers, sending a shiver of despair down my spine. “Imagine my reaction when I discovered you weren’t dead but frolicking away in a beautiful coastal town in California. That wasn’t the deal, sweet Isabelle. The deal was for you to be rotting six feet under.”

      His casual comment about my death snaps something inside of me. I remember who I am, and what I’m fighting for.

      “Tough shit, Juan. You can’t always get what you want,” I grit out.

      His nostrils flare and cold rage shines in his eyes. He tightens his grip around my arm. “You haven’t learned your lesson. No one crosses me. I guess I’ll have to kill you all over again, and this time, I’ll stay to watch you draw your last breath.”

      He drags me toward the nearest exit. Hell to the fucking no. I open my mouth to call for help when the fire alarm goes off, and everything turns to shit. I still try to break free from him, but his grip doesn’t waver.

      “Let go of me!” I yell, thrashing against his hold.

      No sooner we are in the hallway than he punches me in the face, rendering me useless for a couple of precious seconds. I taste blood in my mouth, and my ears are ringing. I try to remember my aikido lessons, but it seems I forgot everything. Two weeks of practice wasn’t enough.

      I have no idea where Juan is taking me, because my vision is blurry too. The last time he took his time using me as his punching bag. I doubt he’s going to repeat that again, not when the possibility of discovery is much higher here. Which means I have to escape him before he can kill me.

      We go through a set of double doors, and I finally recognize my whereabouts. He brought me to the swimming pool. I see nothing in reach that I can use as a weapon. I pray for a miracle, which happens in the next second. Juan slips on a patch of the wet floor, almost losing his balance. I don’t think twice, I body slam into him, and together we fall into the pool.

      He releases me, and I don’t waste any time, I kick my legs and swim away from him as fast as I can. But my damn long dress tangles with my legs. He catches me and then proceeds to choke the life out of me.

      My survival instincts take over. I know I can’t dislodge his hands from my neck, but I can inflict pain. I grab his face and press my thumbs over his eyes as hard as I can. Bubbles come out of his mouth as he screams underwater. I’m free again.

      I break through the surface with a loud gasp. A coughing fit follows as water comes up my throat. I keep swimming toward the edge, knowing he’s right behind me.

      “You fucking bitch.” He grabs me by the hair and yanks hard.

      I scream, but soon it gets muffled by the water entering my mouth when he pushes me under. For a dizzying moment, I see nothing but bubbles of air. I’m drowning, and there’s not a damn thing that I can do. I think about Jason, about all the things I didn’t say to him, and regret consumes me.

      I should have told him I loved him sooner, I should have…. lived longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason

      

      I burst through the doors like a hurricane. The motherfucker is in the pool, too busy drowning Isabelle to notice my presence. I yank my jacket off and dive in. Submerged, I have a clear view of her, and she isn’t moving.

      No. I can’t be too late. I just heard her scream.

      My vision becomes tinged in red. I don’t care about consequences. I’m killing the son of a bitch tonight. I grab him from behind in a chokehold and yank him away from Isabelle. I’m too aware that I need to end this fast and help her. But it’s obvious he won’t make it easy for me.

      We thrash in the water, and I begin to lose my grip on him. The slack allows him to elbow my stomach, and he breaks free. Isabelle breaches the surface in that moment, and a wave of relief washes over me. But my distraction costs me, and I don’t react fast enough to block Juan’s punch. My head is thrown back, and blood fills my mouth.

      Then there’s a sudden pressure around my neck and I’m down under water again. I throw punches and kick him blindly until I connect with flesh. I’m free, but I don’t go up to the surface. I grab him by the lapels of his jacket and shove him against the wall.

      I’m conscious I’ve been under water for too long, but I’m riding on my rage. I grab his face and bang his head against the wall again and again. Whisps of blood curl in the water like vises, yet I still don’t stop.

      Isabelle appears next to me, floating like a siren. She touches my arm and pulls me away from Juan. The moment I release him, he sinks, unmoving.

      I take a deep breath when I return to the surface, and then I pull her into my arms.

      “Are you okay?” I ask.

      “Y-yes. How about you?”

      “Fine.”

      I search her face and get hit by another bout of fury when I see the swelling on her right eye. I want to scream and cry.

      “I’m so sorry, babe.” I kiss her softly on the lips, afraid to hurt her.

      “Don’t apologize for saving my life,” she whispers.

      Footsteps echo in the open room. I turn and find Finn, Luke, Reid, and Cameron sporting similar stupefied looks.

      “What happened?” Finn asks.

      “Isabelle’s ex-boyfriend tried to kill her again,” I say.

      “Isabelle?” Finn raises an eyebrow.

      “That’s my real name,” she replies. “I had to change it and move to Triton Cove because of him. It’s a long story.”

      Luke and Reid walk closer, and then Reid pipes up, “He’s dead, isn’t he?”

      We turn and confirm that most likely, he is.

      “Did you…” Finn starts but doesn’t finish.

      “I have no regrets. He tried to kill us. It was self-defense,” I say.

      “We need to call my father.” Reid pulls his cell phone out.

      “No!” Isabelle blurts out. “You can’t.”

      “Why not?” Luke asks.

      “No one can know what happened here. If Juan’s family finds out we’re responsible for his death, they’ll come for us, and it won’t be pretty.”

      No one speaks for a couple of beats, but their grim expressions are louder than words.

      “I need to get rid of the body,” I say.

      Finn opens and shuts his mouth. He looks pained, but then he speaks. “Okay. We’ll help you.”

      “I can’t let you do that.”

      “You don’t have a choice.” Luke steps forward. “I set off the fire alarm. It was in part my fault that Isabelle was taken so easily.”

      “This is awful. I don’t want any of you to be involved in my mess,” she replies.

      I kiss her cheek, pulling her closer to me. “It’ll be okay, babe. Trust me.”

      “Let’s think about practical things,” Reid interrupts. “We need to transport the body without anyone seeing it.”

      “How about we use the laundry cart?” Cameron suggests.

      “That’s perfect,” I say. “Reid, we’ll need your SUV.”

      “No problem. I’ll drive around the building and wait for you in the back.”

      “I’ll get the cart,” Cameron adds.

      “Finn, you probably should be on the lookout and make sure no one comes in here,” I tell him.

      He nods. “I’m on it.”

      “I guess I’ll help with the body, then. Excellent.” Luke smiles like a deranged fuck.

      The entire operation lasts less than fifteen minutes. Working fast is essential. Thanks to the fire alarm, the school is swarming with cops and firefighters. Thank God the fire Luke started by “accident” was on the other side of the building.

      It’s only when we’re on the road and far away from the Maverick campus that we discuss how to get rid of the body.

      “We should burn it,” Luke suggests.

      “Of course, you want to set it on fire.” Cameron snorts.

      “It’s the only way to be sure all evidence that could link his death to Jason and Nico—I mean Isabelle—is destroyed,” Luke argues.

      “But where are we going to burn a body and not draw attention?” she asks.

      “I’m glad you brought that up.” Luke smiles. “Reid, head to my place.”

      “You haven’t answered the question, Luke.” I narrow my eyes.

      “I have a furnace.”

      “What?” Finn blurts out. “Since when?”

      He shrugs. “It’s new. The guys just finished installing it last week.”

      “Why do you have a furnace?” Isabelle asks in a wary tone.

      “To burn shit, of course. But I’m kind of into working with glass. We’ll see how it goes.”

      “Okay, but how big is the furnace? Aren’t they usually small?” Cameron pipes up.

      “Please don’t tell me we have to chop him up.” Isabelle shudders next to me.

      “It’s big enough to burn a body without turning it into beef stew.”

      “Thanks for the visual, Luke,” Finn complains from the front seat. “That’s officially off my menu now.”

      Isabelle turns to me. “This is truly bizarre. Am I having a nightmare?”

      “Considering your ex is dead, I’d classify it as a dream.”

      I try to guess what she’s thinking by staring into her eyes, but they’ve never been more mysterious to me than they are now.

      “Are you okay with all this? I mean, you just killed someone.”

      I touch her face, cupping it gently. “I rid the world of a monster. I made you safe. I’m more than okay with it. The question is, are you?”

      “Oh, Jason. Of course, I am. I’ll never forget what you did for me. Never. I love you so damn much.”

      “I love you too.”

      “Aww, nothing like a dead asshole to strengthen the bonds of love,” Luke jokes.

      “Dude, seriously?” Finn complains.

      “It’s okay. Luke can tease as he pleases.” She rests her cheek against my shoulder and hugs me.

      “Don’t let that one get away, Jason,” Luke replies.

      “I won’t.”

      A sense of total peace drops over me. I didn’t realize how stressed I was about Isabelle’s secret until now. The threat is gone, and I plan to enjoy every day by her side to the fullest for the rest of my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jason – Ten Months Later

      

      I wake to the sound of the ocean, and it feels like I’m still dreaming. Isabelle snuggles against me, pressing her nose against my shoulder. My arm is wrapped around her waist, and her leg is covering mine.

      “Good morning, babe.” I kiss her forehead.

      “Is it morning already?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      There’s a knock on the door, and then Isabelle’s mother asks if we’re up already.

      I say, “Yes,” at the same time Isabelle says, “No.”

      “You’d better get going or you’ll miss all the fun,” Carol Maldonaro singsongs.

      “Tell me again why we agreed to go with them to explore the town at this ungodly hour?” Isabelle asks.

      I chuckle. “I was trying to score brownie points with your folks. I don’t know why you agreed.”

      After graduation, Isabelle and I decided to go on a trip, and the first stop was to visit her parents in Costa Rica. They’d made enough money in their careers as executives for big international corporations to be able to retire early. Their beachfront house in Santa Teresa is a little piece of paradise, and I wouldn’t mind staying for a while.

      We had to tell them about Juan’s visit to Triton Cove, which gave me plenty of anxiety. I didn’t want them to look at me and see another monster. But they treated me like a hero, and made me feel like I was part of their family already. I never experienced anything like that in my life, and I’m still pinching myself, thinking this is all a dream.

      For all intents and purposes, Isabelle is still Nicola Devlin, because resurrecting Isabelle would be too suspicious. She hasn’t decided yet if she’ll return to the music scene as a new prodigy. For now, she’s happy to travel and play with me. And I’ve been busy composing music, which it turns out, is what my passion truly is.

      As far as we know, Juan’s family doesn’t suspect we’re responsible for his disappearance. This we learned from her parents’ lawyer in Spain who helped them fake her death in the first place. It seems the asshole never told anyone what he was up to, and he might have used fake travel documents to come to the US. He was careful to not leave any trail that could link him to Isabelle’s death if he had succeeded and, in the end, that worked in our favor.

      “I only agreed because you seemed keen.” She hits my chest playfully.

      “Well, I am, actually.”

      She leans on her elbows and stares into my eyes. “Are you going to finally step out of the shade and get some sun? I’m beginning to think I’m dating Edward Cullen.”

      “Well, your name is Isabelle. Maybe I am a sparkling vampire.”

      “Hmmm, are you going to bite me, then?”

      I roll on top of her, pressing my morning wood against her pelvis. She wiggles underneath me.

      “I know what you’re doing.” I caress her face, still mesmerized that she lets me worship her after our rough beginning.

      Her beautiful violet eyes widen innocently. “I have no idea what you mean.”

      She parts her legs, and my cock slides to her entrance. Damn it, she’s so wet that it wouldn’t take much to sheathe myself in her.

      “We don’t have time,” I say.

      Smiling like a little minx, she wraps her legs around my hips. “I say we do.”

      I kiss her deeply as I plunge into her heat. The bed creaks as I move, making her giggle.

      “God, I hope your parents are eating breakfast on the patio outside,” I whisper against her lips.

      “Stop talking about them.”

      She captures my lower lip in a love bite. The sting sends a zing of pleasure all the way down to my balls. I try to move at a steady pace to minimize the noise, but hell, I can’t go slow when the reward is so sweet and just around the corner. I pump in and out faster, and it’s like a damn orchestra is in the room. Isabelle becomes tighter around me a second before she gasps loudly. I cover her mouth with my hand, groaning a moment later as I come.

      There’s a sudden, loud crack, and then the whole bed collapses in a terrible bang. I stop moving at once and ask, “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. So much for not making too much noise.”

      I slide off her and sit up. “Shit. I can’t believe we broke the bed.”

      To my surprise, Isabelle starts to laugh hysterically.

      “This isn’t funny. What are your parents going to think?”

      She’s laughing so hard, she’s crying already. “They’ll think you’re a sex machine.”

      I run my fingers through my hair. “Great.”

      “Jason, babe. It’s okay.” She touches my arm.

      I try to scowl, but I can’t when she looks so happy that it makes my heart overflow with the same emotion. I crack a smile. “If they say anything, I’ll blame you.”

      “That’s fine.”

      My phone rings, making me frown. I got a new number specifically for this trip because I didn’t want to be bothered by anyone—aka my mother. Only Finn and Luke have this number, but they were instructed to not call unless it was an emergency.

      Isabelle, knowing this, looks worried. “What do you think happened?”

      I jump to my feet. “Only one way to find out.”

      I fish the phone from my backpack. “It’s Finn,” I tell her.

      “Answer it already.”

      “Hello?”

      “Jason, I fucked up,” he says in a freaked-out voice.

      “What happened?”

      “I… I hurt someone.”

      My heart twists painfully in my chest. “How? Please tell me not on purpose.”

      Finn is the nicest guy I know—I’m certain he wouldn’t hurt anyone deliberately, but he’s a Novak, and it seems our family is cursed.

      “No, but it doesn’t matter.” His voice breaks. “He’s just a kid and… God, Jason, it was awful. I need you. Please come home.”

      I lock gazes with Isabelle. She must have overhead part of the conversation, because her eyes are filled with distress.

      “I’ll be on the next flight out. Don’t worry, Finn. We’ll sort everything out.”

      When I end the call, my heart is as heavy as lead. Isabelle is already on her feet, collecting our things.

      “You don’t need to come, babe.”

      She whips her face to mine. “Finn is in trouble. Don’t expect me to stay behind.”

      “What about your parents?”

      “They’ll understand. Family is everything to us.”

      “That’s my point. You haven’t seen them in a long time. I won’t be upset if you don’t come with me.”

      Her eyebrows arch. “You misunderstood me. Finn is family to me.”

      When I didn’t think I could love this girl more, she proves me wrong.

      I reach her in a single stride and pull her against me. “I don’t know what I did to deserve you.”

      “Everything, babe. You did everything, and I’m yours for as long as you want me.”

      “Then be prepared for forever.”

      
        
        *** THE END ***
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        Thank you for reading Falling for Catastrophe! You can continue the Filthy Gods series in Flirting with Disaster, Finn Novak’s story.

        ONE-CLICK NOW!
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        How can you crave someone as intensely as you hate them?

      

        

      
        Finn Novak is one of the young gods who rule this town and wreaks havoc whenever he goes. He’s above everything, even the law.

      

        

      
        I never thought I’d be thrust into his world of depraved privilege until tragedy strikes, and I’m forced to attend Maverick Prep, his domain.

      

        

      
        I vow to keep hating him but quickly become trapped by his web of twisted mind games. I yearn for his barbed words as much as I hunger for his touch.

      

        

      
        Getting close to Finn means unveiling secrets that should stay hidden. But like bodies buried in shallow graves, skeletons never remain in the closet forever.

      

        

      
        I can’t escape him, though. His darkness feeds mine, and it’s only a matter of time before the void consumes us both.

      

        

      
        When the story is over, who will be revealed as the real monster? Finn or me?

      

        

      
        ONE-CLICK NOW!
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            Forbidden Deviant Games

          

        

      

    

    
      He’s dangerous. He’s violent. He’s everything I should stay away from.

      

      Viks stormed into my life and he wrecked it.

      

      I know bad men. I know what they think. I know how they act. So trust me when I say, that of all the bad men in Eastpoint, I know Viks is the worst of them all.

      

      I tried to be good. I tried to stay away. He kept pulling me back in.

      

      Once a wicked man, always a wicked man.

    

  


  
    
      “In the end there is only darkness. Sometimes we find others in that darkness, and sometimes we lose them there again.”

      

      ― Stephen King
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            Haley

          

        

      

    

    
      Mitchell Vikson is a fucking dick.

      No, seriously. He is the dickhead to rival all fucking dickheads—and here in Eastpoint, there are a lot of them. I’ve met my share of assholes, but there’s just something about this one that rises above the rest. Maybe it’s the massive, planet-sized ego he carts around. Maybe it’s the fact that he’s got connections in low as well as high places, and he knows exactly how to use them. Whatever the case, he—above the rest of these assholes—is the one who really grates on my nerves.

      “Table seventy-five, Hales,” Veronica, Club Outsider’s main bartender, says as she passes me on her way to make yet another load of drinks for the already obnoxiously drunk rich kids piled around her bar top. “He’s asking for you again.”

      Of course he is. I curse my fucking luck. Because he knows just how much I can’t fucking stand him. I grind my teeth as I reach across the bar and snag a new tray and round the edge of the counter, heading for the back hall leading up to the second and third floors.

      Halfway through the room, I feel someone bump against my back and a hand grabs my ass. I stiffen, biting down on my lower lip hard enough that I taste blood, but there’s no use. The hand leaves just as quickly as it landed. It might have been easier if Viks was like that—a drunken groper. At least, then I could brush him off as a spoiled, entitled rich kid like the rest of the regulars. Even if Viks was the typical sexual harasser, I wouldn’t even be able to report him. Because of all the people in this place to hate, I hate the worst of them all. The boss’s right-hand man.

      I take the stairs up to the next floor two at a time, hoping that the sooner I get this over with, the sooner I can just clock out and be done with this place for the night. I pause just before I round the second-floor lounge, and suck in a breath. I paste on an entirely false smile—the kind I’ve spent time in front of the mirror perfecting—and straighten my back.

      Table seventy-five—Viks’ preferred throne—isn’t really a table at all, but a long lounge couch with small round stands on either side for drinks to be set. It rests up against the railing that looks out into the rest of the club and I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that he chooses this place each time because it’s the best spot in the club to look down on everyone else. He’s like a hawk sitting up in his nest watching the peons below.

      When I enter, his attention shifts, and my fake smile grows tighter. There’s only so much in my reserves for the customer service facade and he burns through it all in seconds. Electricity races through me. I ignore it.

      “Good evening, gentlemen,” I say, laying out napkins on each surface where a man rests around the lounge. “What can I get everyone to drink tonight?”

      “Are you on the menu?” one man asks with a grin.

      Mentally, I make a tally—I think it’s the … third time someone’s asked me that exact question tonight. No? Maybe the fourth. I scribble through the imaginary wall in my mind and make another mark. I doubt it’ll be the last time.

      “We’ve got several domestics on tap tonight,” I say instead of answering the annoying question. “Cocktails as per usual and the specials.”

      “Captain.” Viks’ deep, rumbling voice slides over my nerves, reigniting that electricity I thought I’d shut down. I shoot a look his way and lose all hint of a smile when I catch him eyeing me up and down with a smirk. Prick.

      “Bud.”

      “Whiskey on the rocks.”

      “Water.”

      I jot down the rest of the orders and nod before turning tail and heading back to the first floor. The entire way, the heat of his gunmetal gray eyes sears my ass. It’s just not fucking fair, this attraction I have to the man. Something in my stupid, girly lizard brain just sees him and immediately knows … he would absolutely wreck us. Sexually, that’s hot.

      Otherwise, however … I’ve got better things to do than get involved with legal gangsters. And regardless of his suits and job, that’s exactly what he is. A modern-day gangster with everything seemingly aboveboard. I have no doubt, though, that just a little bit of digging and someone would be able to unearth a whole hell of a lot of dirt in his past and businesses.

      I storm down the stairs and head back to the bar, punching in the order before I bustle around the counter and start putting it together myself when I spot Veronica down at the opposite end filling what has to be yet another long shot order from the sorority girls giggling in front of the taps. I roll my eyes as I tip up the bottle of whiskey and pour it into a glass of ice as I let my mind wander.

      He’s never outright said it, but Viks loves to fucking torture me. He has to know just how much I don’t like him. It’s not like I hide it well. I should probably chalk up my extreme aversion to him to the attraction I don’t want to feel. He’s just like every single one of the assholes here tonight—rich, entitled, and power hungry. He irritates me, and he’s well aware of the fact, enough that he always asks for me as his waitress.

      Maybe if Mitchell Vikson was anyone else, I’d give in one of these days. One good fuck would get him out of my system. Right? It would have to. Hot guys always lose a little bit of their shine when you fuck them. They’re either so fucking good in bed that they know it and they let you know in no uncertain terms that all they’re looking for is a warm body to share it with, or they’re shitty and well … that speaks for itself.

      Something tells me Viks would not be a shitty lay. In fact, if I had to hazard a guess, he’d probably rock my world. That, too, is dangerous and something I should not try to figure out for myself.

      Despite his cut jaw and the expensive clothes, he looks more like he belongs in a Motorcycle Club than working for a notorious billionaire.

      I finish filling the order, stack the drinks onto my tray, and head up to the second floor. Masculine voices dwindle into silence as I round the corner. My lips press together. I’m not curious about what they were talking about. In fact, it should say something that they recognize me as an actual human with eyes and ears rather than a wall ornament—enough that they shut their mouths when I enter. Still, it’s unnerving to deliver drinks in near deafening silence with nothing more than the deep bass of the music on the first floor to fill the space.

      “Thank you, Haley.” A shiver skates down my spine as Viks says my name. I lift my gaze and meet his head on.

      The years of serving, thankfully, don’t fail me. “Is there anything else I can get you?” I say as if on autopilot.

      The corner of his mouth tips up into a half smile and he shakes his head. “Unless you’re offering yourself tonight, darling,” he says, “that’ll be all.”

      Dick sucking motherfucker! Heat blossoms over my cheeks as the other men laugh at Viks’ comment. You can’t hit him, Haley, I remind myself. You need this fucking job. The scholarship only covers so much.

      “I’ll be back to check on you later,” I say through gritted teeth, slamming the last drink—his, of course—down with more force than necessary. Before I can think better of it, my lips are parting, and my last remark shoots out. “But for your information, there’s not a chance in hell I’d ever offer myself to you, Mr. Vikson. Have a good night.”

      With that, I turn and practically sprint for the stairs again.
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      I chuckle as Haley Montgomery hightails herself right out of Club Outsider’s private lounge after that statement. She doesn’t know it, because if she did, then she’d surely do everything in her power to stop, but when she walks—that round ass of hers sways back and forth. It’s almost hypnotic. It makes a man think of only dirty things—like how to get her to bend over and spread those cheeks so he can sink inside the sweet place between her thighs.

      “Feisty one, isn’t she?” Cain Devereux comments as he lifts his whiskey to his lips and swallows a mouthful.

      My amusement disperses in a heartbeat as I cut a look his way. “She’s a waitress, Cain,” I reply. “One under my boss’ employ. I recommend keeping your hands to yourself.”

      Cain eyes me with what can only be barely repressed amusement. “Perhaps,” he agrees, “but there ain’t nothing saying I can’t look my fill, is there?”

      A growl works its way up my throat and it takes all of my willpower to suppress it. Instead of answering, I turn to the rest of the men that have gathered here tonight. “Let’s get back to the matter at hand,” I state. “What do you know about the new drug on the street?”

      “Haze?” Cain sips his whiskey and shakes his head. “Awful stuff. Addictive as shit. I’ve lost quite of few of my own employees to the garbage.” And that’s what separates Cain Devereux from my own boss, Nicholas Carter. While the majority of trust fund kids who grew up to be shockingly not stupid enough to lose their fortune and instead make mountains more of it, Carter is one of the few who raises people like me from the gutter and into the realm of the elite.

      Across from me, Andrei, one of Carter’s street watchers, nods. “I’ve gotten my hands on it before,” he says, looking my way. “Not tried it myself, but I know how Mr. Carter likes to be kept up to date on everything new in the area.” I nod, letting him know it’s okay to keep going.

      “The dealers are all over and they’re constantly changing,” he continues. “They start off cheap, practically handing the shit out for free and once their clients are hooked, they’re raking in the money. Shit goes for several hundred for a mere gram.”

      I curse. That can only mean that the shit is more than addictive. It’s positively fucking enslaving. This is not good.

      “What contingencies do we have?” I demand.

      A shadow shifts and I look up, meeting the gaze of Troy Rodriguez. He shakes his head. “This is the contingency,” he says.

      Fuck. I suck in a breath, lean against the back of the lounge, and pinch the bridge of my nose. “I’m meeting with Carter tomorrow,” I tell them. “I’ll figure out what he wants to do.”

      “Viks.” I look back to Troy as he steps forward and drops into his own seat, setting his water down and crossing his arms. “You already know what he’s going to say. He’ll want this taken care of.” I arch a brow, but the next words out of his mouth explain his words. “It’s reached Eastpoint.”

      Shock rockets through me. “The campus?” Troy nods.

      I grit my teeth at this news, but with how popular Haze has been on the market right now it … it shouldn’t be a surprise. My attention returns to the dance floor below. The cascade of red and white lights that scan across the floor coupled with the various writhing bodies practically turns the scene into the opening of a porno. Young women barely out of their adolescence dressed in thin, sometimes see through dresses and men with too much money and recklessness party their hearts out. None of them knowing what lurks in the shadows that surround them.

      Of course the shit has made its way to Eastpoint. That’s the next stop to its real goal—the world. Once these kids get hooked on something like Haze, they’ll take it with them wherever they go and they go every-fucking-where. Paris. Milan. Tokyo. New York. Los Angeles. Haze has its foothold and if it doesn’t get cut off here, it’ll be everywhere before we know it.

      “The next school break is coming up,” I muse aloud. “They’re leaving.”

      “They’ll take it with them.” Cain’s words mirror my thoughts.

      “I’ll meet with Nicholas,” I finally decide. “But as far as you’re concerned, Haze is banned until further notice.”

      Cain nods and finishes his glass as he stands. He rebuttons his suit coat. “I’ll make sure my clubs are informed,” he says. “I wish you and Carter luck in catching the distributer.”

      I scoff. “You could catch him yourself, you know.”

      “Now, why would I do a fool thing like that when I know you’ll take care of it for me?” he says sardonically even as he smiles and steps up to the ledge, locking his hand over the railing as he looks down. My gaze follows his, across the dance floor and to the bar until my whole body stiffens at the sight below. Haley. Her Club Outsider tank top is cut high enough that standing in front of her, it seems appropriate. But from up here, in the nest, I can see straight down into all of the creamy flesh of her tits.

      I turn Cain’s way, but the fucker is already looking at me with a knowing smirk. “Keep your eyes on the prize, Viks,” he says. “And maybe, someday, it’ll all be yours.”

      The dipshit doesn’t even give me the opportunity to form a reply. He releases the railing, nods to the others, and disappears down the staircase. Andrei and Troy both follow soon after, and I’m left in the relative quiet silence of the lounge, my thoughts returning once more to a fiery brunette with a mouth made for sin.

      I’m so fucked and I already know it.
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      The morning comes with a hell of a lot of coffee. Straight black so that the bitterness wakes my ass up as I drive from downtown Eastpoint to the outer corners where my boss lives.

      Some say the rich have a higher value of themselves than other people. It wasn’t until I met Nicholas Carter that I realized that, regardless of whether or not a man is born with money, true wealth comes from their own actions. And Nicholas Carter is a man of only action.

      I park my truck in front of one of the half dozen garage doors, looking up at the massive estate. With its pillars and white semi-Venetian accents, it looks like it belongs in a European city rather than the American countryside. Many of the lavishly wealthy flock to the cities, pouring into already made settlements with their money and their hope of being paid attention to.

      Not Eastpoint royalty, though. No. Men like Nicholas Carter and their forefathers preferred their own kingdoms. Eastpoint, though small, is set with wealth and opulence. And while the parents of the children that flock here remain in their far away foreign homes and expensive penthouses in larger metropolitan areas, everyone wants a piece of this place. A connection to the men who built their own legacy.

      At the far side of the driveway’s end, at the metal hoop hanging over the top of the last door, a familiar boy bounces an orange and black basketball once, twice, three times before he rears back and shoots for the basket.

      “Viks!”

      I raise my hand and wave as I exit the vehicle, stopping as he snatches the ball out of the air and makes his way towards me.

      An easy smile comes to my face as I greet Nicholas’ son. I wait until he gets close, letting my body remain loose and relaxed until he’s no more than a foot away. Only then do I attack. Locking my arm around the boy’s neck, the basketball drops to the ground and Dean shoves back, reaching up and trying to break the hold. I chuckle and turn, easily evading his grasp even as my arm tightens and he curses.

      “Fuck! Viks!”

      “Your daddy know you got a mouth like that?” I ask, teasingly.

      “Fuck you, man!”

      “Hmmmm.” I hum in the back of my throat. “What’s Troy been teaching you, huh?” I ask. “You can’t even slip a simple grab like this?”

      His hands lock on my wrist and he twists until I wince and release him. Panting, sweaty, and a little red-faced, Dean Carter glares at me for a moment before he rubs a hand over the dark crop of hair at the top of his head and blows out a breath.

      “Abel and Brax were gonna meet me out here in a bit,” he says. “You staying?”

      I shake my head. “Just here for work, little man,” I reply, stepping past him and reaching up to knuckle the top of his head. He comes up just past my shoulder now, and within the next year or two, he’ll be even taller than me. I let him go and head for the front door. “Keep up with your training, though. Seems like you need it. Next year’s the orientation, don’t forget that.”

      Dean curses and snatches up the basketball that rolls towards the edge of the pavement. “You be careful, Viks,” he calls after me. “One of these days, it’ll be me kicking your ass.”

      “In your dreams, little man,” I say with a laugh.

      I let myself into the Carter mansion and hang a right to the stairs there. I take them two at a time until I reach the second-floor landing and follow the familiar pattern of hallways until I come to Nicholas Carter’s personal at home office.

      I knock once and wait until I hear a response from inside before pushing the door inward and stepping into the dark room. Across from the entryway, the two windows that back the boss’s desk are covered in long thick drapes letting very little natural lighting in. The whole place feels stuffy and somber, but I can understand his reluctance to let the light in. He can never be too sure that someone isn’t watching. Even here in what is supposed to be his safe space, Nicholas Carter is still a man with many secrets and many worries.

      “What’s the status?”

      I straighten before him, letting go of my own thoughts as I recount the night before, giving him every detail of the conversation I had with Andrei, Cain, and Troy. He pauses and lifts his head from the documents he’s got spread out before him. I know before he speaks what he’s going to say.

      “I don’t like this situation,” he states. “It’s par for the course in college, I understand. Things like alcohol, marijuana, even a few prescriptions so long as they don’t get out of hand, but Haze is not something I want in this city. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Someone is doing this on purpose,” he states.

      I frown. “Dealing Haze on Eastpoint’s campus?” I clarify.

      He sits back, steepling his fingers against his chest as his eyes stare down at his desk in contemplation. “Yes,” he answers. “From what we know, Haze is highly addictive. I’ve had my inside guy at Eastpoint Police keep a watch out and he just sent me some rather disturbing news on this.”

      “About the drug?” I reply. “Have there been deaths?”

      “Three.” A curse threatens to spill out of my throat at that. I scrub a hand down my face. Nicholas’ attention returns to me. “I want it gone, Viks. I want Haze off my fucking streets and out of my fucking city. I don’t care what you have to do to make it happen, but this is your top priority. Forget the club for now; I’ll have Andrei take it over for the time being. I want the entirety of your attention on this.”

      “Understood, sir.”

      “Track whoever is selling  on my fucking turf, Viks.” Nicholas stands and reaches down, clenching his fist into a few of the documents laying there. The sound of tearing paper is like a gunshot in the otherwise silent room. “And get rid of them.”

      There’s no way to misinterpret his meaning. My chest swells with acknowledgment. Death is coming to Eastpoint and this time, I’m the dealer.
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      “Come on, Haley. Just one date?”

      I throw my head back and look skyward even as I shove Josh to the side and keep walking.

      “I said no,” I repeat for what has to be the millionth time.

      Josh jogs to catch up with me as my legs eat up the distance between me and the next classroom building. I check my phone and curse. I’m already going to be late for class and I really don’t have time to deal with him today.

      “I just don’t understand why you keep saying that, though,” Josh continues. “Am I ugly?”

      I roll my eyes. This isn’t the first time we’ve had this conversation, but surprisingly this is the first time Josh has tried the ‘pity me’ route. “You don’t have to be ugly for me not to be interested, Josh,” I tell him blandly as I side step a bicycle flying down the campus walkway and keep going. Josh barely manages to dodge it himself as he trails after me, hurrying to meet my stride once more.

      “Then give me a reason,” he pleads. “Just one date—”

      “No!” I groan as my shoe catches on a crack in the sidewalk and I stumble, going down hard on my knees and spilling the contents of my bag all over the place. “Shit.” I shake my head and hurriedly start grabbing items, stuffing them back into my messenger bag as quickly as my hands can move.

      I’m fucking tired from the doubles I pulled at the club over the weekend and in no mood for Josh’s new round of ‘ask Haley out’ questions. Josh stands over me, flittering around me in a circle as he continues talking. It doesn’t escape my notice that he doesn’t offer to help, much less bother to get on his knees next to me as I continue to clean up my mess.

      “I’m a nice guy, Haley,” Josh says. “You know I’d never treat you poorly.”

      Why won’t I go on a date with him? Things like this. We’re not even dating and he can’t bother to do nice shit unless he gets something out of it. Yeah, he’s such a nice guy. The fucking captain of team nice.

      I finish cleaning up my class materials, including my expensive paint brushes, and stand, marching forward and ignoring his continued pleading. Just once, I wish he’d lock on someone else. Someone who might actually give him a chance because that person will never be me.

      I round the corner and spot my building halfway down the sidewalk, but unfortunately—and rather surprisingly—I spot something else familiar not far from it. The bane of my fucking existence and part of the reason why I’m so fucking stressed and exhausted.

      Mitchell fucking Vikson.

      He’s in one of those hundred-dollar suits, sans jacket, as he walks down the sidewalk with a few men dressed similarly—administrators, I assume. Despite the fact that I know I need to hurry up and get to class, I find myself lingering on the sidewalk, watching him. Curious.

      It’s odd to see him like this. I’m so used to seeing him in the club’s setting with his sleeves rolled up and his collar undone, sporting all of the ink I know lays beyond the fabric that covers him. I’ve always wondered if that ink went all the way down. Even dipping into his pants. I bet he’s got a few pieces below the belt, but the only way to truly be sure, of course, is to see him naked. I shake my head as my face flames.

      Holy shit, was I just thinking of Viks naked? Oh, no no no no. That is such a big fucking no.

      “Haley?” Josh’s voice brings me back to reality and I jerk around to face him. “Are you okay? Your cheeks are flushed?” He steps up to me and presses a hand to my forehead. “You’re not sick, are you?”

      I wave him away, pushing his hand back. “I’m fine,” I say quickly. “Don’t worry about it. Don’t you have to get to class?”

      “Oh, shit,” he jerks into action and starts running. I watch him go, relieved, but of course that’s not the last of him. He turns back and calls over his shoulder. “Don’t think this is the last you’ll see of me, Haley!” he yells. “I’ll make it happen. I swear!”

      Horror strikes me as every head in the vicinity turns towards me, including the one I really wanted to avoid. When I turn back to my building, my head lifts back to where Viks had been walking and our eyes lock.

      Fuck.

      I quickly duck into the building, hurrying into the double doors and towards my next class. I make it in time, though just barely skating in before the classroom door slams in my face.

      Professor Wilkes stares me down as I skid past him and the door, but I ignore it in favor of grabbing my canvas from the ones stacked against the wall and hurrying towards the only open easel left in the room. Of course, it’s the one with the worst line of sight to what we’re supposed to be working on today, a bowl of fruit.

      I blow out a breath as I set my stuff down, catching my friend Alyssa’s gaze from across the room as I do so. She raises her brows and I shake my head. I know she wants to know why I was late, but it’ll have to wait ‘til later.

      Professor Wilkes launches into the beginning of his lesson, explaining the difference between types of paintings as we ready our easels and prep our materials. I’ve become so used to his rather bland method of teaching that I find myself tuning out his voice as the class gets to work.

      Instead of paying attention to the words of my instructor, my mind shifts and focuses on the man I’d nearly had a run-in with right before class. I can’t say what it is about Mitchell Vikson. He is not a man that I should think about. Technically, he’s my boss. He’s the reason I had to work overtime this weekend, and the reason why I got virtually no sleep between shifts as I prepped for my upcoming showcase.

      I swipe white paint around the edges of my canvas, touching up where I’d left off last time and layering it out in soft even strokes. Bits of the paint fleck out and splatter against my hands, but I don’t mind. I’ve never really been able to get all of the paint out of my skin, hair, and clothes since I started doing this—but the fact that I’m able to actually be here, learning the master’s craft of art is amazing.

      Another reason why I could never date Josh is because of something like this. Unlike me, who relies on the goodwill of scholarships to attend a place like Eastpoint University, Josh’s money comes from a long family history of wealth and influence. We come from two separate worlds. So, for that matter, do Viks and I.

      My strokes become harsher. Despite Professor Wilkes’ boring lectures as we paint, at least he’s not a stickler for style. This class isn’t about realism, it’s about the abstract. He gives us boring, plain points of visuals—the bowl of fruit for example—but the end result of our art is all our own.

      My paint brush pulls across the canvas, spreading a reddish orange color across the blank area, forming the bowl. The bowl, however, takes on a new shape—the shape of a lower eyelid. And the fruit suddenly becomes a reflection in the giant iris of a long-lashed eye.

      While in reality, the bowl of fruit sitting no more than ten feet away from me reflects a perfect apple, banana, orange, and pile of grapes—in my painting, it becomes withered and old. The apple is a carcass of its former self. The orange is rotted and peeling. The banana is nothing more than brown slush and the grapes have all been picked clean. Around the eye, I paint a mirror—a reflection within a reflection, delving deeper and deeper—forgetting where I am, who I am, what I am as I fall into the idea that seems to stem from nothingness in the back of my subconscious. The part of the woman’s face that is shown inside the painting goes from youthful to old as I begin to crease her skin with lines, adding gray to her lashes and spots to her brow.

      Everything is dying. From the fruit to the woman. I add cracks in the mirror surrounding her. Swiping a mixture of gray and white over certain areas to give a worn feeling. What started as new and beautiful has become death incarnate.

      Professor Wilkes slaps down a stack of books on his desk, jerking me from my reverie, and I lift my head to realize that everyone is packing up their things. My eyes snap to the single clock hanging above the door. Class has ended.

      “Please put your pieces back on the drying wall,” Professor Wilkes commands from across the room. “Make sure to leave your signature. Any unsigned artwork will be discarded and ungraded. I’ll be checking your work later this week. You can expect a response and analysis in your emails by next Friday.”

      I hurry to clean up my workstation, wiping down my paintbrushes and rushing over to the sinks to clean them before shoving them back in my bag. I ignore the flecks of paint that dot my hands and arms and clothes—I never wear my good clothes to art class anyway. Halfway through my clean up, Alyssa makes her way over to me and stands to the side, staring at my piece as I rush to grab the rest of my things.

      “This is dark,” she comments lightly, looking back at me as I reach for it, holding it up with gentle fingers as I carry it over to the drying wall.

      “I just did what came to mind,” I say offhand. “It’s probably not going to get a good grade. It’s not very abstract.”

      “Yeah, most people used the fruit colors, you kinda … went off.”

      I shrug. “Art isn’t about what it is or what it isn’t. It just … exists.” And I’ve never really been able to follow direction when it comes to painting. I’ve tried—on more than one occasion—but when I put brush to canvas, what comes out is something I never have any control over.

      Alyssa hums under her breath and then shrugs as she, too, picks up her bag and follows me out into the hallway. “Why were you almost late, anyway?” she inquires as we pause at the top of the stairs, letting a few of the freshmen take a place in front of us on the way down.

      I groan. “Josh.”

      She shoots me a raised brow. “Again? Man, that boy does not let up. Why would a rich prick like him even want to date one of the plebeians in Havers anyway?”

      I snort, unoffended. After all, she’s one of those same plebeians. Probably the whole reason why we get along so well as roommates too. “Beats me,” I admit. “At first I thought it was because he thought I was easy, but that’s obviously not the case.”

      “Rejecting him must have hurt his pride,” she says. “He probably won’t stop until you finally give in and as soon as you do, his interest will wither and die.”

      Just like the image in my painting, I think absently. She’s probably right. I could just say yes so he can get over it sooner, but the mere thought of giving Joshua Dupont a hint of hope sits in my chest like a ball of mucus. It makes me feel icky. I shiver and shake my head.

      As we exit the building, my thoughts turn back to Viks and my earlier questions arise once more. What was he doing on Eastpoint’s campus? I know that Club Outsider is owned by one of the board of directors of Eastpoint, but I was under the assumption that it was just one of the many businesses of a man like Nicholas Carter who runs a multi-million dollar, if not multi-billion-dollar, conglomerate.

      “Uh … Hales?” I pause and look up at Alyssa as she draws to a stop after calling my name, but her attention is elsewhere. I follow her gaze and just as if my thoughts have conjured the man, Viks is there—his eyes locked on me as he walks straight towards us.

      I blow out a breath. “Go ahead and head back to the dorm,” I say. “I’ll deal with him.”

      “You sure?” I love her for her loyalty, I really do, but Alyssa has no reason to stick around when it comes to my boss.

      “Yeah,” I assure her. “I’m sure he probably just wants to ask about shift changes or something. I’ll see you later.”

      “Okay…” she agrees, though her tone lets me know she is less than convinced. Thankfully, however, she heads off, tossing a look back as she crosses the street and heads back towards the direction of Havers.

      I suck in a breath and turn to face my doom. Watching him stride towards me meaningfully has all manner of thoughts sticking to my brain—such as the way his legs eat up the distance. Or the way his button-down shirt stretches tight over the muscles of his chest. My eyes attach themselves to the dark shadows of inked imagery peeking out from beneath the fabric.

      Maybe that’s what I find so attractive about him, I think. The man’s practically a walking piece of art, and art, after all, is practically my life.

      I’m addicted—pure and hardcore. Art is my drug. It would be all too easy to switch my addiction to a man like Viks.

      “Haley.” The way he says my name as he approaches, stopping just before me, sends chills down my spine, and I’m proud of the way my back straightens and I tip my chin up leisurely as if I feel nothing other than obligation to respond to him. Not sexual attraction. Not fierce, intense need. Nothing. It’s a lie—to myself and to him, hopefully.

      “Mr. Vikson.”

      He smirks. “Mitchell, Haley,” he replies. “I’m hardly much older than you.”

      “Fine.” I lick my lips. “What can I do for you…” I can’t bring myself to say his name. It’s too intimate. Too personal. I chicken out and end up with, “Viks?”

      He snorts but doesn’t comment as he pushes his hands into his suit pants, drawing the material tight over his hard thighs. I swallow reflexively. “Have you had lunch?” he inquires.

      My brain short circuits. “W-what?”

      “Lunch,” he repeats. “I’m asking if you’ve eaten yet today.”

      I want to lie. I really do, but when he stares down at me like that with those deep, probing eyes, I almost wonder if he’s already caught onto me. “No,” I finally say, “I haven’t.”

      “Wonderful,” he says, gesturing back to the parking lot behind us. “I’d like for you to join me. My car’s just—”

      “I don’t think I should,” I interrupt him, looking away. “It’s not—”

      “Haley,” he cuts me off and my attention returns to his face at the hardness in his tone, “it wasn’t a request.” My heartbeat rises to the command in his tone and I take a step back. "Don’t.” That single word is a warning and hidden within it is a whole breadth of meaning—meaning that I haven’t yet unraveled. “I have something very important I need to ask you,” he says. “I understand you don’t like me, but I do ask that you come with me. I will use my status as your boss if I have to.”

      Of course he would. I grit my teeth and stomp forward, pushing past him. “If that’s the case,” I snap as I go, heading towards the parking lot, “I’d prefer it if you just start out with your demands rather than trying to play the gentleman.”

      Mitchell Vikson is the type of man who will use every weapon in his arsenal. I don’t know why I ever expected any different.
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      Some women are easily overlooked. Some attract attention wherever they go. And some … some are sneaky. You don’t realize they’ve captured you until you find yourself doing anything and everything to be in their presence, to make them notice you. Even if it means you’re annoying the hell out of them to the point that they can’t withhold their hatred of you. Doesn’t fucking matter—you’re still on their mind and you’ll take what you can get.

      I should have noticed long ago that Haley Montgomery was the last type of woman, and I’ve done exactly that. Maybe it was unintentional at first, but now it’s my one source of pure, unadulterated amusement. Winding her up and watching her go. Clearly, I’ve made her hate me. It’s obvious in the way she keeps herself to the other side of my truck, practically plastering her body against the passenger side door as far away from me as physically possible without actually launching her body from the speeding vehicle. I’m not wholly unconvinced, either, that she won’t do exactly that if I do or say something to push her over the edge. She strikes me as the reckless type and that, too, is attractive.

      “No need to be frightened, Haley,” I say, resisting the urge to smile at her antics. “I don’t bite.”

      “I’m fine,” she lies, and I force myself not to chuckle at the obvious deception. She’s not very good at hiding her emotions; that’s for sure, and in my world, where no one ever says what they actually mean, it’s refreshing. She’s an honest diamond, shining like a star in the sea of muck and garbage. But her trying to escape me only makes me want to pull this truck over, lock the doors, drag her onto my lap, and…

      “You’d be much more comfortable if you adjusted yourself and actually sat on the seat rather than the door handle,” I comment lightly, distracting myself from my own unnecessary thoughts.

      She shoots me a dark glare before shifting over ever so slightly. “What's this about, anyway?” she asks. “Why did you have to drag me away from my classes for lunch?”

      I roll my eyes. Does she truly think I wouldn’t have checked up on her schedule before I asked her out? I’m not so inconsiderate. “You didn’t have any more classes today,” I tell her factually. “And you’ll know soon enough.”

      “I’d rather know now,” she shoots back, wielding her rebellious attitude like a sword directed at me. While other waitresses at Club Outsider practically run the second I step through the door, she was the first to ever look me in the eye and challenge me. It’s why I’ve requested her each and every time I come—that and knowing the fact that I drive her crazy. I do so love to see the wild expressions of irritation flit across her beautiful face and know that she’ll be cursing at me for the rest of the night. Cursing or not, at least she’s thinking about me. That’s fucked up and I know it. I just can’t help it, and I’m not sure I want to.

      I steer the vehicle through Eastpoint traffic until we make it to a restaurant off the main strip. Her eyes widen at the name hanging above the door as I stop in front of the valet stand and step out. I round the SUV, putting a hand up and glaring at the young man who approaches to open her door. He winces and steps back as I reach for it, popping it open and holding my hand out to help her down from the jacked-up seats.

      She frowns at me and ignores my hand as she reaches up, grabbing onto the handle above the door and swinging down all on her own. When she means to take her bag with her, I grab it—pulling it from her shoulder and toss it back into the front seat. "Leave it,” I order. “You won’t need it.”

      Her lips part, but I turn and start walking towards the front doors of the restaurant, tossing my keys to the valet as I go. It gives her no time to argue and little chance to get away as well. She has no other option but to follow me. After all, even she has to realize that the valet won’t give those keys to anyone else but me if he knows what’s good for him.

      She trails me, cursing me under her breath in what I’m sure she thinks is a whisper—but what she doesn’t know is I have incredibly good hearing. I’m keeping track of each word and each insult. As amusing as it is, her irritation with me only serves to make wicked dark thoughts dance through my head—Haley on her knees, my cock between her lips. Haley on my lap, bouncing up and down on me as her breasts scrape my chest. My dick practically punches at my zipper, demanding we do something to make these daydreams come true. I ignore the bastard and focus on the task at hand.

      The hostess greets us at the front stand, smiling brightly as she holds up two menus and leads us back. “A private table,” I say when she pauses in front of a booth at the center of the building.

      She flushes and nods, quickly scooting past it as she leads us down another aisle of tables towards one that’s as far from the front and the other patrons as possible. I nod in acknowledgement and turn to the side as Haley comes up behind me.

      “Sit,” I order.

      She glares at me but follows the command regardless. The hostess lays out the menus and disappears back to the front, giving us some much-needed privacy. As soon as she’s out of sight and earshot, Haley launches into her tirade.

      “Do you do this to everyone?” she demands. “Just kidnap them from their daily routines and order them around like your servants?”

      I lift my menu with a smirk and arch a brow at her. “Do you speak like this to all of your bosses?” I ask in lieu of an answer.

      “Only the ones who drag me away from my life and go out of their way to frustrate me,” she admits as she snaps open her own menu. “Besides, in case you haven’t noticed, we’re not at the club. You have no jurisdiction here. You’re only my boss when I’m in uniform or at Club Outsider.”

      Her pretty blue eyes spark with irritation. I can’t say why that amuses me the way that it does, but her anger makes me think of passion and passion makes me think of … other, more sensual things. Things I should really have no right to think about a young woman who has no business stepping into my world. Yet, here I am—taking her out to lunch with the excuse of asking her questions regarding the drug going around both the club circuit and campus.

      There’s a reason it has to be her, of course. Haley Montgomery is one of the few scholarship students given the privilege of attending an elite university such as Eastpoint. Though her major may be in the fine arts department, her talent one of beauty and creation and not of suspicion and truth seeking, she’s intelligent. In fact, according to her test results and her file, she’s got a photographic memory. She’s also connected to both places this dealer I’m seeking has been. If she’s seen or heard something that could connect, I need to know about it.

      Haley turns her gaze downward when I don’t respond to her comment, the corner of her mouth tilting up as if she thinks she’s won whatever non-argument we were having. I can’t stop myself from watching her too. The way her eyes flit up and down the menu, scanning. I know what she’s looking for and it’s even more amusing to know she won’t find it. Her lips pinch when she inevitably realizes there are no prices.

      “Order whatever you want,” I say, reading her facial expressions more than her mind. “Take it as compensation for answering my questions.”

      Her eyes lift once more and meet mine. “Do you take all of the people you plan to interrogate to fancy restaurants?” she inquires.

      My lips twitch on their own accord. “I figured it’d be better to sweeten you up since you’re usually so sour to me, sweetheart.”

      Her lips clamp shut and she turns her gaze downward once more. Our waitress appears, setting out glasses of water before she takes our order. Once we’re alone again, Haley reaches for her water and sucks back half the glass before pushing it to the center of the table and crossing her arms over her ample chest. I have to force my gaze to remain steady on her face.

      “Alright,” she begins, “what’s this about?”

      “I have some important questions I need to ask you,” I inform her. “About the patrons at the club and anyone that you’ve also seen on campus.”

      She frowns. “Okay…”

      I withdraw my cell and pull up a list of dates that I typed out earlier after my second meeting with Cain and Andrei. Though Andrei is Nicholas’ street man, he also holds a powerful position within Eastpoint. Cain, as part of the board of directors, had asked to be involved with the meeting as well. I have a starting point of dates where major events involving the new drug, Haze, have occurred and my plan is to find a correlation with exchanges around then.

      “I need you to think back,” I state as I set the phone down on the table and slide it towards her. “To these dates. Do you recall anyone who was at Club Outsider on each of those date?”

      “There were a lot of people in the club on these dates,” she says as she scans the list.

      “There might have been one or two people who were at the Club each time,” I clarify.

      She considers that, her eyes staring down at the dates on the screen for several long moments. As she thinks back, I watch her. Her nose scrunches in concentration and her lashes flutter as her eyes move back and forth over the list. Objectively, she’s not the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen. While she has big, wide eyes and full cheeks that are attractive—she’s got small cosmetic flaws that reflect a life that hasn’t been lived with ease.

      There are small scars across her knuckles, likely from working with various art tools—I know that part of her instruction includes working with sculpting. Her freckles are light and scattered across the bridge of her nose and as I peruse them, I note a small mole just under one eye—barely perceptible but still there nonetheless. They’re nothing that might detract from her beauty, but had she been born as one of the elite they would’ve been removed by her parents as early as infancy. There is a certain status and look those of the upper echelon require from their offspring. It’s the type of appearance control that doesn’t lead to the same uniqueness that people like Haley Montgomery have. To me, however, her lack of perfection is beautiful. It is who she is.

      “I can’t tell you names,” she says, pulling me from my thoughts, “but a few regulars come to mind.”

      “Would you be able to pick them out of a crowd?” I ask, reaching for the phone as she nods.

      I flick through the applications on my screen until I come across the club’s security footage. I click on it and scroll back to the list of dates and timestamps, thankful that I had my IT guy pull some stills of suspicious persons from the club on the same dates. I open the file and hand the phone back to her.

      “Go through those,” I say. “And tell me if you see who you’re thinking of.”

      Haley begins scanning the images on the screen, swiping quickly through them as the waitress returns, setting down our meals, refilling our glasses, and disappearing once more. Money might come with its own set of problems, but I will admit the ability to afford privacy is a perk I never experienced in my past.

      It feels like forever before Haley finally stops and turns the phone my way again. “Him,” she says, pointing to a man on the screen. Unfortunately, he’s got his head down and turned away from the camera and all I can see is the wide brimmed white hat and a hint of dark gray hair peeking out from beneath the edge at the base of his skull.

      “He was there on most of those dates you had listed,” she says. “I served him a time or two, but he paid only in cash. I never got a name.”

      Despite the fact that this is the furthest I’ve come so far in my investigation, irritation simmers inside of me. There’s no clear picture of the man’s face and other than an average build and hair color, without a name or any other identifier, I’m still back at square one.

      “Can you think of anything else about him?” I ask as I take the phone back. “You saw his face.”

      “He wore sunglasses inside,” she admits with a grimace. “I thought it was kind of weird, but he’s not the first guy to do that—the dance floor lights irritate some people’s eyes. All I can say is that he was older, like way too old to be hanging out with college kids. Maybe forties or fifties. He was definitely Caucasian.”

      Each bit of information is like gold and yet, I’m still not happy. I doubt I will be until I catch the motherfucker and get rid of him for good—just as Nicholas ordered.

      “Alright,” I finally say. “Thank you.” I slip my phone back into my pocket.

      “What’s this all about?” she asks curiously.

      I contemplate my response, but she’s an outsider in this. A source of information, nothing more. To get her further involved will do nothing good … for either of us. Yet, somehow, I can’t seem to help myself. “Give me your cell,” I say, reaching my hand out.

      She blinks but hands it over willingly. I enter my phone number in her contacts and send a message to myself to ensure that I have her number as well. Once I’m done, I hand the thing back to her and pick up my fork.

      “Uh … Viks?” She holds her phone up and frowns at me and I know what she’s expecting. Something I won’t give her—an explanation. Her hopeful expression does nothing but back me into a corner. My jaw clenches. I can’t tell her anything, and I don’t want to pretend with her. Anything more I say will be tainted by the façade I give the rest of the world. She deserves better than that.

      “Eat,” I say, “and then I’ll take you back to campus.”

      Her expression falls and it guts me.

      Even though she didn’t get an answer, at least I didn’t lie to her. Omitting is better than the alternative.
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      Though I haven’t dealt with many hackers in my time, each and every one I meet all seem to have something in common—an aversion to being healthy. Jackson Teller sits at the long L-shaped desk surrounded by a collection of technology. Narrow eyes glassy as he squints at the half a dozen computer screens lit with images that flash back and forth as he clicks and drags them all over the place. Smoke lingers above him as he puffs through what has to be his second pack of the day.

      “Well?” I finally say after what feels like an eternity of fucking clicking and silence. “Do you have anything yet?”

      “Hold your fucking horses, man,” he pops off, dragging the Marlboro Light from between his lips with a curse. “I’m almost—there!” He mutters something else, setting his cigarette in a nearby overflowing ashtray as his fingers fly across the keyboard. “Got ya, you motherfucker. Thought you could hide from me? Not a chance, dickstain. I get everyone. I’m the fucking king of—”

      “Teller,” I cut him off, unwilling and in no fucking mood to let him fall into another one of his ‘I am the king’ deliriums. “Focus. Do you have a clear image of the man’s face?”

      “Yeah, I got the motherfucker,” Teller says proudly. “And a name too—Patrick Kennedy.”

      “Patrick Kennedy?” I repeat, rounding the desk to get a good look. Teller tightens up and lifts his cigarette back to his mouth, puffing furiously. I don’t give a fuck. I know he hates it when people invade his personal space. With how much he’s getting paid for this fucking job, he can keep his yap shut and deal.

      Sure enough, there are several grainy images of the man from the security camera—this time from different angles. Each one ripped in pieces and placed together to get a full profile. He was good, I’ll have to hand it to him. From the looks of it, Teller had to splice the images all together since there wasn’t a damn one we could use with a full frontal view of him. That tells me another thing—he’s a professional.

      “He’s got a rap sheet a mile long,” Teller states. It’s not shocking.

      “Print it,” I order. “As well as all the images including the one you put together.” My phone buzzes in my pocket and I know, without looking, who it is. I’m already late. Nicholas is expecting me and he is not a man who likes to be kept waiting.

      I hang around long enough for Teller to finish printing what I asked him to. I grab the stacks of paper, warm off the press, and shove them into a folder before heading for the door. “Keep your phone on,” I call over my shoulder as I book it out of the five hundred square foot apartment he claims makes him feel safe. How anyone can feel safe living in a goddamn box, I’ll never know.

      Several minutes later, I pull into the Carter mansion driveway, shucking my jacket to try and rid myself of the damn cigarette smell from Teller’s apartment, and grab the materials I just collected before heading up to meet Nicholas. Unfortunately, as I enter the estate, pushing through the front door, I spot him coming down the staircase, followed by a tall, leggy brunette that is most certainly not Mrs. Carter.

      Nicholas spots me. “Viks,” he says, “I apologize, but you’ll have to update me later on that project I have you working on. I’ve got a prior engagement with Ms. Bairns.”

      I step to the side, letting the door hang open as a butler hurries out from the shadows with a jacket, holding it up for him as he slips inside before taking the woman’s arm and leading her outside. “Of course, sir,” I say, nodding as he passes me by.

      The door closes with a quiet snick at his back and I release a breath, reaching up and scrubbing a hand down my face. Rushing over here only to be left waiting—that’s so fucking like him. The butler disappears and I’m left alone in the foyer with the file in my hand.

      “What’d you think?” a soft voice intrudes on my solitude and I look up to see Dean descending the staircase, a gym bag thrown over his shoulder.

      I arch a brow up at him. “About what, kid?” I ask.

      “His new toy,” he says, finishing his descent. Fuck, this kid’s gonna be a big guy. Only sixteen and already he’s almost my fucking height. I can damn near look him in the eyes when most grown men are beneath me.

      “You think he’s fucking her?” I ask, tilting my head to the side.

      Dean shrugs, hefting his bag up further along his arm. “Probably yeah. She’s over here all the time.”

      I press my lips together. Though I know it may seem like Nicholas is fucking Ms. Bairns to his son—who knows nothing of the woman’s actual job—I know the truth. I quietly debate on telling him. On one hand, relieving Nicholas’ son’s worries that his father might be cheating on his mother isn’t any of my fucking business and definitely not in my job description. Yet, on the other, I know Dean is a good kid. Even if he doesn’t have the greatest relationship with either parent—no kid wants to grow up thinking he was born out of anything but care and love.

      I release a sigh and shake my head, reaching up to rub over the top of his head. “Don’t worry about it too much,” I say. “He’s not fucking her.”

      Dean ducks away from my hand, his brow creasing with irritation. “Yeah? How the hell would you know?” he demands.

      I chuckle. “I know a lot more than you, kiddo.”

      “I fucking bet you do,” he grumbles, turning towards the front door.

      Oh, hell no. In the next second, I’m on him like a leech, wrapping one muscled arm around the boy’s neck and latching him into a headlock. “What was that?” I ask, holding him tight even as I reach out and slap my file down on the nearby foyer table.

      Dean drops his bag onto the floor and shoves up against my arm, trying to break free, but all I do is tighten my hold. “Oh? Is that all you got?” I taunt. “Little brat like you thinks you can be all angsty teen on me?”

      “Fuck, man!” Dean curses and then surprises me when he stops fighting and drops his weight, nearly slipping out of my hold. I barely manage to keep him locked into my side as he wraps his own arms around my middle and drags me sideways.

      “You got something else on your mind, kid?” I persist. “Maybe you wanna tell Big Bro about it?”

      “You’re not my big brother, dickwad! We’re not even related!”

      I laugh. “You know as well as I that loyalty don’t got nothing to do with blood, boy,” I reply.

      That shuts him up and after a few more failed attempts at escaping, he finally releases a harsh breath and slaps my arm twice. “Alright, I concede,” he huffs. “I was being an ass. I’m fucking sorry, okay?”

      I release him without a second thought. “As long as you know it,” I say, straightening my shirt as he scrambles away from me—red-faced and panting. Even with the irritated look he shoots my way, though, at least now the darkness in his eyes has receded. For the time being anyway.

      My chest tightens at that thought. No matter how much I try and fight for this kid, he’ll always have that darkness in him. He’s a Carter. More than that, he’s an Eastpoint heir. Loyalty may not always have anything to do with blood, but love does. Love and loyalty is something that Nicholas doesn’t have between his generation of heirs, but Dean is different.

      I’ve seen him with Abel and Braxton. What they have is far different than what their fathers did or do. If anyone can escape this cycle of damage their families are locked into, it’ll be them. God, I hope it will be them.

      “What’s the attitude about anyway?” I prompt, reaching for the file I set aside. I fold it up and then quietly stick it into the inner pocket of my jacket as Dean retrieves his fallen gym bag. “It can’t just be about your old man. Got girl troubles or something?” He scoffs and I know I’ve hit the mark right on the money. “Want to talk about it?” I offer.

      Dean’s quiet for a moment, his head tilting towards the front door as if he wants to run away from this conversation. I never push him, though. I just stand there and wait—letting the silence stretch between us. For some people, silence is uncomfortable, but between us, it never is. It’s an opening. An invitation. If he wants to talk, I’ve got ears and I’ll listen.

      “I’m just fucking tired,” he finally confesses.

      “Yeah?” I watch him carefully. From the tightness in his shoulders to the way he grips the strap of his bag until his knuckles grow white. “‘Bout what?”

      “They fawn over me,” he says.

      I snort. “Never heard a teenage boy talk about how hard it is to be liked by members of the opposite sex before,” I say with a small chuckle. “You might be the first one, and from what I hear Abel has it twice as bad as you.”

      Dean doesn’t immediately respond, but when he does, it’s with a forced tone that mimics boredom—which, for him, can only mean the opposite. “Yeah,” he admits, “he does. But it’s not about being liked,” he continues. “It’s the fact that I know they only like me because I’m a Carter.”

      “Ahhh,” I nod slowly. “I see.”

      Dean’s head jerks up and he looks at me almost hopefully—as if all of his problems could be solved by whatever comes out of my mouth next. Unfortunately for him, though, I don’t have a quick fix for this. Hell, I don’t even have a long-term fix. The fact is—he’s right. I’m not surprised that he’s recognized it already. People will want him, not because of who he is, but because of what he is.

      “Listen, kid,” I start, stepping up to him and swinging my arm around his shoulders. “This world is full of people who are going to try and take advantage of you. This is true for everyone—regardless of gender or race or status or wealth. It’s part of human nature. It’s not something you can control.” That just bites him in the ass. If ever there were someone more of a control freak than Nicholas Carter, it’s his son, but I don’t say that.

      “You’re a sun, Dean, and you’ve got all these planets revolving around you—me, Abel, Brax, your dad. A sun doesn’t get distracted by meteors flying by. A sun just keeps doing what they’re doing—providing light.”

      He scoffs. “Me?” he snaps, looking at me sideways like I’m crazy. “Provide light?”

      “Okay,” I admit. “Maybe that wasn’t the best metaphor for you. What I’m trying to say is, yeah, people will want you because of what you have. Money. Infamy. The Carter name.” I poke him in the chest. Hard. “But one day, you’ll find someone who comes along who doesn’t give a shit about any of that. All she’ll care about is who you are, who you prove yourself to be.”

      His brows draw down low over his eyes and he frowns. “When the hell is that gonna happen?”

      I laugh, pulling my arm away. “Hell, kid, I don’t fucking know. I was a psychology major, not a damn psychic. There ain’t no way I could predict the when or where or even how you’ll meet her.”

      “Then how do you even know I will?” he demands.

      “Because it happens for everyone,” I say. For Nicholas, it’d been a friend—a fellow Eastpoint heir. For me … the image of a fiery brunette with a ready scowl and paint splattered fingers comes to mind. “You’ll find them, someday,” I promise. “And when you do, you better hold on tight. Don’t let them get away.”

      “What about you?” Dean asks. “Have you met a girl like that?”

      This time, when I laugh, it’s louder than before and fuller too. “Yeah,” I say honestly. “I have.” I turn towards the front door and as I reach for the handle, I pause and look back. “The best girls—the ones that drive you crazy and you know are going to end up being the death of you—are usually the ones that hate you at first too.”

      Just like mine does.
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      Everyone lies. It’s just a fact of life. The trick of it, though, is to figure out how much someone is lying. I think I’ve finally figured Viks out.

      Viks is a dichotomy, one I’m itching to put down on paper. I want to draw him out. Trace over the shape of his brow, down the long slope of his aristocratic nose, and brush paint over canvas to stretch the reality of his purely masculine mouth into an image no one else will ever have.

      With every word he speaks, he tells both a truth and a lie.

      There’s no need to be frightened, Haley. I don’t bite.

      Lie.

      Translation: there’s every reason to be frightened and I do bite, but I don’t want you to be frightened of me, and I intend to make you enjoy the bite.

      The way he says my name should be a crime. One worth being locked up for all eternity so I can finally escape this stranglehold he has over me and be free enough to run away. My fingers clench around the chalky charcoal pencil in my grasp. Black stains the underside of my nails. I blow out a breath and give up on working on the damn bird I’m supposed to be drawing and finally leave my mind to its own devices, letting it wander.

      Long, thick lines appear on the page—etching a face turned away. A flop of longer than is currently popular hair hangs over the man’s forehead. His eyes take on an almond shape, lashes stretching down and throwing shadows over perfectly sculpted cheekbones. Bits of charcoal fly off the page as I work faster and faster. Now that I’ve finally released myself to focus on the subject I actually want to see on the page, I can’t get it down fast enough.

      Once I start, though, I can’t seem to stop. Even when my hand starts cramping and my wrist bones scrape against each other, begging for a reprieve—I can’t. My mind and body won’t let me. I need to see it. To see the truth that only I can find.

      Viks’ face takes more than shape before me. It takes on life. His shadowed eyes stare up at me despite the downward turn of his face. He glares at me through his lashes, beneath his brow—daring me to continue. And I do. I don’t stop until my body aches and I’ve got something akin to the devil watching me from pure black and white charcoal markings.

      “Holy shit.” I jump at the sound of Alyssa’s voice as she leans over me at my desk. “Is that who I think it is?”

      “No.” Lie. I quickly slam my notebook shut and jump up from my desk. “I have to go wash my hands,” I say, abandoning her as I hurry out into the hall and down the corridor towards the shared bathroom.

      Once inside, I stop in front of the sinks and look up at the cracked, stained mirrors for a moment—noting the swipes of black charcoal on my cheeks where I’d insistently shoved back my hair time and time again while working. It’s almost funny. I look like a halfway decent Viking woman—with black on my skin and wild unkempt hair fluttering around my face.

      Turning the faucet, I shove my hands under the lukewarm water and bow over the porcelain sink as the charcoal turns smeary. I scrub and scrub, grabbing globs of the foamy soap from the dorm dispenser as I try to clean away the evidence of my obsession.

      This is wrong, I think. I can’t be obsessed with Mitchell Vikson.

      He’s a walking ad for what not to like. Dangerous. Attached to the elite that run Eastpoint. A fucking monster lurks behind his eyes. I know because that was what I’d drawn. The glare of his intentions—dark and haunting. What scares me more than anything else, though, is … that monster is what I’m attracted to.

      I finish washing away the charcoal until there’s virtually nothing left but a few specs and a little line of black under my nails that I couldn’t get to. My hands aren’t beautiful anyway—they’re scarred and dried out from all of the art I create. I walk back to my room, slower than I left and when I step inside, Alyssa is spread out on her own bed with a familiar notebook open as she peruses it.

      “Lyss!” I practically dive across the room as I reach out to snatch the damn thing from her grasp as she flips the page.

      With a grin, she rolls—easily avoiding me as she flips the page again. “What’s up, Hales?” she asks innocently.

      “Give me back the fucking notebook!” I growl.

      She chuckles and snaps it shut before waving it in my face. “Oh this?” I reach for it only to have her yank it out of my grasp at the last second.

      “Yes. That!”

      “What are you scared of?” she asks, setting it on the edge of my desk that works as her nightstand. “That I’ll see the real way you feel about your boss?”

      My shoulders tighten up and I reach for the notebook, grabbing it and shoving it into the top drawer before slamming it shut. “It’s not like that.” Lie. Lie. Another fucking lie.

      And just because Alyssa is who she is, she snorts and shakes her head. “Yeah, right. You’re in deep if you drew him like that. I might just be fucking around with these art classes because they’re electives for me, but you take them seriously.”

      “I was just practicing with my charcoals.”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s not a good idea,” she says.

      As if I don’t already know that. I know Mitchell Vikson isn’t a good idea. He’s not good for me and I hate him. I hate his stupid face. I hate his arrogant attitude. I hate the way he commands attention from everyone—including me. We’re like oil and water. We just don’t mix. And still, yet, there’s this craving inside of me. A want. A need that I can’t deny.

      Turning away from her, I crawl onto my own twin mattress and flop down, burying my head into the pillow. Tomorrow is Friday and I’ll be back at work. Tomorrow I’ll have to see him again. I don’t want to.

      Liar. Liar. Pants on fucking fire.

      I groan, lifting my pillow up and smothering it over my face. Across the room, Alyssa chuckles. “Why don’t you just fuck him and get it out of your system?”

      “Because I’m not you,” I say accusingly. I can’t just spread my legs for someone I’ve spent the past couple of years hating with every fiber of my being. I’m not untouchable like she is. I don’t walk around with armor thicker than the Great Wall of China to keep me from being hurt. My flesh is all I’ve got and it’s so fucking weak. Weak to bad boys like Mitchell Vikson who could do more than break my heart—they could get me killed.

      I’m not so stupid that I didn’t realize the questions he was asking me aren’t pertaining to what’s happening at the club and on campus lately. Everyone knows about it. No one says anything, though. About the new drug that’s been circulating.

      Though Viks hadn’t said so much in words, it was clear in his mannerisms what he wanted from me—he wants me to keep my nose out of it. It’s probably the least asshole thing he’s ever done for me, but that still doesn’t make me any less irritated that he called me out, practically dragged me away on a forced date, and then made me answer a million and one questions—all while never giving me the respect of treating me like an adult with a brain.

      My fingers clench on the outside of my pillow as I contemplate that. His number sits in my phone now—did he really think I wouldn’t notice that? I could help him. I’m at the club more than him. If I see that guy again…

      What? I ask myself. What am I going to do?

      I’m not a cop. Not a trained fighter. But I could tell him. I could alert him. Yeah, that’s what I’ll do. The next time I see that man, I’ll call Viks. It’ll be resolved and then … he’ll never have another reason to bother me again.

      “Wow.” I lift the pillow up and look over at my friend and roommate as she whistles through her teeth.

      “What?” I grump.

      “I can see the steam coming up through that damn pillow of yours,” she says.

      I shake my head. “What do you know?”

      She scoots to the edge of her mattress and turns her legs so they’re hanging over the side. “I know you’re stuck,” she says almost gently. I refuse to look at her, but that doesn’t seem to deter her at all. “Don’t think too hard about it, Hales,” she suggests. “If you’re attracted to him and he’s attracted to you, it won’t do you any good to fight it. Just give in. What’s the worst that could happen?”

      So much. So fucking much.
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      My foot taps repeatedly, a nervous tick that I thought I got rid of long ago. Veronica shoots me a look out of the corner of her eye as I nearly drop yet another glass—the fourth one tonight—but thankfully, I slam it down just in time, only managing to slosh a few drops over the rim. I breathe out a sigh of relief and finally give in, admitting that the cause of my nervousness is none other than Viks.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking of him all week. Not since that strange non-date lunch he’d forced me on. My phone buzzes in my pocket. I don’t want to pull it out because I know who it is—the subject of my recent obsession. My phone buzzes again and with a growl, I rip it from the back pocket of my black shorts and flick the screen on, grunting in renewed irritation when I realize my assumption was correct.

      

      Asshole Boss: I’m coming in tonight.

      Asshole Boss: I want a word with you.

      

      What the hell could he want to talk to me about this time?

      “Hales?” Veronica calls me back from my phone and I quickly shove it back into my pocket, lifting my head to give her my full attention. She arches a brow. “You’re not usually one to be on your phone during a shift,” she says. “You need to be careful that the big boss doesn’t catch you.”

      I resist the urge to roll my eyes because it’s the big boss making me pull out my phone halfway through a shift. Instead of saying as much, though, I just give her a firm nod. “You’re right. Sorry.”

      She gives me an apologetic look. “I’m not trying to be a stickler. I just don’t want to see my best waitress get in trouble.”

      The muscles in my face soften, and I reach for the drink I’d nearly spilled earlier, stacking it along with two others onto a tray. “Don’t worry. It’s not a big deal. You know I can handle anything this place throws at me.”

      She laughs. “True that. We’ve had too many quitters since you started. The turnover rate is too high right now.”

      I pause, the tray half lifted into my arms. I gently set it back down and turn back to her. “What do you mean?” I ask curiously.

      Veronica turns away as another ticket spits out of her order machine and she gets to work, pulling glasses from their places. “Every month it seems like another waitress goes AWOL,” she huffs out. “I don’t know what’s going on, but more than a few have just stopped coming in for their shifts and we can’t reach them by phone or anything.”

      “They just … disappear?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “Not exactly. It’s stupid—there’s this new drug on the scene and you know a lot of girls who work in clubs get a little too close to a few regulars—they promise things and suddenly they’re off working ‘private parties.’” I wince at her comment, knowing exactly what she means and it has nothing to do with alcohol.

      What really concerns me is that if Veronica is aware of this new drug and Viks is investigating it … then it’s bigger than I thought. But I can’t dwell on it anymore now. Veronica runs through her drinks and I move back to my tray, lifting it half onto my shoulder and holding it on the other side with the flat of my palm as I move out from behind the bar and through the room.

      I deliver the drinks and step sideways, narrowly avoiding a cluster of familiar-faced sorority girls that I have no doubt go to Eastpoint. I scrub a hand down my face, truly exhausted and I’m barely halfway through my shift. I’m so focused on avoiding colliding with the already drunk girls, that I nearly miss the man standing against the wall wearing a familiar pair of sunglasses.

      Oh my fucking god. It’s him. He’s here. I freeze right where I’m standing and almost as soon as I do, someone slams into my back and I go careening towards the ground, the tray in my grasp flying out of my hand.

      No one stops as my knees hit the hard floor of the club, but even if they had my mind is short-circuiting. The dealer—the guy that I pointed out to Viks—is here. What do I do?

      Absently, I recognize that I’m moving. Reaching for my tray once more and tucking it under my arm as I climb back to my feet. I know I’m doing it, but I don’t feel it. All I can feel is the prickling sensation under my skin.

      Do I tell Viks? He said he was coming tonight. Will he come faster if I tell him that the guy is here? What if he disappears before he gets here? Even knowing that Veronica is probably going to get swamped with customers demanding drinks if I don’t hurry back, I can’t help but stop and contemplate my options.

      In the end, there really is only one option to choose. I hurry to a small alcove on the bottom floor of Club Outsider—somewhere nearby, just out of people’s path, but not so far that I can’t see the man standing against the wall of the club talking to another man with a baseball cap drawn down low over his eyes. Who the fuck wears a baseball cap to a club? Someone with something to hide.

      I yank my phone out of my pocket and quickly type a reply back to Viks.

      

      Haley: Dealer is here. What do you want me to do?

      

      Not even thirty seconds go by before there’s a reply.

      

      Asshole Boss: I’m on my way. DO NOT DO ANYTHING. Stay the fuck away from him.

      

      Stay away from him? Is he serious? What if he moves? I have to keep my eyes on him. I grit my teeth and peek out of the alcove to make sure the man hasn’t moved. He hasn’t, but I can tell by the shuffling of feet of his companion that their conversation is ending soon. There’s no telling how long he’ll remain there.

      

      Haley: What if he leaves?

      

      Again, there’s virtually no time between when I send my message to when he texts back. I fucking hope he’s not texting and driving.

      

      Asshole Boss: Do not fucking approach him, Haley. I mean it.

      

      I bite down on my thumbnail, my heart hammering in my chest. Viks sends another text.

      

      Asshole Boss: Haley?

      

      I groan and send a reply.

      

      Haley: Fine. I won’t approach him, but you should hurry. I think he’s leaving soon.

      

      I shove my phone back in my pocket and continue to chew on my nail. My mind is rioting with all sorts of scenarios. What if Viks doesn’t get here in time and this guy just disappears? What can I even do to stop him? I stare across the room, watching the man wearing the baseball cap nod to the man in the sunglasses and then stalk off. Shit. He’s leaving.

      Before I can think better of it, I launch myself out of the alcove as the dealer turns and starts to head off. Don’t approach. Don’t approach. Don’t approach. Viks’ warning circles in my head. Fine, I think. I won’t approach him. But that doesn’t mean I can’t follow him and just keep him in my sights.

      So, I do exactly that. As the dealer weaves in and out of the crowd, making his way across the club, I start to trail him—shifting through parties of people and pausing every so often as more than one group of people cuts off my path.

      The man slips towards a back hallway—the same one that leads to the back exit and the bathrooms. I bite down on my lower lip, glancing around. There are still clubbers around, though not as many. My chances of getting caught rise significantly the second I step into that hallway. I pray Viks gets here sooner rather than later because there’s no fucking way I can just let this guy get away.

      Rounding the corner, I scan the hallway in surprise. The man’s already fucking gone. Without thinking, I start to run towards the exit. I get about halfway down the hallway when a hand whips out, grabbing me by the hair and yanking me into one of the storage rooms across from the bathrooms.

      A startled scream erupts from my throat only to be cut off a moment later as a leather encased hand slaps over it. He’s wearing gloves and as he pinches down on my nose and covers my mouth in one go, my eyes widen in shock and panic as my air is cut off.

      “What have I caught here?” The man’s voice is deep and gravelly, almost a rasp—as if he’s smoked more than half a pack of cigarettes every day of his entire life. “A little mouse trying to follow me home?”

      My back hits a wall between two storage shelves and I blink against the darkness inside the small, cramped room. I shake my head vigorously. The man’s hand leaves my mouth and nose and I gasp for breath.

      “No!” I say quickly, sucking in as much air as I can manage. “I’m sorry, I was just heading to the bathroom to—”

      “You passed the bathroom up the hall, dear,” The man interrupts as his hand lowers and clamps around my throat. “Try again.”

      “I-I wasn’t—” His fingers contract, once again cutting off my oxygen.

      Shit fuck. His free hand moves up and into my hair, wrapping my ponytail around his fist; he uses his hold to push my head back even further as I reach up, clawing at his wrist as spots start to dance in front of my vision. He’s a lot stronger than he looks.

      “Why don’t you tell me the truth, sweetheart?” he suggests.

      I start to struggle in earnest now, panic eating away at my rationality. I can’t fucking breathe and that, itself, is making me panic more than anything else. The man keeps his hand clamped down on my neck as I fight against him, pushing at his chest, clawing at the arms that hold me up against the wall.

      I hate to admit it, but Viks was right. I should’ve just kept to myself and not followed this man. I didn’t consider the consequences—consequences that are now staring me right in the face with a toothy grin as the older man slips his sunglasses up his face to rest on top of his head and now I realize why he’s wearing them—he’s half blind.

      One eye is completely milky white, while the other is a clear brown. It’s disconcerting to someone who’s slowly being suffocated to death. “Pretty little mouse,” he says, leaning forward. I stiffen when I feel the long bridge of his nose against the thrumming pulse in my throat. “You smell good. Come on, why don’t you tell me what you were doing following me, eh? Did your friends tell you about what I have?” The hand in my hair disappears as he slips it into his pocket and pulls out a small bag of what looks like white powder stamped into tiny pills. “You want some of this? All you had to do was ask, sweetheart. I give one for free to all my new clients. The rest, though…” He presses himself against me and my eyes widen at the unwelcome sensation of a hard cock rubbing against my lower stomach. “The rest you’ll have to pay for, but I think we can work something out if you don’t have the money. I’m generous after all.”

      Despite the pressure against my neck, I shake my head. “No,” I try to croak out.

      “No? You don’t want this?” He shakes the bag in front of my face as my nails sink down even harder into his arms. He doesn’t even react. The spots in front of my vision grow wider, fuzzier. “Then why were you following me, hmmm?”

      The bag crinkles as he puts the end between his rotting teeth and pops it open, reaching inside to pull out one of the tiny pills. Tears begin to leak out of the corners of my eyes. It’s getting harder and harder to fight him. My eyelids lower as my mouth gapes open, gasping for air.

      “That’s a good girl, it’s alright.” The man’s soothing tone is more frightening than anything else. I can guess what he’s doing, but I can’t stop it. There’s no stopping it for me.

      I should’ve listened to Viks. That thought turns over and over in my mind and though a part of me hates the bastard—I wish he were here. If he were here, this wouldn’t be happening. More tears continue to pour down my cheeks as the man shoves the pill against my mouth. I snap my lips shut in an effort to ward him off.

      He chuckles. “Now, now, don’t be like that,” he says. His hand releases my throat and without thinking, my lips part on a gasp as oxygen rushes back into my lungs. A heady feeling snaps through my head as clarity returns for a split-second— but it’s too late, the pill is shoved into my mouth.

      I turn, intending to spit it right back out, but his hand clamps down over my nose and mouth once more as he quickly seals the bag with his mouth and then drops it back into his pocket. His now free arm bands around my head, holding me in place. I shove the pill to the front of my mouth with my tongue, but it’s already starting to dissolve.

      “It’s fast, isn’t it?” The man chuckles as my mind grows fuzzy again, and this time, I know it’s not the lack of oxygen.

      I scream against the hand covering my mouth and nose. I scream and scream—begging for the universe to not be so cruel. But the universe is indifferent and soon my screams stop and my muscles grow lax as calm descends over me.

      As if sensing my lack of fight, the man releases me and even helps me down as my body collapses and my legs go numb. I sink to the floor and he cups my cheek almost kindly.

      “There we are,” he says, the sound of his voice hypnotic. “Feeling good, now, aren’t we?” I can’t respond. My whole body is numb with relaxation and I start to wonder why I was even fighting him in the first place. I can’t remember.

      The man’s hands go to my shorts and I feel something pulled out from my pocket—my cell. He sets it aside and then reaches for the hem of my shirt, pulling it up and off. “You lay just like that sweetheart,” he says. “I’ll take my payment and you can have a few more pills. Just one always gets ‘em hooked.”

      He kneads my breasts, fingers pinching down on my nipples through my bra. It should hurt, but it doesn’t. I should be fighting him, but I can’t.

      In the dim room, a light penetrates the darkness along with an incessant buzzing noise. The man growls and looks to the source of it. I sway back and forth, the only sense of gravity coming from the wall at my back. My face is wet. I feel like a broken doll and I’m so tired. So very tired…

      “Fuck…” The man’s curse rouses me just a bit, enough to realize that I’ve closed my eyes. I fight to open them once more. He’s holding up my phone, staring at the screen with an angry expression. His eyes jerk up to meet mine. “Not a little mouse after all, I see,” he says, dropping my phone into my lap.

      He stands and straightens his coat, pulling his glasses back down to cover his eyes. “Maybe next time, then,” he says and I watch—with a mixture of confusion and relief—as he opens the door and then disappears into the hallway, taking my phone with him as he leaves me laying there, shirt off and darkness encroaching on my hazy mind.
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      My gut is screaming at me as I enter Club Outsider. I just know Haley didn’t listen to me. When has she ever?

      I cut through the crowds and lines at the front, waving a hand to the bouncer as I make my way towards Haley’s usual section. When all I see is the blonde at the bar, flitting back and forth as she makes drinks, and no sign of Haley, something in me sinks with dread.

      “Hey,” I stop at the bar, “where’s your waitress?” I demand.

      The girl—Valerie or Victoria or something—freezes at the sight of me and as if she can conjure her friend up with sheer willpower, she scans to the side and then looks back at me. “She was right here,” she says. “She’ll be back soon. Is there anything I can get you, Mr. Vikson?”

      I shake my head. “Don’t cover for her,” I snap. “When was the last time you saw her. I need to know—it’s important.”

      The woman’s face falls. “Twenty minutes ago,” she says. “She doesn’t normally stay away this long.”

      My dread only grows. My instincts are rarely ever fucking wrong and right now, they’re telling me that Haley fucked up. She’s in trouble. I lift a hand, calling over the same bouncer that I bypassed. For a big man, he makes it to me in no time at all.

      “Yes, Mr. Vikson?”

      “Find Haley Montgomery,” I snap. “And get this girl another waitress to cover this section.”

      The man glances at the bartender and then nods. “Yes, sir.”

      I turn and pull open my phone, pressing the button to call her. It rings for several long seconds before it finally cuts through. “Haley?”

      “Is that what her name was?” Ice freezes my veins as an unfamiliar, but very male voice answers. “Pretty name for a pretty girl, Mr. Vikson. Or shall I call you what she has you labeled as in her phone? Asshole Boss?” The man clicks his tongue. “You must not be very good to your employees.”

      Before I can stop it, a growl erupts from my throat. “Where is she?”

      “Who? Your waitress?” The man laughs. “She’s fine. Wish I could’ve taken her with me. In fact, had you not called, I would’ve been having a grand time with her right now. I’m quite peeved that you ruined it. I suppose you calling, though, means you’re in the club.”

      “Where the fuck is the girl?” I demand again even as my eyes start to scan the room. Twenty minutes. If it’s only been that long since her partner has seen her, there’s no way she could’ve been dragged off site in that time … right? But even as I think that, experience tells me the truth. She absolutely could have. The man’s words, thankfully, tell me the truth. He’s left her and taken her phone with him which means she must still be in the club.

      “Why talk about the girl when we could talk about why you’re really here, Viks?” he asks. “Tracking down your drug dealer? In other words … me.”

      Tension flows through my veins, tightening up every muscle in my body at the man’s words. How careless had I been for this man to not only know who I am, but he knows that I’m onto him? I force myself to move, scanning the crowd as I hunt through the club, searching—in spite of myself—for a hint of Haley’s whereabouts. Were it anyone else, I would be focused solely on the conversation happening in my ear. I’d be listening for a hint of where he is. Not her.

      “My employer doesn’t take too kindly to lowlifes such as yourself intruding on his territory,” I comment, keeping my voice even, though my anxiety is mounting with each passing second.

      The man on the phone chuckles and I hear a door open and close, the sound of noise on the other end I hadn’t even noticed cut off. He’s outside, I realize. He’s gone. In the wind. But that, too, is a clue.

      Now, I’ve got a choice—I can choose an exit and go after him or I can take this information and search for Haley.

      It’s not even a competition. If he’s leaving, then Haley is still in the building and I’ll look for her. There’s no telling what he did to her before taking her cell.

      “Nicholas Carter is still a pup behind his ears,” the dealer says. “I’ve been in this business for a long time—maybe not on his level, but still.” There’s a brief pause and in that time, I cut through a group of drunken girls heading to the dancefloor and make my way into a back hallway, eyes roving down the empty space. I spot a door to a storage room hanging slightly open and head towards it, heart jack hammering inside my chest.

      Adrenaline races through my system. What the fuck am I doing? I need to track the dealer. I need to find him, but the all of my focus lands on that door and I know. I just fucking know she’s behind it. What state she’s in, though … I’m fucking terrified to find out.

      I’ve never been this scared in my life. Not since I was a child, learning that adults don’t always want to take care of you. That sometimes, all they want is for you to die so they can go back to how things were before you were ever born.

      “Well, enjoy my little gift, Mr. Vikson,” the man on the other end of the phone says. “It’s too bad I couldn’t enjoy my time with her more.”

      The line goes dead as I push into the storage room. The first thing I see are her legs, strewn out as she’s collapsed over on her side, eyes closed. I drop the phone and go to my knees, shaking hands moving to her throat as I check for a pulse. A soft, repetitive thump finally gives me what I need—relief and the knowledge that she’s still alive.

      “Haley?” I heft her against me, gritting my teeth as I realize that her shirt has been removed and she lays there, her shorts undone, half naked. She doesn’t react. I tap her face lightly. “Come on, sweetheart,” I urge, “wake up and call me an asshole. I know you want to.”

      Still nothing.

      I don’t think. I don’t hesitate. I lean back, releasing her briefly as I rip off my shirt and drape it over her. My hand reaches for my discarded phone. I type out a quick succession of texts before shoving it back in my pocket and lifting Haley against my chest, getting to my feet.

      I’m going to catch hell for this later, but there’s nowhere else I could be now. No fucking way I can leave her like this. Already, my mind is trying to supply a number of excuses I can give to Carter when he inevitably asks, but the only thing I can think is—she needs me.

      I shoulder the door to the storage room open and step out into the hallway as a gaggle of girls comes around the corner, giggling in their drunken stupor as they head to the bathrooms. They don’t even spare me a glance. Who the fuck knows what could have happened to Haley back here? She could’ve been … hell, she might have already been—no, the dealer said he wasn’t able to finish.

      Gritting my teeth, I shove those thoughts aside and head towards the end of the hall and the waiting exit door. Just as I step outside, a dark sedan comes careening to a stop at the curb and Andrei pops open the driver’s side door. I was right to leave him with the vehicle when I first arrived. "What happened?” he demands as I hurry to the back door.

      “I’ll fill you in later,” I snap. “First, we need to get her to a hospital.”

      Andrei looks at me like I’ve lost my fucking mind, and shit, maybe I have. “Call an ambulance,” he says. “They’ll take the girl. What happened with the dealer?”

      I settle Haley firmly in the backseat, reaching across her chest to buckle her in before quietly shutting the door and turning to face Andrei. “If you’re not driving,” I grit out, “then fucking move.”

      His eyes widen as I shove him aside, gripping the driver’s side door with a fist and lowering myself inside. Just before I shut the door, he grabs ahold of it, stopping me. “Nicholas is going to want to know what happened,” he warns.

      I nod. “I know.” I don’t know what he sees on my face, what expression I must be making, but it’s enough to have his brows lifting and his hand releasing the door as he steps onto the curb and away from the vehicle. I shut the door and press my foot to the gas.

      My gaze snaps to the rearview mirror and Haley’s pale face. “It’s okay,” I say. “You’re gonna be okay, sweetheart.”

      The words sound hollow even to my own ears. I say them, but I’m not sure I believe them. I don’t know what saying them will do, or who I’m trying to convince. The unconscious woman in my backseat … or myself.
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      Waking up from being drugged is like slowly rising to the surface of the deepest pool in the world. I’m aware of things around me before I’m ever actually awake. I can hear the beeping of machines. The sound of a man talking gruffly, though not who he’s talking to.

      I shiver, the feeling of cold intruding on my slow ascent to the world of the living once more. That’s how I know I’m in the hospital. Only hospitals are this fucking cold. I crack my eyes open and sure enough, the sight of a hospital gown greets me as it hangs down my chest, covering my body halfway until a plain white sheet takes over for the rest of me.

      My head is fucking pounding. My mouth feels like I’ve swallowed a dozen cotton balls and they left some sort of strange fuzziness on my tongue. Most of all, though, it feels as though my whole body was stretched out and flattened while I was asleep. I don’t feel particularly bad other than the headache thrumming at the base of my skull, but I do feel exhausted.

      I turn my cheek, seeking out the source of the male voice. My eyes widen at what I see.

      Mitchell Vikson is standing in my hospital room, framed by the light of early morning coming in through the double windows to the side of my hospital bed. He hasn’t noticed that I’m awake yet and for a brief moment in time, I’m given a rare opportunity to observe him while he’s not completely focused on me.

      Shit. Life just isn’t fair to us regular people. I scan him up and down. How the hell can someone look so fucking good so early in the morning?

      He’s wearing a pair of gray sweatpants, tied at the waist, as well as a plain black shirt with the sleeves cut off. Gray sweatpants—God’s greatest gift to womankind, really. I bite down on my lower lip when he turns slightly, but it’s not enough, and just as quickly he turns away—looking out the window. I want to scream.

      Come the fuck on, I think. If I’m going to be laid up in the hospital after being attacked by a drug dealer, the least the universe can do is show me a little something.

      I sigh in disappointment and return to my earlier perusal of Viks’ body. His tattoos stretch down his arms all the way to his wrists, and though I know that when he’s all dressed up in one of those thousand-dollar suits of his, they cover everything, it’s kind of hard to imagine.

      “I don’t care how much it’ll fucking cost.” Viks’ angry tone has me looking up towards his face in surprise. He never gets angry. At least, he never shows it. But now the muscles of his biceps bulge as he clenches his phone in his fist. “I want the new cameras installed by the end of today. End of story.”

      Viks hangs up the phone and blows out a breath before turning back to me, his eyes widening when he realizes I’m awake. “Haley.” He slips his phone into the pocket of his sweats and steps up to the bed. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I was drugged by a crazy man,” I reply bluntly, wincing as my voice comes out raspy and dry. I swallow roughly before glancing around the room. “How long have I been here?”

      “Only a few hours,” he answers. “They had to pump your stomach in the ER but when you didn’t wake up, I had a room arranged. Now that you’re awake, though, we can probably get you checked out. Are you in any pain?”

      I reach up, frowning at the array of cords attached to my arm, before scratching at my neck. “No,” I lie, ignoring the pounding in my head and the soreness over most of my body, specifically my throat, chest, and arms. I’ll take that soreness any day because as I take stock of my body, I realize one very important thing. There’s no telltale soreness between my legs that means I was raped. There’d be soreness if I was … right? I don’t want to consider the possibility that there wouldn’t be. “I just want to go home.”

      He nods and heads towards the door. “Don’t worry, I’ll get it taken care of,” he says before he disappears into the hallway.

      Two seconds. That’s all it takes before the reality of what happened finally fucking hits me. The door to my room slides shut and the outside sounds of people talking and working in the hall are muffled. My chest tightens at the same time my fingers do in the sheets covering my legs.

      I don’t feel any different. Not really. I reach down beneath the sheets, pushing them away as I pull up my hospital gown. I don’t know where my clothes are but there are no bruises on my thighs. If they pumped my stomach … does that mean they cleaned me up? Did something actually happen and Viks just doesn’t want to tell me?

      I remember being drugged. I remember being held against the wall in the storage room. The dealer’s face wavers in my memory like a haunting ghost and I shake my head to try and rid myself of the image. Bile rises up my throat, but I choke it back down.

      “Don’t,” I warn myself, my voice a whisper in the quiet room. “Don’t fucking think about it.”

      The door opens and my thoughts recede as Viks walks in, practically dragging a tall, skinny man old enough to be my grandfather in a white lab coat. “Check her out,” he orders, releasing the old doctor. “Make sure she’s fine.”

      I blink as the disgruntled man takes a step away from Viks and straightens his coat. His eyes move to me. “Miss Montgomery,” he says in what I assume is a professional manner—as professional as a man can be while obviously avoiding looking at the massive tattooed monster in the room. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like I want to go home,” I repeat.

      The doctor steps up to the side of my bed. “Well, I’m sure we can arrange that,” he assures me as his fingers press into my arm.

      I sit there what feels like forever as the doctor checks me over. I remain silent, intensely aware of the man standing against the wall as he watches on with ill-contained emotion. The second the doctor pronounces me perfectly fit to leave, Viks leans over and opens the door.

      “Out,” he growls. The doctor doesn’t say another word as he practically bolts from the room, leaving me alone with him.

      I wait, but several seconds pass without another word as Viks lets the door swing shut. “Are you going to say something?” I ask after a moment.

      He crosses his arms. “Eventually,” he hedges. “First, I’m debating on what your punishment should be.”

      “My punishment?” I gape at him. “For what?”

      “I believe I told you explicitly not to approach him,” Viks states.

      “I wasn’t—”

      He doesn’t let me finish. “But do you listen to me? No. You don’t.”

      “I was just going—”

      Viks takes a step towards the end of my bed. “Do you have any fucking idea what it was like?” he demands. “Walking into that room, not fucking knowing what I was going to find? You could’ve fucking died last night, Haley.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” My hands start to tremble, fine little shakes. I ball them into fists and shove them under my thighs as I try to formulate a response.

      “No. I don’t think you know,” Viks replies. “Because if you did, then you wouldn’t have done exactly what I told you not to.”

      Silence stretches between us. I don’t know what the fuck to say, but that’s probably because I recognize that he has a point. I fucked up.

      A knock sounds on the door, disrupting the uncomfortable, awkward quiet in the room. Viks opens the door and steps to the side as an older woman bustles inside with a clipboard and round glasses perched on her nose.

      “Alright, sweetie,” she says, rounding the bed, “let’s get you all ready to go, shall we?”

      I look up as Viks turns and takes a step into the hall. “Where are you going?” I say before I can think better of it.

      He pauses and looks back. My eyes must be playing tricks on me or something because I swear I see just a small fraction of compassion enter his eyes as his face softens for a brief moment. “I’ll be right out here,” he says. “When you’re done, I’ll take you home.”

      With that, he lets the door shut behind him, leaving me alone with the nurse. “Protective one, isn’t he?” she smirks my way.

      “Oh, no,” I start. “We’re not like that.”

      She chuckles. “Sweetie, if you’re not yet, you will be soon.”

      “What?”

      She shakes her head as she turns my arm over and begins the process of extracting the IV. “That man has been all out of sorts since he brought you in last night.”

      “He has?” I can’t imagine it. Mitchell Vikson taking care of someone? But then … he had been here when I woke up. Even if he’s not my favorite person in the world, it’s better to wake up to someone in the room rather than be all alone. Even I have to admit, it was kind of him. I shake my head, warding off the confusing thoughts entering my head. “It’s … I work for him,” I tell the woman in front of me.

      The corners of her lips remain up. “Interesting way to form a relationship,” she comments, “but not the worst I’ve ever seen.”

      “We’re not—”

      “Honey,” she stops me as she pulls the IV free and sets it to the side, putting a plain bandaid over the small hole in my arm after pressing down on it with a cotton ball for a few seconds. “That man is head over heels in love with you.”

      I shake my head. “No, he can’t be.”

      “I’ve been here all night,” she informs me. “I was there when he walked through the ER doors and demanded someone take care of you right then and there. He didn’t leave you for even a second.”

      But that doesn’t make sense. There’s no way he showed up to the club in those clothes last night. “He had to have left to at least go get changed or—”

      She pats my arm gently. “He had some scary looking man stop by with a bag for him,” she tells me. “He hasn’t slept all night. Probably why he’s so cranky and scared the crapola out of Dr. Juergen.”

      He really hadn’t left? Not once? I sit there, trying to absorb the information this woman has unknowingly given me. Maybe she thinks she’s trying to convince me that he cares, but what she’s really done is something completely unlikely—because for the first time since I met Mitchell Vikson, there’s something other than obligatory respect and lust in my system. Do I actually … like him?

      “Alrighty, then,” the nurse says, jerking me out of my reverie as she begins to pack up her supplies, “you’re all ready to go.”

      “Can I ask you a random question?” The woman tilts her head and I take that as a positive sign. “Was there … I mean…” How the fuck do I ask? I bite my lip, harder than necessary as anxiety assails me. “I’m not sore, um…” I gesture towards my legs—or rather, the place between them. Understanding dawns on her face.

      “Oh, honey,” she says, “we were assured that there was no need to check last night. We can if you would like to be sure.”

      “Who told you that you didn’t need to?”

      Her eyes slide to the door. She doesn’t answer, but she doesn’t need to. I get her meaning. Viks must have told them not to. Relief pours through me.

      “What about my clothes?” I ask, changing the subject.

      She frowns. “You didn’t come in with much, but check the drawer in the bedside table. If there’s nothing there, have your man friend grab you something.”

      I nod and thank the woman and as soon as she’s out of the room, I stand up and round the bed towards the bedside table. I pull open the top drawer and find not my clothes from the night before, but new ones with the tags still on them. From what she said about Viks having someone bring him clothes the night before, I suspect he had them bring these too.

      I waste no more time as I pull out the clothes—a soft cotton t-shirt and a pair of leggings, all in black. Whoever grabbed the clothes didn’t think to grab any underwear or bra, though, but that’s okay. As long as I’m covered, I don’t care. I don’t really want to stay in the hospital any longer than necessary and certainly not to wait for some unknown man to grab me a pair of underwear and a new bra.

      My muscles creak and scream with soreness and protest as I start to dress. Bruises dot my upper arms and when I look in the bathroom mirror, I realize they’re not the only ones. My neck is one massive blotch of dark purple. It’s hard to look at because it only makes me remember the feeling of being pinned down and helpless. I close my eyes and turn away, hurrying to finish up.

      Once I’m done, I head out into the room and move towards the door, pulling it open and glancing out into the hall. Viks kept his word. He’s still there, and when I open the door, he looks up from the nurse’s station a few feet away.

      “Ready to go?”

      Sucking in a breath, I nod and then pause, looking down. “Actually, do you have any shoes?” I ask.

      He frowns when he looks down at my feet. “Shit, no. I don’t know where the ones you had on last night went either.”

      “She’ll need to be taken out in a wheelchair anyway,” the nurse behind the station informs us as I step towards them with my bare feet.

      "Do I really have to?” I ask with a grimace. “I can walk just fine.”

      She gives me an apologetic look. “Sorry, it’s hospital policy.”

      “Wait here,” Viks orders as he heads around the nurse’s station. He disappears into a side hallway coming back only a moment later with said wheelchair in tow.

      “Viks…”

      “You fucking heard her, Hales,” he snaps. “Get your ass in the chair before I tie you to it.”

      I grumble and curse, but turn and plop down regardless. “This is really unnecessary,” I say.

      “So was you not listening to me,” he replies. “Yet you seem to be a fucking master at that.”

      I look back at him over my shoulder as he begins to push me towards the elevator doors. “I said I was sorry.”

      His jaw clenches. “Yeah, well, sorry isn’t going to cut it.”

      I don’t know what to say to that so I decide to say nothing at all. The ride down the elevator is the longest and most uncomfortable one I’ve ever been on. Once we’re out in the parking lot, he steers me to a familiar dark SUV—the same one he’d taken me to lunch in before. The wheelchair comes to a stop on the passenger side and before I can even stand up, he has the door open and his arms around me.

      A gasp escapes my throat as he lifts me easily and deposits me into the vehicle. “Seatbelt,” he commands before slamming the door shut.

      I gape after him as he hurries back into the building, handing the wheelchair off to a nurse on the bottom floor before charging back out towards me. Realizing that I still haven’t put my seatbelt on, I jerk into action and click the belt into place just as he climbs into the driver’s seat. He glances my way before putting his key into the ignition and cranking the engine.

      “Thank you for taking me home,” I say, breaking the silence.

      He doesn’t respond immediately, and at first, I think it’s because he’s still mad at me, but as we travel back towards the main part of Eastpoint, I frown when we pass the road that takes us to the campus.

      “Hey,” I say, leaning to the side, “campus is back that way.”

      “I know,” he grunts.

      "If you know, then why aren’t you turning around?” I demand. “You said you were taking me home.”

      “I said I was taking you home,” he agrees. “I didn’t say anything about it being your home.”

      My eyes narrow on him. “Mitchell.”

      His head turns and he meets my gaze when I say his name—his real name. “You fucked up last night, Haley,” he says. “If you need to, you can think of this as your punishment.”

      “Wait, wait, wait.” I hold my hands up. My head is fucking killing me and his words are only serving to make the pain that much worse. “What are you talking about? Think of what as my punishment?”

      “He knows who you are, Haley,” Viks says. “You didn’t think of that when you disobeyed me and went after him. But he’s seen your face now. He knows who you are and he knows…” His hands clench down on the steering wheel and he cuts himself off for maybe two or three seconds before continuing. “Well, suffice it to say, you’re a possible target now for him. If this even goes to trial, you’ll be able to testify against him.”

      I give him a bland look. “Don’t even try that bullshit with me,” I reply testily. “‘If this goes to trial?’” As if Nicholas Carter would ever let it be a fair trial. No. I’m not so stupid to think that this is all from the goodness of his heart. The rich people of Eastpoint are like wild animals—protective and possessive over their territories. Whoever this drug dealer is, when Viks—and therefore, Nicholas Carter—get ahold of him, he’s as good as dead.

      Viks doesn’t respond to my comment, and still, he hasn’t answered my first question.

      “Where are you taking me?” I repeat.

      “Like I said,” he says, “you’re going home.”

      “Fine,” I grit out the word through clenched teeth. “Whose home?” Even as I ask the question, though, I have both a sinking feeling and a sneaking suspicion that I already know.

      He turns into the parking lot of what I know to be a very high-end apartment building—the kind rich kids play in when mommy and daddy want their space. He parks the SUV and turns to me as he unclips his seatbelt.

      “My home, Haley,” he says finally. “For the next few weeks—or however long it takes for me to catch that asshole—you’re staying with me.”

      Fuck. Me.
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      Viks doesn’t wait for me to say anything more as he gets out of the car. He also doesn’t really give me much of a choice otherwise either. I’m not wearing shoes, after all. He circles the SUV, opens my door, and lifts me back into his arms after unclipping my seatbelt himself because I refuse to.

      “This is fucking ridiculous!” I argue, coughing as my voice heightens in pitch and burns through my vocal cords. Viks merely hefts me higher against his chest. “I can’t stay with you,” I try to insist. My hand lands between his pecs and the tightness of his shirt makes it clear just how fucking jacked he is. I swallow roughly. Yes, staying with him is not a good idea. Not at fucking all.

      Dark gray eyes cut down to me as he marches towards the sliding glass doors of the apartment complex. We step inside and my face flames as I spot the security guard stationed across from the entry. The poor man takes one look at the two of us and breaks his casual facade as his brows shoot up towards his already receding hairline.

      “Viks!” I hunker down, practically burying my face against his chest. “Put me down,” I practically beg. “Please.”

      He doesn’t even break his stride. In fact, his only response happens when we hit the elevators. “Grab my keycard out of my pocket,” he orders.

      I look up at his face. “And if I don’t?” If I don’t then he’ll have to put me down, right?

      His cool eyes meet mine once more. “You’re testing the limits of my patience, sweetheart.”

      I reluctantly slip my hand into his pocket—trying hard not to think about what else is nearby. The only thing I can feel aside from his car keys is a flat card that turns out to be black when I pull it out. “Is this it?”

      He nods. “Swipe it against the elevator button,” he orders, moving me closer so I can lean over and do so. The elevator doors slide open and he steps inside.

      “Which floor?”

      He shakes his head as the doors shut behind us. “The card only takes us to the appropriate floor—they’ll probably put in codes soon so there’s no need for the card itself.”

      “Wow,” I mutter. “Fancy.”

      The corner of his mouth tilts up, but only slightly. And, as if he catches himself, it’s gone a moment later, replaced by that familiar frown of his. We ascend in the elevator in relative silence as I contemplate my options.

      What will convince him to let me go? What do I have to do to prove that this is unnecessary? I think.

      A moment later, though, another thought forms—what if it isn’t unnecessary? I mean, he has a good point. The dealer knows who I am now; I’ve seen his face and he could want to get rid of me simply because of that. What small time drug dealer goes around killing everyone they run into, though? No, wait. Would he even be considered ‘small’ if someone like Viks is after him?

      I turn my eyes back up to the man holding me as the elevator slows to a stop and the doors open once more. He steps out into a short hallway. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, he sets me on my feet and then moves ahead of me, leaving me with little else to do but trail after him.

      “Viks…” I start, only to drift off as we walk out into a sunken living room that looks straight out of a High-rise Living Magazine.

      A large, white U-shaped couch dominates the space and instead of a massive television, there’s just a massive wall of windows overlooking the city. I’m not sure what I was expecting of him—barren walls maybe, a TV for sure, but certainly not a perfectly clean living area. It doesn’t have any hint of him at all.

      In fact, it looks as though he moved in just like this—there’s no hint of him even living here. No small knickknacks. No clothes strewn about. Even the plants that line a few of the corners of the big open room are fake. It’s as if he’s only here for a short time, perpetually waiting for the day he just disappears and leaves it all behind. That almost makes me sad.

      Viks is either unaware of my perusal of his space or he doesn’t care because he doesn’t comment on it as he walks past me and into the kitchen situated directly across from the living room. I blow out a breath.

      “If I stay here,” I start, following after him. “I’m going to need clothes.”

      He nods towards an open doorway off the living room. “I had a friend stop by and pick up some of your things,” he says. “You’re welcome to check it out.”

      I narrow my eyes on him. “What about my classes?” I press.

      “Your instructors have been informed of your absence from class for the foreseeable future and special accommodations have been made.”

      “Special accommodations?” I repeat. “What does that mean? I still have my senior project to work on. I can’t exactly do that here.” I gesture around the room. Just imagining it full of dust and paint and drop cloths makes me feel kind of itchy—like I’d be invading the space of some unknown stranger. If this place looked even a little bit like him, it wouldn’t be nearly as odd.

      Viks walks to the refrigerator and pulls out a bottle of water before turning towards me and setting it on the island counter between us. “You can do whatever you need from this apartment,” he states. “Until further notice, you can consider yourself under house arrest.”

      “House arrest?” I frown at him.

      He arches a brow. “Are you going to keep repeating what I tell you?”

      Propping my hands on my hips, my frown morphs into a scowl. “Yeah,” I snap. “I am until you start making some sense. I can’t do my art here.”

      “Oh?” He uncaps his bottled water and then takes a sip. My gaze slides down to the strong lines of his throat as he swallows. “Why not?” he asks, lowering the bottle a moment later.

      “I-it’s your, I mean, I don’t want to mess up your place.” I look away, letting my arms drop.

      He snorts. “Ruin it,” he says. “I don’t care.”

      My head jerks up and I gape at him in shock. “This place is probably super expensive,” I say.

      He shrugs. “So?”

      “So—ugh, fine!” I snap. “Maybe I’ll just ruin it after all!”

      He chuckles as I storm past him and move towards the open doorway he nodded to before. The second I’m out of his laser like gaze, however, I slow down and pause against the wall, reaching up to feel the fast beat of my heart thudding against my ribcage. I’m trembling, I realize. Fine, small shakes. The same kind that I had back at the hospital. Maybe they’d never stopped and I’d just forgotten about them.

      I squeeze my eyes shut, forcing myself to suck in a deep breath and then slowly release it.

      I’m fine, I tell myself, trying to believe it. I’m going to be just fine. But even as I recollect my thoughts and head down the new hallway, I’m not sure if I believe it.

      For such a large apartment, there are surprisingly few rooms. As I move throughout the place, I find what looks like an office, completely devoid of anything except a single bookshelf and a desk with a computer on top of it. After that, I find what can only be the master bedroom. The bed in the center is big enough to fit a good five people.

      My face flames as I wonder how many women Viks has had in that bed. I leave the room rather quickly, searching the rest of the place. I find two bathrooms, a hall closet, a laundry room, and … a greenhouse.

      A greenhouse … in a fucking high-rise apartment. I step inside, feeling the heat on my skin immediately. Unlike the rest of the place, this room is the only one that has any sort of life in it. From the plants lining the walls to the vines creeping up the glass windows.

      It’s there that I find an easel set up above a drop cloth and a rather comfortable looking stool. There’s stone and chisels. Paint. Tools. So much that I know none of it can be mine. Are they from the school? Or did he buy them? I pick up a chisel and turn it over, noting the tag still hanging off of the end. Bought new then. My eyes fixate on the price still on the tag and I nearly vomit on the spot, dropping the chisel back into place.

      “I think this will do for your art room, yes?” I jump and whirl as Viks’ voice takes me by surprise.

      “This is…” My throat closes up as I shake my head. “This is insane,” I finally say. “You didn’t need to buy all of this.”

      He shrugs. “It’s just money.”

      Maybe to him, but to me it’s … everything. All of the tools. All of the supplies he’d gotten. They’re top quality. Shit I’ve never even thought of being able to afford. The best quality I can get is what I can afford with my salary at the club and my scholarships.

      I change subjects. “A green room?” I prompt. “I’m surprised.”

      He shrugs as he stands just inside the door, his arms crossed over his massive chest as he leans against the frame. “I didn’t create it,” he says. “It was here when I moved in.”

      “I didn’t think you could have one in an apartment.”

      One corner of his mouth tilts up and his eyes seem to fixate on me. “You can have anything you want, Haley,” he says. “You just need to make it happen.”

      My mouth dries up. Fuck, how does he do this to me? I look away, re-focusing on the plants and vines across from the easel. “If that’s true, then I want to go to class,” I say.

      He releases a sigh. “We talked about this.”

      “No. You talked. I didn’t get a choice.” I look back at him. “I’ll stay here,” I say. “I’ll call you and update you on my whereabouts, but please … I don’t want to feel like a prisoner.”

      Viks grits his teeth for a moment and then scrubs a hand down his face. “If I let you go to class,” he says. “I’ll be picking you up and dropping you off. You keep your phone on you at all times. I don’t care if you’re in the middle of class, I call you—you fucking answer.”

      A burst of relief rushes through me. “Yes, of course.” I nod exuberantly. “Does that mean I can go?”

      He stands there—still as stone. I can tell he wants to say no. It’s there in the hardness of his jaw, the flash of something sinister in his gaze. Maybe he realizes it, though, that if he truly tries to lock me away, I’ll only try to escape him because finally, after what feels like an eternity, he nods his acquiescence.

      “Thank you,” I say the words and I mean them. A man like Viks doesn’t cave for just anyone. His gaze meets mine and his lips curve ever so slightly. Heat rises to my cheeks and I turn away, changing the subject quickly. “So, I … uh … only found one bedroom,” I stutter out. “Where do I sleep?”

      “In the bedroom,” he says.

      I look back at him with a frown. “There’s only one bed,” I say. “Where are you going to sleep, then?”

      He arches a dark brown brow. “Where do you think?” he replies. “The bed.”

      “The same bed?” I take a step away from him. “You’re kidding.”

      Viks pushes off from the doorframe and makes his way across the room, not stopping until he’s hovering over me—all six foot and several inches of him. “What about my expression makes you think I’m joking?”

      I shake my head. “You have to be,” I argue. “I can’t sleep in the same bed as you.”

      “Why not? You could certainly disobey me once.” I open my mouth, but he speaks over me. “The only way for me to ensure that you won’t try and run in the middle of the night is for you to sleep in my bed.”

      “I-I can sleep on the couch.”

      He chuckles and the sound of his amusement makes my stomach clench. “That’s not going to happen, sweetheart.”

      “I’m not sleeping in your bed with you,” I growl, glaring at him.

      “Yes, you are,” he informs me just as calmly as if he were telling me a weather report. “And if you fight me on it, I’ll just have to chain you to it.”

      A gasp escapes my lips. “You wouldn’t!”

      Viks leans down and grins at me. “Try me,” he challenges. Words escape me. My body heats, warming up at his nearness. He turns his head, so close—so fucking close. “I really hope you try me, Haley,” he says. “Because I can’t wait to show you how much I would absolutely love to see you tied to my bed.”

      With that, he pulls away, leaving me lightheaded as he turns and walks out of the room. I’m more than lightheaded, I realize a moment later as I take a step to the side and sink onto the stool left there. My thighs clench and rub against each other. I’m wet too.
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      I know I’m sleeping, but that doesn’t stop the panic. The fear. It eats at me as long, tentacle-like hands creep out of the darkness. They grab at my ankles and legs, dragging me down onto dirty floors. They wrap around my neck, squeezing tight so I can’t scream or cry out for help.

      Tears streak my face, panic making the whole thing seem that much more real despite knowing it’s not. It’s not, right?

      I half expect someone to jump out of the darkness—the memory of an old friend, or an acquaintance, someone who’s at least somewhat familiar with me—and yell ‘got ya!’ It doesn’t happen. The hands continue to pull at me, dragging me across the ground as they  rip at my clothes.

      Dirty nails dig into my flesh, parting my thighs. I blink and finally, something other than darkness comes into view. It’s walls—four very sparse walls only lined with metal shelving and boxes upon boxes. I stare up at them in confusion, and somewhere nearby a door slams shut.

      My head jerks in the direction of the sound and I realize that the hands are gone and there’s a man standing over me now. Unfortunately, it is someone I recognize. I scramble backward, practically crab walking away in an effort to escape. The man from the club—with his gray ponytail, weathered face, and mismatched eyes reaches out and latches onto one of my ankles.

      His strength is shocking. Had he been this strong before? I wonder briefly as he completely stops my backward movements with only one hand. I shake my head. No, this can’t be happening. It can’t be real. It’s not.

      My mind rebels at the thought as he gets to his knees before me, spreading my legs wider. “There ya go, girl,” he says, rasping as his hands go to the front of his pants.

      Panic clogs my throat. Where’s Viks? Viks wouldn’t let this happen. He was there. He stopped it. He called. Something … someone stop this!

      Thick fingers shove up between my legs and I jerk my gaze downward, realizing the hands from before had completely divested me of my clothes. I lay naked before this man, everything on display. Vomit threatens to come up my throat as he licks his lips and shoves his forefinger right between the lips of my pussy.

      I clamp down, pulling away. His free hand shoots out, tightening around my neck as I try to scream. Once again, no sound comes out. I’m completely helpless. Tears leak out of the corners of my eyes.

      I shake my head back and forth. No. No, this isn’t happening. This didn’t happen. I was fine. I swear I was fine. So, why am I dreaming this now? Even at the hospital … no one even mentioned a rape kit because it hadn’t happened. Nothing happened.

      “So good,” the man rasps as he continues shoving his fingers in and out of me, keeping my knees spread with both of his.

      I fight and struggle against his grip, not caring that I can’t breathe as his hold around my trachea becomes impossibly harder. My mind fogs over with the sheer horror of the event.

      His hands bruise my skin. His touch makes me feel sick—like there are a million tiny fire ants dancing beneath my skin. It’s not necessarily what he’s doing that’s causing it all, but the fact that I don’t want it. The fact that I can’t stop him no matter how hard I try. My limbs become lethargic. My head swims with the lack of oxygen.

      If you die in a dream, I wonder. Do you die in real life too?

      What kind of sickness is inside of me that this is the kind of dream I have after what happened? Does my mind want to torture me? I got away.

      I got away! I scream that sentence inside my mind since my lips can’t move or form words. I have to remind myself that this isn’t reality because it feels so very … real.

      “That’s the way, sweetheart,” the dealer says, panting above me. He pulls his hand from my throat and I gasp for breath, panting and coughing as fresh oxygen rushes into my lungs. He delves into his pants and pulls out what looks like an inchworm of a cock—at least I didn’t make him well-endowed in my imagination. Serves him right.

      That still doesn’t make the sight of it any less repulsive, though. He jerks his little dick as he pushes his fingers into me, readying himself. How much longer do I have to wait? I wonder. For my body to wake up. I can’t let this go on.

      I stiffen as the dealer leans forward and kisses me—shoving his fishy lips against mine. His tongue shoves past my defenses. Something small slips between my teeth, a pill.

      No! Not again!

      It’s just a nightmare, I tell myself. It’s just a nightmare. All I need to do is wake up.

      “Haley!” A familiar baritone intrudes on my mind. “Haley, wake the fuck up!”

      My eyes shoot open and the first thing I realize is that I’m soaked in sweat and being shaken. My lips part and I gasp, sucking down breath after breath as Viks hovers over me on the bed on his knees. He’s shirtless—the wide expanse of his chest filling my vision as I tremble and cry.

      Cry? Oh, I’m crying. Tears streaming down my face as I sob on every exhale. Shaking, I reach upward, clutching at him. My hands lock around his shoulders, moving up to latch together around his neck, needing something—anything—to ground me back to reality when it feels like my mind is sucking me back into the nightmare. Viks’ hands slowly lower down to his sides as I move up, pressing myself against him.

      The disgusting sticky sensation of the dealer’s hands on me—his flesh against mine—lingers like an awful disease, clinging and making my mind sick with the memory. I want to vomit. I want to get in a shower and scrub myself until my skin falls off. I want to erase it.

      “Please.” The plea comes out on a whisper. I burrow my face into Viks’ chest. “Please.”

      “Shhhh.” His wide palm finds the back of my head, the heat of it encompassing my skull as he holds me against him. “You’re okay.” He strokes my hair in soft, gentle movements—odd for a man like him. He doesn’t look like a man who even understands what it’s like to comfort someone. How can he be so fucking good at it? “You’re fine. It was just a dream. A nightmare.”

      I know that, but that doesn’t make the feeling go away. More tears leak out. I should feel embarrassed crying in front of a man I’m supposed to hate. But of all the people in this world, I have a feeling that no one else would understand what I’m going through.

      He lifts me carefully from my side of the bed and sits me astride him as he rests back against the headboard. I cling—afraid of letting go for even the scantest of seconds. As long as his skin is touching mine, it’s bearable. He’s the barrier I hide behind. The one thing that can keep the fear at bay. My mouth is dry and as I squeeze my eyes shut—trying to force the real memories and the fake ones of the nightmare away—I swear I can still feel the pill on my tongue, dissolving and sticking to the insides of my cheeks, quickly stealing all of my self-autonomy.

      Viks continues to soothe me, his hand stroking my head as he holds me to him. He’s being … kind. Something I never expected from the big asshole. As long as I’ve known him, he’s been a prick. Always driving me insane with his arrogant smirk and commanding attitude. The way he looks at people—either seeing right through them or right over them—has always driven me mad. Right now, though, he’s doing neither. For the first time, it really feels like he sees me. He feels me.

      I need something. I need to drown out the wild array of thoughts circling my head. I want it to go away. The memory of the pill. The feeling of the dealer’s tongue shoving into my mouth in the dream. I pull back and Viks meets my gaze, his brow creased in concern.

      I don’t hesitate and I don’t give myself a moment to second guess. I push up and let my mouth meet his. For a second, he freezes. His whole body goes tense.

      Don’t deny me, I silently beg. Please don’t turn me away.

      Hate him or not, in this moment, I need him. And as if he hears me, a moment goes by and then the most incredible thing happens—he kisses me back.

      His mouth moves against mine—over mine. His lips part and he gently prods me with the tip of his tongue. I don’t even think about not letting him inside. I want it. I want him.

      I gasp for breath as the kiss turns carnal. His hands harden against my back, fingers clenching into fists and then unclenching as he pushes back against the headboard for a moment before turning and sweeping the both of us around. My spine meets the mattress as he comes down over top of me—his form so very different from the drug dealer’s. Bigger. Wider. Everything about him is different.

      Why the hell have I fought this for so long? I ask myself. Viks kisses me like a starved man. Like he’s been circling the desert for years and I’m the first taste of water he’s had in a long fucking time.

      His tongue thrusts forward again and again, withdrawing and then coming back as he mimics the act of sex. I groan deep in my throat, my hands tightening around his neck—refusing to let him leave me for even the second it takes to catch his next breath. I don’t need to breathe as much as I need to feel him inside of me.

      Something long and thick prods against my lower stomach. I spread myself wide open with little thought, welcoming him into the cradle of my legs. He moans against my mouth, grinding down against my sex until I feel like I’m on the verge of losing my goddamn mind. How can he do this to me and he hasn’t even hardly touched me?

      “Haley…” Viks’ voice is a fucking deliciously dark rasp, low and vibrating against me. He pulls away, and my eyes open as he looks down at me.

      No. I want him closer. Harder. I want all of him.

      Between my legs, wetness leaks down, sliding towards the crack of my ass. I’m not ashamed enough to be afraid of begging. I whimper as he pulls himself up, hovering over me with his hands planted against the mattress on either side of me.

      “Please,” I whisper. “Viks … Mitchell…”

      His lips tighten. He looks pained. So am I. It feels like hell not having him inside. As if my pussy agrees, it clenches and unclenches—needing more than the emptiness it currently holds. The muscles of my thighs tighten. Viks pants, his chest rising and falling in quick jerky movements. He shakes his head.

      “You’re not thinking clearly, Haley,” he says, a denial. “You won’t like this when you return to your senses.”

      He moves up, pushing against the mattress until I can’t even feel the warmth of him against me. “No!” I half scream, my hands snapping out and clasping at his biceps, yanking him back. It doesn’t exactly work. All I manage to do is pull myself up with him, sitting back astride his powerful thighs.

      “No, I won’t.” More tears leak out of the corners of my eyes as the fear that he might leave me now, leave me wanting like this, is realized. “I won’t regret anything,” I promise harshly. “Please, I can’t … I can’t stand the feel of him on me.”

      “Then take a shower,” he says, looking away, but I notice he doesn’t keep pulling away. He’s fighting this. It’s hard for him too. Really hard, if the log tenting his boxers is anything to go by.

      I shake my head fervently. “It won’t help,” I swear. “I need you. Please, Viks. Please make me forget…”

      His teeth grit together. He squeezes his eyes shut as if he can’t bear to look at me. I pray to God, to the universe, to whoever the fuck will listen that he doesn’t leave me now. I don’t know how I can stand it if he does. The reality is … I can’t get him out of my bloodstream.

      Mitchell Vikson is a fucking dick, but I can’t stop thinking about him. He’s in my mind all of the time. His scent is in my lungs. His body is … everything I want. Everything and more.

      His head turns back and his eyes meet mine. Something in their depths shift and hope swells within me. The fire deep inside of him might burn me, but I don’t care. “You’re going to hate me for this,” he growls, warning me. “But fuck, I don’t think I care anymore.”

      I practically sob in relief as he comes back down on top of me, his body hard and electric against my flesh. “I won’t,” I promise him. “I swear I won’t.”

      I might hate myself for this later, but never him. After all, I begged for this. This is what I want. This is what I need. Him. Only ever him.
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      Haley Montgomery is quite possibly the hottest thing I’ve ever touched in my life. Hotter than fire. More addictive than power. Right now, I’m ready to sink myself into her and let myself be burned alive. She’s coated in a thin layer of sweat and it makes her skin glisten as she clings to me, arms wrapping around my shoulders, eyes searching my face, hopeful and heated with arousal.

      I can hear just how wet she is between her legs. Every time she shifts, every time she moves—it’s quiet, but there. I want to taste it, and if she’s being so very needy at this time—all of her previous hatred of me erased in the shadow of her nightmare—why not? I think. Why can’t I? After all, this is what it means to be mine. She wanted this. Pleaded for this. Why shouldn’t I take advantage? She gets what she needs and … I can finally get a little piece of her nirvana.

      Moving back, I keep my eyes steady on hers even as her arms fall away, and I slowly scoot towards the end of the bed, bringing her with me. Haley’s dark lashes flutter against her cheekbones and her chest rises and falls rapidly as I push her upper body down and then lift first one leg over my shoulder and then the other before sliding forward once more, right against the place I’ve been dying to touch since the moment I first laid eyes on her.

      I should’ve done whatever I could the second she walked into Club Outsider to get her in this position. Under me with my mouth inches from what I know will be the most delicious pussy I’ve ever tasted.

      Maybe she hated me at first sight, but I haven’t felt anything but lust towards her. Lust and maybe … fear. Because a woman like Haley Montgomery isn’t the type of woman you just fuck and leave. She’s the type you lock down. Eastpoint style.

      Her little panties have to go. If I have anything to say about it, she’ll never wear them again. I hook my fingers into the fabric clinging to her hip bones on either side, looking back up at her as I tug them down. She lifts her legs on her own, and once I have them completely off, her thighs return to their rightful place next to my ears.

      Fuck, she’s beautiful. All wet pinkness and soft flesh. Juicy, like a ripe peach ready to be consumed. My mouth waters, and I use my thumbs to spread her open ever so slightly.

      A soft, wanting noise erupts from her throat and her hands come down against my head, her fingers moving through the strands of my hair, nails scraping slightly. “Fuck,” I mutter more to myself than to her. “You’re fucking soaked, aren’t you, baby?” She’s drenching my sheets and my fingers just like a good girl should.

      Just one taste, I think, leaning into her, breathing in her scent.

      One taste isn’t going to be enough, I realize the second my lips meet her pussy. I spear my tongue into her, lapping up her juice, letting it run down the back of my throat. She’s heaven on my fucking tongue. The fruit of the damn gods.

      I bury my whole face against her, lapping at her, trying to get as much of it into my mouth, on my tongue, down my throat as possible. I want it all. Mine. The caveman thought pours through me as I fuck her with my tongue and devour her pussy like a man crazed. Mine. Mine. Fucking Mine!

      Haley’s lips part above and she cries out as I feast upon her. Little moans and gasps of pleasure fill my ears. The thighs against my face begin to tremble, the first sign that she’s about to come. I keep going, moving until I can slide a finger right through her wetness and into her open pussy. It’s like a lovely flower, blossoming just for me.

      She’s tight as I slide inside, fucking her now with both my tongue and finger. The proof of her arousal drips from my chin down onto the sheets below. I don’t care. I don’t plan on stopping until she’s come all over my face.

      “Viks!” Her legs are restless, moving against me, lifting and falling as she squirms under my ministrations. Her ankles cross and uncross against my back.

      More. I need more of her. I pound her little dripping pussy, adding another finger and then another as her pussy clamps down harder and her cries reach a new pitch.

      She screams out as a fresh gush of wetness hits my mouth and I drink—swallowing all of her as she gasps and pants and sobs through her release. This is only the beginning.

      After she seems to come back to herself, her legs flopping down in exhaustion, I lift up over her and grab the hem of the shirt I let her sleep in. A stupid idea on my part. I was so very stupid hours ago when I thought this wouldn’t happen. When I thought I could keep my hands to myself. I should have known better.

      I don’t even bother to pull it off of her, instead, I rip it straight up from the bottom, parting the fabric all the way to her throat and then I slip either side away, revealing her breasts. Soft, round, pink tipped perfection. My eyes light on her as she gazes up at me. The expression on her face is anything but apprehensive.

      My attention falls to her throat and I grit my teeth at the dark stain there. He should have never gotten that close. Not to her. My hand grazes the side of her throat and down lower. She’s got more bruises on her upper arms and some smaller, finger-sized ones around one breast. Anger rockets through me, red hot and violent.

      “What are you waiting for, Viks?” Her question pulls me back, reminding me that I’m not supposed to be thinking about that fucker. The whole of my attention should be on this, on her.

      “Permission,” I say, offering the half lie as my eyes fall back to the small of her stomach and her wet pussy for a brief moment before I come down hard on top of her, pressing the evidence of my own arousal against her little belly and rubbing. It’s only a half lie because I do want her consent, but at the same time, I’m ready and willing to take what I want. “Give it to me,” I command. “Tell me who you belong to. I want to hear you say it.”

      Her lips press together. “Do we have to do it like that?” she asks. “Can’t you just…” Her words trail off as she spreads her legs and her hands move down, one of her fingers circling slowly over her clit.

      I grasp her wrist, pulling her hand away and then pressing it down to the mattress above her head. “Yes,” I growl. “Say it or you won’t get any more. You wanted me to fuck you? Then admit it. Whose pussy is this?” I let my own hand travel down the flat of her stomach, straight to the place I know she still aches.

      “Mine,” she gasps as I hover just there—right above her needy clit. “I’m just letting you borrow it.”

      I shake my head. “Wrong answer,” I say. “Try again.”

      Haley clenches her teeth and looks up at me, eyes wavering with barely suppressed need and desire. Desire, I’m sure, is reflected in my own gaze. Doesn’t matter, though. I know what I need to hear before we cross this line. She needs to admit it. The truth that both of us have known for so long. We’ve been straddling the line between love and hate for so long, I’m not sure if we haven’t crossed the line already.

      “Stop being so scared, sweetheart,” I whisper into the darkness of the bedroom. “And tell me what you already know.”

      Haley’s pretty blues disappear as she closes her eyes for a brief moment. When they reopen, there’s a sturdiness in her gaze, a resolute understanding. Her breath is louder than her words, but I hear it. “You want me to admit it, Viks?” Her cheeks are flushed, eyes heated. “Fine,” she says. “I want it. I want you. You want me to be yours, okay. I’m yours. Now … fuck me.”

      Her wish is my command. I release her arm, settle my hands on her hips and lift her into my lap as I jerk down the waistband of my basketball shorts. My cock stands tall and proud, and for the briefest of moments, I consider using a condom. But this is Haley—Haley Montgomery—the only woman who’s ever looked me dead in the eye and flat out admitted her hatred … and her need. She deserves it raw. She deserves it fucking good.

      I press the head of my dick towards her opening and push forward, flexing my hips and rotating them. She whimpers, her nails sinking into my forearms even as her legs spread wider.

      “That’s it, sweetheart,” I praise her. “You’re doing real good. Taking my cock so fucking well.”

      “It’s fucking massive,” she mutters, grimacing as it stretches her pussy open, spearing through her wetness. “Shit, did you have to be so big?”

      I chuckle. Of course she’s complaining. I push forward another several inches in one go and love the sound of her breath catching as her chest heaves and bows upward. I thought there could be nothing better than the taste of her on my tongue, but I was wrong. It’s this. It’s the feel of her hot, wet pussy squeezing around my cock so fucking good and tight, practically strangling me.

      “Come on now, sweetheart,” I grit out through clenched teeth. “You asked me to fuck you. So…” I thrust forward until my hips meet hers and her back bows and her forehead creases with what looks like a combined mixture of pain and pleasure, “let me fuck you.”

      Her chest heaves and she shoots me the vilest of looks. She wouldn’t be Haley if she didn’t fight me just a little. I don’t quite care right now, though, because of all the places I’ve put my cock, this right here is the tightest, wettest, most delicious pussy it’s ever been in.

      I lean over her, pressing my face close. “Hold your breath, Haley,” I warn her. “Because you’re getting what you asked for. I’m granting your wish, and you’re getting fucked tonight.”

      Before she can utter a curse or a denial, I clench my fingers around her hips and withdraw my cock until it’s on the precipice of her cunt and then I thrust back into her all in one go. A guttural cry escapes her lips and she shudders as I smooth my hand over her skin and finally touch her needy little clit. I press my thumb over the bundle of nerves, holding and circling as I fuck into her again and again. Sliding through the vice-like grip of her muscles as they contract around me, I take her to the heights of which I didn’t even know I could.

      Her eyes roll back into her head as I thrust into her. My hips pump back and forth and it’s just not enough for me. I jerk her up and her lips part on a moan as I slam my mouth into hers. Haley’s arms encircle me and she kisses me back—full of pain and anger and … yes, hopefully a little bit of love. Because I have to admit this isn’t a hate fuck. It never could have been. I don’t hate the way she does. Did.

      God, I hope she doesn’t hate me after this.

      I kiss her like I’m drowning and she’s my only source of oxygen. Our tongues twine together, rolling over each other. Playing. I’ve never played during sex. I’ve fucked. It’s different with her, and I think I knew from the very beginning that it would be.

      Every gasp. Every moan. Every shudder that works through her body directs me where to go. Tears leak out of her eyes, but I don’t mistake them for ones of pain or fear. Her breasts press against my pecs and swell as she moans and rides my cock, the hardness of her nipples scraping against my skin, making my cock pulse with want, with need. Her hips move all on their own as she starts to seek her own pleasure, the next release waiting just on the edges of our consciousness.

      “Mitchell…” she whimpers out my name in a way no other woman has or could. I band my arms around her as I thrust up into her sweet pussy, feeling her muscles begin to clamp and her thighs begin to shake uncontrollably.

      I need to pull out, I think. I have to. She’s not ready. She’s too young and I’m too … bound.

      At least for now, Nicholas Carter is my master and I am his servant. She has the whole world in front of her and I can’t tie her to me like this, but the thought is there—the desire to see her full and swollen with a part of me eats away at my mind.

      I pant, needing a distraction. “Are you going to come, Haley?” I ask, kissing the side of her jaw and licking a path up to her ear before I take the lobe between my teeth, biting down. She tightens all over. “You going to cream all over my fucking cock like a good girl?” She moans, nails scraping my buzzed head, sending shivers down my spine. My girl likes the dirty talk. I can feel it in each pulse of her cunt every time I say something so filthy and nasty.

      “I bet you want to,” I taunt her. “I bet your pretty pussy wants nothing more than to let go and drench me in your fucking juices. Is that what you want?” A whimper escapes her throat and she pants, soft little breathes puffing across my flesh. I squeeze my hands on her hips and hammer into her, fucking her deep and hard, needing it myself. Needing to feel her come the fuck apart all over my dick before I lose complete and utter control. And as if she senses that need, a split second passes before I get my reward.

      “Fuck!” she screams as she comes all over my cock, her wetness sliding down over my thighs as she trembles and clenches her hands on me, nails cutting into the flesh of my back and scratching as she tries to fight the pleasure, pulling away and then coming back. I let her go, fighting the pain of not coming myself until she’s done.

      Once she’s completely sated, though, I pull her off of me and lay her back, dragging my cock from her depths and only then, as I pump my fist over my dick, do I come. Thick jets of white cum shoot out from the head and land over the lower curve of her stomach as her tits rise and fall with her labored breaths.

      I was good. I didn’t do it, didn’t fill her sweet pussy full of my cum. But I could’ve. The thought is still there. I wanted to. Still want to.

      Haley is in so much danger with me. Not just because of the drug dealer but because I want to bind her to me in a way that can never be undone. She might have said the words, but I want them to be true. I want her to be mine in every fucking way and I’m afraid that one of these days I’m going to do something to make it impossible for her to run away. I’m going to lock her up and take away all of her options. The only thing she’ll be able to have is me and me alone. And it won’t mean a goddamn thing unless she chooses me herself.
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      I wake up with Viks’ chest plastered to my back—my very naked back—and his arm locked tight around my abdomen while one of his legs is pressed between both of mine. Are we … spooning? The memories of the night before come rushing back. The nightmare and then, waking up from the nightmare. He’d been there and he’d been so fucking warm, so … not the monster I couldn’t escape in my dreams. I’d latched onto him and he’d let me. The filthy things he’d done to me enter my mind as flashes of hot hands and torn clothes slip through my head. Shit fuck. Well, that explains why I’m naked.

      I’d really gone and fucking done it. I’d given in to Mitchell Vikson. My boss and … the man I’ve hated for the last several months. What’s worse is that I think it was the best sex I’d ever had in my life.

      The reason for my morning of self-reflection groans against my ear as his body shifts ever so slightly. His leg raises and presses up into my—yup, no underwear—pussy. The borrowed shirt I’d had on the night before lays, ripped to shreds, on the floor of his bedroom several feet away, right alongside my underwear. He, on the other hand, is still wearing the boxers he was in when we went to bed.

      "Morning, sweetheart.” Viks’ heated whisper in my ear makes shivers dance up and down my spine.

      Now that he’s awake, there’s nothing stopping me from escaping his clutches. I pull away, reaching for the edge of the sheet and drawing it up to cover my breasts as I turn and look back at him.

      “Erm … yeah,” I say, trying to sound casual and failing. “Morning.”

      Sleepy Viks is like an atomic bomb compared to his usual self. He smiles at me, all slow and languid as he turns onto his back and stretches up, his muscles pulling tight beneath all of that hot, tanned skin. My mouth goes suddenly dry, and I can’t seem to pull my eyes away. All of that was inside me last night. My pussy clenches automatically—the traitor.

      Viks groans and then finishes his stretch before looking back at me. His lips pull into a smirk. “Are you going to turn into a rabbit today?” he asks.

      It’s such a preposterous, unexpected question that my jaw drops. “What?”

      He sits up and pushes the sheets down, they pull against my hands, but I hold tight. “Are you going to get all jumpy on me today after what happened last night?” he explains. “Like a little baby rabbit.”

      “I don’t…” Am I? As I contemplate his question, his hand snaps out and grabs ahold of the sheet I’ve got against my chest and yanks it down. I yelp and slap at his arm, trying to snatch it back.

      He wrestles me down to the mattress, his hands coming out and latching onto my wrists. He pulls them away and then crosses my arms together at the wrist and grasps both of them in one of his hands. My chest heaves with the effort it takes to try and calm my heart. My nipples tighten under his intense stare as, not for the first time in the last twenty-four hours, he comes down hard over top of me.

      “Don’t,” Viks warns as he pushes my legs wide, refusing to let me hide. I look up, staring past him at the ceiling.

      Please don’t notice, I silently beg as my face flames to life. Heat assails my skin, rising to the surface fast and hard. I’m still not sure how I feel emotionally or mentally about what happened, but I do know that my body is completely on board with the way he feels physically because the traitorous bitch is wet and ready.

      “Don’t what?” I pant.

      “Don’t go back,” he snaps, his free hand moving to my chin as he directs my gaze downward so that I’m looking him right in the face. I’m viscerally aware of the fact that I’m naked beneath him, vulnerable.

      “Go back?” I frown. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “There’s no going back for us, Haley,” Viks answers. “Not you or me. What happened last night was real and I have a feeling that if I let you, you’ll try to pretend like it never did.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Don’t lie,” he warns with a small grin. “Or I’ll take that as an invitation to punish you.”

      “You pretentious fucking, narcissistic caveman,” I grit out. “You have no right—”

      I’m flipped over onto my stomach in the span of a heartbeat, my words cutting off as I suddenly find myself face down, nose pressed into a pillow. The whistle of air reaches my ears and then, suddenly, a searing pain smacks into my backside.

      I gasp, arching slightly away from the pain, but it doesn’t last long. No, in fact, the pain quickly morphs into something else, something … pleasurable.

      “Did you just spank me?”

      Viks’ answer, though, is to do it again. His hand comes down on my other asscheek, and I can’t stop the small moan that escapes my lips when, once again, the pain turns to hot pleasure. Something dangerous slides through my veins as he presses himself down against me and I can feel just how hard he is as his cloth covered cock slides between the cheeks of my ass and his heated breath meets my ear.

      “Deny it all you want, Haley girl,” he whispers, “but I bet all the money in my fucking bank account that if I reach down between those thighs of yours, I’ll find you soaked.” A beat, and then, as if he can’t help himself, he presses against me even harder. “Tell me I’m wrong,” he challenges.

      “You’re…” I can’t say the words. Not only do I know that he would be well aware of the lie, but I also suspect he’d want to check for himself. So, I swallow and change my tactic. “An asshole,” I finish.

      He chuckles darkly and my eyes nearly roll back into my head. “That’s what I thought, Haley girl,” he says, amused. “Now, I’ll let you decide. Do you want to go for another round and then get up and get dressed so I can drive you to school, or do you want to play a game?”

      “A game?”

      “Yeah.” I can sense more than see the smirk on his face. “A wonderfully…” He begins to move down my back, his flesh sliding against mine. “Deviant…” Viks’ mouth touches my shoulder blade and then moves to my spine. “Little game…”

      I don’t really get a choice. Before I even understand what’s happening, Viks’ game has already started. His teeth nip at my skin and immediately after, his tongue soothes the sting as he skims all the way down my spine until he reaches my ass. His big hands touch my hips, pulling me up and shoving a pillow beneath my stomach to keep me propped up for his pleasure.

      I should stop this, I think. I need to stop this, but I can’t. Whether he realizes it or not, whether I want to admit it or not, my body is already at his command.

      It doesn’t even shock me when he spreads the cheeks of my ass and pushes my knees up so I’m kneeling on the bed and then dives down, licking a clear path up my wet slit. He groans.

      “Fuck, I knew you’d be this way,” he mutters against the lips of my pussy. “So fucking delicious.”

      A gasp leaves me as he slides down for more. The soft scrape of the buzzed sides of his head and the morning beard growth on his jaw against my skin make me tremble as his mouth moves over me. My whole body is a shaking mess, wetness gushing out from between my legs like I’m a broken faucet. I’m no innocent. I’m not a virgin. But Viks makes me feel like this is the first time. He makes me feel things I’ve never even imagined I could.

      He devours my pussy like a man consumed. His tongue catching each and every drop as he moves down and then suctions his lips around my clit. I cry out, my nails scoring against the sheets as my back bows.

      “Fuck!”

      I can feel how wet his face is, but still, he doesn’t stop. His hands grip my cheeks, spreading them even wider as he feasts upon me like a starving man. He sucks my clit into his mouth and scrapes his teeth along the sensitive bundle. I don’t even feel the creep of one hand until it’s nearly at the top of my ass. So, when I feel a thick, long finger touch my asshole and then push in—covered by what I assume are my own juices—my whole body locks up.

      Viks pulls back slightly. “Don’t tense up,” he commands with a raspy voice.

      “I-I can’t,” I practically beg him. It’s tight and it feels … wrong, like something that shouldn’t be there.

      “Does it hurt?” His voice is a hard rasp. I don’t want to answer, because the truth is that it doesn’t and if it doesn’t hurt me, I know he’ll keep going.

      He pulls his mouth from my pussy and, leaving his fingers deep inside my darkest hole, he slaps my ass with the flat of his other palm and I bite down on my lip until I taste blood. “Answer me, Haley.”

      I shake my head. “No, it doesn’t hurt.” It feels fucking hot. His mouth descends back against me and the fingers in my ass continue thrusting. Little pops of color dance behind my eyes. The orgasm that had been crawling to life now flares bright and hot inside of me, damn near there. Viks must realize it, though, because as soon as I seem to get close—he fucking stops. He does it again and again so that by the fifth time, I slap my hands against the mattress, crying out.

      “Fucking let me come!” I scream.

      “You want to come?” he asks, but the question is whispered against my pussy—so close that I can feel the curve of his lips as he smiles and I know, I just know, I’m not going to like the way this goes.

      I bury my face into the pillow before me, not answering him. I pant and whine as he completely abandons my pussy and focuses only on my ass. “Stop tensing,” he says, slapping my side with his palm.

      Tears of shame roll down my cheeks as I try to release my muscles. I’ll never admit it aloud, but the spanking helps, and I feel my body slowly begin to accept the dark intrusion. He pushes one finger in and curls it inside my ass. I bite down on my lower lip to keep from arching back. This isn’t something I should like. It’s not something I should want.

      But when Viks presses another finger in on his next pass, my head goes foggy. Wetness slides down my trembling inner thighs.

      “That’s a good girl,” Viks praises me. “Just let it go. It feels good, doesn’t it?”

      I shake my head in negation, unwilling to admit it. He slaps my ass again and my lips part on a cry.

      “Don’t fucking lie, Haley girl,” Viks warns. “Tell me the truth and I’ll let you come.”

      I close my eyes. I’m trapped. I want to come so fucking bad. Finally, I release a breath and look back, meeting the dark gray gaze of the man pushing two of his fingers deep into my darkest hole.

      “Yes, you fucker,” I snap. “It feels good.”

      “I’m going to take you here.” Though he says the words, they’re not a request for permission—not like the night before. He’s informing me of what’s going to happen, and I can’t help but nod my head in acquiescence. I don’t care how I have to get there, right now. If letting him fuck my ass will push me over this edge, I’ll do it.

      Viks withdraws his fingers. Somehow, I feel strangely empty without them. He leaves the bed and I keep my head buried in the pillows, my ass in the air, my cunt dripping down my inner thighs like a fucking slut. I don’t give a shit. However he wants me, he can have me. I just need him to release me from these fucking shackles, to free me enough that I can come again.

      In the next second, he gives me exactly what he promised. Viks drops back down on the bed behind me, the mattress dipping slightly. The sound of liquid squirting from a tube slides over my ears and then something cool and wet touches my back entrance. His fingers push back into my ass and I clench automatically.

      “Let me in,” he orders, slapping the fleshy underside of one cheek and making me jump.

      “Shit,” I hiss, clutching a pillow to my face and chest.

      My ass loosens as he pushes in two fingers and then three. Once he can fuck me in long smooth motions, he seems to decide I’m good and ready for him because he pulls out and the next thing I know, the spongy head of his cock presses against me.

      “Take me, Haley.” I can hear the harshness of his breathing at my back as one hand grasps my waist and the other guides his cock into me. “Take my fucking cock into your ass. There you go, that’s a good girl.”

      My pussy feels so fucking empty. Tears stream down my face, hitting the pillow beneath me. The fullness is killing me. I feel the burning stretch in my ass as he pushes forward, eased by the liquid—lube, I assume—he used to get me ready for him. It hurts, but only in the darkest most deviant of ways.

      I can feel him move inside of me, spearing me deep, fucking down into me until there’s no escape. “Touch yourself,” he orders once he’s fully seated inside of me and there’s no room left for anything else. “Touch your clit and make yourself come, Haley.”

      Body aching, fingers shaking, I slip my hand down between my legs and pinch my clit, circling the little bundle until the fluttering of a new orgasm arises. Viks drags himself out of my ass, all the way until only the head remains and then thrusts forward—that burn flaring to life once more.

      I sob against the bedsheets as wetness drips from my cunt, sliding down my inner thighs as he fucks my ass hard. His cock drags along my innermost nerves, lighting them up. I’m drenched in my own sweat, panting, shivering. My body is no longer my own. It’s his. He owns me completely. My whole body lights up. Fireworks pop beneath my skin. My thighs tremble and shake uncontrollably.

      “Fuck, you’re so fucking tight, Haley baby.” He forces himself into me, bringing his hips all the way against my ass cheeks, pressing into me until I can feel my stomach cramp and my muscles contract around him as he pulls back out—I almost hate that part. Hate it when he withdraws from me, leaving me feeling so fucking empty.

      My lips part as I pant, my face smashed against the pillow as I rub my clit harder and faster, my fingers soaked with my own wetness. It’s filthy and vile and so fucking good, I lose myself. I become whatever Viks wants me to be. No longer Haley Montgomery in this moment, but his—all of me is his. So, when he growls out his next command, bending over me until his cock is as deep as it can reach, there’s no way I can deny him.

      “Come for me,” he orders. “Come as I fuck your ass, Haley. I want to feel you.”

      I hear the sounds coming from my throat, how embarrassing they are, but I can’t stop. The world goes hazy as my orgasm follows his command and drives me right over the edge. And as he groans and stills inside of me, his cocking jerking as he fills me so full, I have to finally admit something—Viks fucks like a madman and if this is how good he is at games, then I’m so fucked if he decides to make this serious.
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      The SUV pulls up to the curb and I reach for the handle. Viks’ hand comes out and slaps the lock button just before I yank the door open. I freeze, facing away from him, and then slowly lift my head and turn back.

      I swallow and brazen my way through. “You gonna let me out or what?”

      He arches one single brow and the corner of his mouth tilts up. “You gonna run away from me as soon as I do?” he replies.

      Hell fucking yes, I mentally answer, but I know if I say that, there’s no fucking way he’ll let me go to class today. Something has changed between us. Last night altered our relationship and I’m afraid—fucking terrified that I won’t be able to handle the repercussions. The way he looks at me is dark and heated and full of some untamed emotion. It makes my shoulders rise and my breath catch in my throat.

      “Come here, Haley,” he orders.

      My hand slips away from the door, and I turn a little more fully in my seat, wincing slightly at the soreness in my ass. He’d cleaned me out in the shower after this morning’s sexual escapades, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t still smart. I don’t exactly follow his command. Instead, I look at him pointedly while sitting in the passenger seat, neither trying to scramble for freedom like I want to nor throwing myself in his lap like he obviously wants me to when he pats his lap.

      “What are you? Santa Claus?” I joke. “Come on, I gotta get to class.”

      “Come here, Haley,” he repeats.

      I stare down at his lap for a moment, remembering what it felt like to be on it last night and how deeply he’d penetrated me and taken me to heights I hadn’t even known existed. “Viks…” This isn’t a good idea. This is so not a good idea.

      “I won’t do anything you don’t want me to,” he promises as if that’s some sort of consolation prize. That’s the fucking problem, though. Anything he does to me … is something I want.

      “This isn’t a good idea,” I argue. “There are people—”

      “The windows are tinted,” he interrupts me as he unbuckles his belt and reaches for me when I still refuse to cave in to him. When his hands lock around my waist and manually lift me before depositing me on his lap, my stomach does somersaults.

      “Viks…” Fuck, why is it so hard to fight him now? Because he’s good at sex? I didn’t think I was that kind of girl to just give in after a wild night and morning of crazy hot sex, but … here the fuck I am. Unable to resist him. Unable to move.

      He presses his lips to mine, and somehow, I manage to keep myself from parting my mouth and letting him inside. He chuckles against the chaste kiss before moving down, skimming his lips along my cheek to my jaw and down. A shiver skates up my spine.

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuckity Fuck! I’m high, dizzy, like he’s a drug and I’m so addicted that just one hit will get me off. The deeper I fall against him, into him, the more I rise higher and higher.

      “Come on, Haley girl,” Viks urges. “Just one kiss.”

      “We’re not…” I gasp for breath, feeling like all of the air in my lungs has magically escaped me. “It didn’t … mean—last night wasn’t…” I can’t even manage a coherent sentence, but Viks seems to understand.

      His fingers push under my shirt and the muscles beneath my flesh jump at the feel of his skin against mine. He’s so hot—like a furnace. Goosebumps rise along my forearms.

      “Think whatever you want, Haley,” Viks says quietly. “But I think we both know that there’s no going back. Now, open your mouth so I can give you a goodbye kiss.”

      This time, he doesn’t give me the opportunity to deny him. I part my lips to do so and his mouth is back, shoving against mine, his tongue pushing inside. And I. Am. So. Fucking. Lost.

      He takes. He consumes. He completely eradicates any and all denial in my mind. Any thought to argue disperses as his kiss takes over. My hands arch up without my permission—as if they’re being controlled by a completely different person, someone who can’t help but want this very dangerous man that I have no business getting involved with. My fingers slide against the back of his neck as I kiss him back.

      Our mouths meld together, lips against lips. Heat against heat. My breasts swell and I shove them against his chest, wanting more. In his lap, I grind down against him as the desire completely takes over all logical thought.

      Viks has to be the one to break the kiss and when he does, we’re both a little sweaty and panting. “As much as I would love to give you another reason to love me,” he says and I blanch, “I doubt you’d be too happy with me if I fucked you right now.”

      I push against his chest, irritation flaring back to life now that my thoughts aren’t completely overwhelmed by his scent. “Oh, piss off,” I snap as I adjust my clothes, jerking my shirt back down to cover my stomach. I climb over into the passenger seat and snatch my bag up from the floorboards as I reach for the door handle. “Let me out,” I demand, grabbing the door handle.

      “I’ll be here to pick you up after your classes,” Viks says.

      “Yeah? Maybe I’ll be here, maybe I won't.” I jerk at the handle meaningfully.

      Silence. The doors don’t unlock. I look back and raise a questioning eyebrow. Viks’ face has lost all hint of desire and instead, it’s filled with the darkness of anger. I blink, shocked.

      “You will be here, Haley,” he growls, “because you don’t want to know what I’ll do if I have to go hunting for you.” He leans across the console and gets all up in my space.

      Once again, my breath stops. I pull back automatically, accidentally banging the back of my head into the passenger side window to avoid the violence in his eyes.

      “I am letting you have this freedom, baby,” he says, reaching up as his fingers touch the corner of my mouth. “But make no mistake, if I wanted to, I could have you locked up and no one would be able to stop me. No one would even know you went missing.”

      My heart hammers inside my chest wildly, like a bird finally realizing it’s well and truly trapped. “I…” I have no words. No idea what to say to that. It’s hot and yet, at the same time, frightening.

      Something clicks inside the door and Viks pulls back. Only then do I realize that his other hand is on the button to unlock the doors. “Go,” he orders. “I’ll be here to pick you up later. Keep your phone on.”

      “You didn’t have to give me a new phone,” I mutter.

      He shoots me a dark look and I sigh. “Fine.”

      “Get to class,” he orders.

      Unable to do anything else, I nod and open the door, hopping out onto the sidewalk. Sunshine hits me in the face and I take a step back away from the vehicle. Should I … run? I wonder. Can I even get away?

      As if he can read my mind, Viks rolls down the passenger side window after I’ve shut the door and leans across. “Don’t even think about it, baby,” he warns. “I’ll find you—wherever you go, I’ll find you.”

      I stare back at him and hitch my backpack a little higher on my shoulder. “Goodbye, Viks,” I say before turning away and heading off.

      His laughter slides through my ears, dark and low, as I stride down the sidewalk, heading into the crowd waiting to cross one of the crosswalks that leads to the row of classroom buildings. When I look back, it’s after I’ve already met up with them, and the SUV is gone. My confusion remains.

      Three months ago, if someone were to have told me that I’d be in this kind of relationship with Mitchell Vikson, I would’ve told them they were insane. Now … well, I’m still having a difficult time coming to terms with it myself.

      If he was going to be like this, why the hell did he ever torture me in the first place? All those late nights at the club when I really should have been in my dorm room, getting ready for my next art project. Those times he requested me only to have me at his beck and call for hours in a private lounge. The little snide comments. The irritating looks. Was he just riling me up because he knew I couldn’t stand him?

      I’m so lost in my own thoughts that I don’t realize I’ve reached my classroom building until I’m standing in front of the steps and a familiar face is striding down the sidewalk, eyes completely focused on me. I groan internally. Of all days to deal with Josh, I was really hoping it wouldn’t be today.

      “Is it true?” Josh demands as he stops in front of me, a scowl on his lips.

      My brows shoot up in surprise at his tone. “Is what true?” I reply, frowning.

      “Is it true that that fuckwad dropped you off at school today?”

      “That fuckwad is my boss,” I remind him, “and it’s none of your business.” I turn to head into the building, but I’m stopped by a firm hand on my arm.

      I blink and look down as Josh’s grip tightens and he pulls me back around to face him. “Don’t fuck with me, Haley,” he growls. “What the hell is going on with him? Are you fucking him?”

      Shock courses through me. “What the fuck does it matter to you?” I demand.

      “We’re—” he starts.

      “Nothing,” I say, cutting him off. “I have never once wanted to go out with you, Josh. The answer has always been and always will be no. You keep asking and asking and I just don’t know how to say it in a way that you’ll understand. I’m not interested in you like that.”

      Josh’s face darkens and as I pull my arm from his hand, his arms drop to his sides, his fingers balling up into fists. “But you’re interested in him?”

      I shake my head and instead of responding, I start up the steps and catch the door as someone else pops out and leaves. Josh’s footsteps follow me into the front hall. “Answer me, Haley,” he demands.

      Gritting my teeth with irritation, I stop and whirl around to face him. “Why?” I snap. “Because you think you deserve an answer? News fucking flash, dick, you don’t.”

      A whoosh of air rushes by my face as Josh suddenly punches the wall behind my head. His body moves closer and my jaw drops in shock as he presses me back. “I’ve been nice,” he says, his voice practically vibrating with anger. “I’ve tried to treat you right, convince you the good way, and this is how you repay my kindness?” Shock rockets through me. “You won’t give me the time of day, but you’ll be a whore for Carter’s right hand bitch? Fine. Stay in the mud. Fuck your gutter man. I could’ve given you so fucking much, but it seems like you weren’t worth it after all.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I demand. Gutter man?

      Josh laughs, but it’s anything but amused. “You don’t even know?” His chuckles grate against my ear. “How funny … you don’t even know who you’re fucking.” He gestures to me. “You think you can hide it under make-up, but I see the bruises on you. He do that?”

      Rage pounds through my system. I shove against his chest, pushing him back. “Viks would never fucking hit me,” I hiss. “Stop spouting bullshit.”

      Josh shakes his head, the strands of his hair falling into his eyes. He shoves them back. “Your boss,” he starts, sneering at the word, “is nothing but a gutter rat that Nicholas Carter raised up. He’s nothing. He’s never been anything and he will never be anything. You might think you’ve caught yourself a bigger fish than me, Haley, but he’ll drag you down. He’s nothing but a hired killer.”

      I don’t realize I’ve moved until my knuckles are already against his cheek. Josh’s head snaps to the side with the punch and this time, I let my anger take control. I reach for his shirt and snatch up the fabric, using it in my hands to shove him back against the opposite wall.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about,” I grit out. My hand throbs. “But don’t you ever fucking insult him like that again. You think I was trying to find someone richer than you?” I laugh. “Please. Your money means nothing—not to me and not to the real world. Mitchell Vikson is twice the man you’ll ever fucking be. I don’t care where he came from or what he does.” As I say the words, I realize they’re true.

      When Viks gets all commanding and possessive, it scares me. It makes me want to run. But at the same time, I realize that he’s probably the safest place I could ever be. I hated him, but now, I trust him.

      Wait. I pause. When the fuck did I ever start to think of my hatred towards him as past tense?

      “You are fucking him.” Josh’s words draw me back to the present and I refocus on him, loosening my grip.

      “Go away, Josh,” I say, taking a step back. “Stay out of my business and out of my life.” I turn my back on him and start walking.

      “Haley, please…” Footsteps echo against the pavement at my back as he starts to follow me.

      I stop and look back and he freezes, his hand outstretched towards me. It’s not just sad, it’s pathetic. “This is my final answer, Josh,” I say. “I don’t want you and I never have. So, please, do us both a favor and get lost. Stay away from me and if you know what’s good for you, stay away from Viks.”
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      Patrick Kennedy has a backer. It’s the only excuse, the only reason for why I haven’t yet caught the bastard. I scrub a hand down my face as Jackson’s fingers fly across his keyboard. Several small screens that reflect the recent security feed from Eastpoint University are set up across two of his monitors.

      “I’ve run a facial recognition program across every single one of these cameras,” Jackson says. “He’s never been found. He shows up at the club, but never on campus.”

      “Do you think the students could be getting it at the club and then taking it back to campus?” I ask.

      “It’s possible,” Jackson says as he presses a button, and somewhere in the room, a printer whirs to life. He rolls across the floor towards it and pulls off the first sheet, handing it to me as he scoots back in front of the row of monitors on his desk. “However, the reports I’ve scanned from local medical facilities and the police department tell a different story.”

      I scan the contents of the page and scowl. “It’s spreading,” I curse, “like a fucking disease.”

      “Yup.” He pops the end of the word and shakes his head. “And that means he’s got partners—at least one on campus. We haven’t seen his face on the security feeds, but he’s the only one we know to look for. There’s a second dealer, and they’re probably working together.”

      He’s right. Though some might believe all drug dealers are competition, that’s not always true. From what I know of my childhood, there were far too many dealers in my small shithole hometown to count. Dealers selling the same drugs often came from the same distributor. In some cases, this one especially, when a new drug hits the streets and expands in a fast spread—that means they’re trying to expedite the popularity of their product.

      Haze is getting passed around like candy and its value is plummeting for now because it’s so readily available. I need to catch Kennedy, who I suspect is the distributor, before he cuts off the supply and watches the newly addicted rich kids from Eastpoint try to kill each other as they sell their souls for their next high.

      My phone buzzes in my pocket, and to my ears, it’s a damn death toll. I pull it out and answer it. “Vikson.”

      “Where’s the dealer?” Carter’s voice is hard.

      “I’ve got a name,” I inform him, stepping up next to Jackson and setting the report down. “He was at the club night before last.”

      “And you didn’t catch him?”

      “There were extenuating circumstances,” I say.

      “Do those extenuating circumstances have to do with Haley Montgomery?” Nicholas asks.

      I freeze, my fingers reaching out and locking onto the edge of Jackson’s desk, squeezing until I can hear the wood creak. Nicholas blows out a breath. “I don’t care who you fuck, Viks,” he says. “But unnecessary distractions are not permitted. I’ve given you as much room as I can—”

      “Do you not trust me?” I demand.

      “My trust is not in question,” Nicholas replies. “Your ability to keep your head out of some college girl’s pussy is. Dump her and get back to work. I need you to keep your head on straight. If she ends up being a liability—”

      “She won’t be,” I snap.

      “Are you telling me you won’t dump her?” Nicholas’ voice is quiet, stunned.

      “I…” I can’t. Not her. Never her. How can I make him understand? Nicholas is a strong man. He cares for his son, and in a twisted obligatory way, his wife, but he’s never been in love. Not the way I am with Haley. The very thought of letting her go makes my chest ache like my heart is punching at my ribcage, trying its damnedest to get out and go to her. So what do I do? I fucking lie my ass off.

      “She’s a target,” I say instead. “I’m using her as bait.”

      “Bait?” Nicholas doesn’t sound convinced.

      “Yes,” I continue the lie. “She ran into the dealer at the club the other night. He’s going to want to get rid of her because she’s seen his face. The more people who know who he is and what he does the more danger he’ll be in.”

      “Is she aware?”

      “She knows she’s in danger,” I supply.

      “Hmmm.” Nicholas hums through the receiver of the phone. My fingers tighten on both the desk and the cell in my grasp. “If you’re using her as bait,” he says. “Take her out this weekend.”

      “What?” I frown, releasing the desk in shock. “Take her out?”

      “Yes,” Nicholas says. “Somewhere big, somewhere expensive. You can afford it with your salary.”

      “Club Outsider?” I clarify.

      “No, not there. Cain’s new club in the city. I spoke with him earlier. He extended an invitation to Inferno’s grand opening. I have no doubt that your boy will be there. There are too many potential customers and everyone’s going to be imbibing before the end of the night.”

      And after what happened with Haley, I think, he’ll likely avoid Outsider for the time being.

      “Make a production out of it,” Nicholas continues. “Act like her protector. You know as well as I do this man seems to love a challenge.”

      He’s right. Kennedy has proven his arrogance time and time again. First, by even entering Club Outsider. Second, by spreading his damn drug to Eastpoint’s campus. And third, but not fucking least, by attacking Haley on Eastpoint property. My fucking property.

      “I will get him,” I swear. Not just for Nicholas, the man I owe my life to, but for Haley. She won’t be safe until he’s gone. She won’t stop having those nightmares of what might have happened until Kennedy is six feet under, pushing daisies.

      “Use the girl, lure him in, and then slit his throat,” Nicholas advises. I wince at the way he puts it—not the killing part, but using Haley. Perhaps I should never have said it, but if I hadn’t then Nicholas might have known … she means more to me than mere bait.

      I dislike the idea of using Haley as a lure, but I’m confident that I can keep her safe. Even if I don’t like Cain Devereux, I know his loyalty to Nicholas Carter. That loyalty, in turn, and her connection to me will keep Haley on the right side of good if all else goes to shit this weekend.

      “Call me when the job is done,” Nicholas says and the phone call ends. I sigh and scrub a hand down my face.

      “What’d he say?” Jackson asks.

      I shake my head. “We’re moving the schedule up,” I answer. “I’ll be luring him in this weekend. I need you to be on security at Inferno.”

      Jackson curses. “Devereux’s place? Fuck, man. Do I have to?”

      I slap the flat of my palm against the back of his head. “Yes, you have to, asshole. Now, I gotta go.”

      Jackson rubs the back of his head and frowns at me. “What’re you lighting out of here for?” he asks. “Got a hot date or something?”

      I smirk. “Yeah,” I say. “Something like that.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIXTEEN

          

          
            Haley

          

        

      

    

    
      Josh’s words about Viks remain on my mind well throughout my classes. Viks is a hired killer? That doesn’t surprise me, but it does make me want to know more, specifically from the man himself.

      When Viks picks me up at the same spot hours later, he doesn’t make any sort of sarcastic remarks about me actually showing up. Instead, he merely gives me a soft smile and cranks the ignition, pulling away from the curb as the soft rock radio station plays between us.

      The vehicle passes over the pavement as we head away from campus. “So,” I start, “I’ve got a shift at Outsider tonight.” I glance at him out of the corner of my eye.

      “Okay,” he says.

      I blink. “Really?” I ask. “That easily?”

      “I’ll be in the office tonight,” he says, looking at me.

      “Oh.” That means he’ll be there. I swallow roughly, nervousness eating at my mind. Why the fuck am I hesitating? Just fucking spit it out, Haley.

      “Can I ask you a question?” I say, forcing the first words out as he steers the SUV onto the highway.

      “You can ask,” he replies, but it’s said in a way that makes it clear that just asking won’t always get me an answer.

      I bite down on my lip, chewing roughly as I contemplate how to put it. “How did you … erm … come to Eastpoint?”

      He looks at me with raised brows. “What makes you want to know something like that?” he asks curiously.

      I shrug. “Just thought about it, that’s all.” It’s only a little fib. I had actually thought about it after.

      Viks stares at me for a brief moment before turning back to face the windshield. “What’d they say to you?” he asks instead of answering.

      “What?” My head jerks to the side.

      “You’re asking for a reason,” he guesses. “I want to know what you heard first before I answer.”

      I clench my teeth. I don’t really want to tell him what Josh said to me. My hands twist in my lap. “It was nothing,” I say. “Forget it.”

      A beat passes and then Viks sighs and reaches forward, shutting off the radio. “I grew up in a shithole town just south of here,” he says. “It’s called Silverwood. There ain’t much there but drug dealers and gang bangers.”

      “Really?” I lift my head once more and turn, looking at him fully. His face is a mask of no emotion. I can’t read him at all. “Why’d you come here?” I ask.

      He shrugs. “There wasn’t much there for me after my parents passed,” he answers.

      “But how did you … I mean you practically run Club Outsider,” I point out.

      “For now,” he agrees. “It won’t be around much longer.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?” I ask.

      “Nicholas plans on changing the name and giving it to his son when he turns eighteen.”

      “But what about you?”

      Viks’ eyes cut to me and he arches a brow. “What about me?” he repeats.

      “I mean, you’ve run it for years. Are you still going to if his son takes it over?” I ask.

      Viks shrugs. “Dunno. Maybe, but probably not.”

      “That’s not fair,” I point out.

      “What about it makes it not fair?” Viks asks. “I don’t own the club and I make a hefty salary running it now. I’m not going to be hurting for cash. If anything, I’d say I came out pretty well off after this endeavor. It’s certainly not where I expected to be five years ago.” His lips twist. It’s a half smile, half grimace and one hundred percent self-deprecating.

      “Where were you five years ago?” I ask hesitantly.

      “Do you really want to know that, Haley?” he asks, his fingers flexing on the steering wheel.

      I do, I realize. I want to know as much about this man as possible. Find out all of his little quirks. Know his past enough to be able to predict why he is the way he is in the present. What made a man like Mitchell Vikson?

      “Yes,” I answer.

      Silence stretches between us. His jaw clenches and unclenches. He’s hesitating, though why, I can’t say.

      “Prison,” he finally admits.

      I blink. That was not the answer I’d expected. “Prison?” I repeat as if to make sure I hadn’t heard him wrong. He nods.

      My eyes fall down to where the corded muscles of his arms are covered in ink. “Is that where you … erm … got all these done?” I ask.

      Viks barks out a laugh. “A few of them,” he says, still chuckling as he glances my way once and then back again. “But most of them were before and after—finding ink and good artists on the inside isn’t as easy as people seem to think.”

      “Okay … why were you there?”

      His laughter trickles away, drying up. “Don’t ask me that, Haley,” he says. “All you need to know is that it was deserved. I did my time. It’s over.” He cracks his neck to one side. “In fact, I came out with a degree.”

      “You?” I gape at him.

      That reaction brings the smile back to his face. “Yes,” he says. “Even big meatheads like myself can get through college if we’re stuck in a cell for twenty-four hours a day with nothing better to do than read and study.”

      “What did you…” I don’t know how to ask. Am I allowed to? I wonder. What would a man like Viks even bother learning about?

      He seems to get what I’m going for and gives me an answer anyway. “Psychology,” he says, surprising me yet again. “I was inside for three years,” he says. “Got out fairly fucking early for good behavior and … a sponsor or something like it. But I managed to do what I needed to in order to earn a license in therapy.”

      “Wait. Wait. Wait.” I hold my hands up. “The more you talk, the more you shock me.”

      “Yeah, learning a big guy like me—who looks like he cracks heads for a living—is versed in how not to let anger take control does often surprise others.” He seems amused by that fact.

      "Well, yeah,” I say, gesturing to him. “Look at you.”

      “I’m well aware of how I look, Haley,” he says. “And I’m well aware of what others think when they look at me. Have you ever considered, though, that there are plenty of people who look like me who need someone that understands them?”

      I frown, confused. “What do you mean?”

      “Prisoners and drug dealers and addicts—people who grew up like I did, they all hear the same thing. Control yourself. Manage your anger. Let go of your addictions. It’s all easier said than done.”

      I blink, contemplating his words for a moment.

      “Have you ever considered that people who are stereotyped all the time are also the ones who stereotype others?” Viks asks. “The big muscled tattooed skin head might not feel comfortable sitting in front of a five-foot nothing woman in a pants suit telling him that he needs to control himself without ever really understanding what makes him the way that he is. People like that look at me, though, and they know.”

      “Know what?” I prompt when he doesn’t immediately continue.

      Viks looks at me and for a moment, just a heartbeat; those dark gray eyes of his pierce into my soul. “They know that I get it. I get what it's like,” he replies. “To be the one everyone blames for how shitty society can be when in reality, we are the kids the system failed.”

      My mouth snaps shut. I have nothing to say. There’s nothing I can say. He’s right. So often, the people in positions to help have to look a certain way for those in the upper echelon to trust them, but doing so makes those who are in the gutter nervous. How can the prey trust something that looks like a predator? And though Viks might look like the predator to some, once … long ago, he was just a child—like anyone else. There’s more beneath his surface than danger.

      Even villains start out as innocents. Evil isn’t born, it’s made.

      Viks continues the silence all the way to the apartment building and it’s only after we arrive and he shuts off the SUV, and after he walks around to my side and opens my door as I unbuckle my seatbelt, that he speaks. His hand clasps the doorframe, refusing to let me out until he has his say.

      “Whatever happens, Haley,” he tells me, eyes centered on me with such focus that it’s almost unnerving, “I want you to trust me.”

      “Why?” I ask. “After you catch the dealer—”

      “Kennedy,” Viks says, interrupting me.

      “What?” I shift, turning to face him as my legs hang over the side of the seat.

      “His name is Patrick Kennedy.”

      “Okay…” I look up at him through my lashes. “After you catch Patrick Kennedy, things are going to go back to normal. I’ll go back to school and you’ll … go back to being Club Outsider’s manager until … you’re not anymore.”

      Viks shakes his head and leans in, pressing himself between my legs. “No,” he says, his breath on my face. “Things can never go back,” he tells me. “What we are now … cannot be undone. And I don’t think you really want it to be.”

      My throat dries up. My hands start to sweat and as his head moves forward, my heart leaps against my chest, scrambling like a frightened rabbit. Yet, at the same time, I don’t move back. I don’t resist him when he closes his eyes and kisses me. This kiss is unlike the ones before. It’s gentle, slow, and mesmerizing.

      He doesn’t burn away my inhibitions. He soothes my fears. It’s startlingly different from how we’ve been and so incredibly sweet that it damn near brings tears to my eyes. Fuck, I think. I might actually love this man.

      Viks pulls back and I’m left craving more of him. “Let’s go upstairs,” he says drawing himself away. “You can work on your art project until it’s time for me to take you to Club Outsider.”

      “Okay,” I say, taking his hand when he offers it to me and hopping out of the front seat. Viks closes the door behind me, but he doesn’t release my hand. I stare down at our clasped fingers—mine still a little speckled by paint from earlier in the morning and with a small cut over one of my knuckles, probably from punching Josh, and Viks’ corded with muscle and tattoos that barely scrape past his wrist.

      The sight of my hand in his does strange things to my insides. The strangest thing of all, though, is that I don’t mind it.
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      Walking back into Club Outsider after what happened is like walking back into a dream even knowing it’s not real. The walls are the same, the floors are the same, the faces are the same—but something feels not quite right. I don’t know how I didn’t even consider I would have a problem.

      The only thing keeping me from turning around and leaving is Viks’ hand on my lower back. He leans down as we head across the empty dance floor illuminated by the bright lights only ever up when it’s devoid of customers or after last call. “I’ll be in the offices on the second floor,” he tells me. “If you need something, let me know. I’ll be checking in regularly.”

      “I’m fine,” I lie, but he merely gives me a look and then brushes a kiss over the top of my head as we stop at the end of my usual bar and he continues on.

      “Whoa.” I look up, spotting Veronica’s shocked and slackened face. “What the hell was that?”

      Heat rises to my cheeks. “Nothing,” I say quickly as I jump behind the counter and start setting up for the night—putting the nozzles on the taps as I go.

      “Oh no.” Veronica’s hand slaps down in front of me, making me still. “You haven’t texted me since you bailed mid-shift the other night. Bossman came in, demanding to know where you were—now he’s walking you into work and kissing your forehead?” She gives me a pointed look. “Spill,” she orders.

      I bite my lip. “It wasn’t the forehead.” The defense is lame, and we both know it. I groan. “Fine.”

      “Eeep!” She drags me back and holds onto my arm. “Okay, so like are you guys dating now? What happened that night? Why’d you leave early? Are you okay?”

      I contemplate my words, wondering how much of the problem with the drug dealer I’m allowed to reveal. “There was an issue,” I start. “I was … um … there was a guy here that night that Viks was looking for and he…” I shake my head and blow out a breath. “No, wait, it’s complicated.”

      “Okay…” Veronica’s eyebrows raise. “So, what about the dating part?”

      “No?” I squeak and then frown when the word comes out more as a question. “I mean, no, we’re not dating.” I laugh awkwardly and then try to pry her grip off of me as I head back to my station and keep working, needing my hands to be doing something to distract myself from this conversation.

      “Are you sure?” she prompts. “Because it looks that way to me and to everyone else.”

      “Everyone else?” I look back at her. “What do you mean?”

      She snorts. “You seriously don’t know?”

      “If I did, do you really think I’d be asking you?” I point out.

      She shrugs. “I don’t know, Hales, you’re hard to read sometimes.”

      “Well, no, I don’t know, so you tell me what’s going on.” I grab one of the clean washrags from a bucket under the counter and tuck it into my shorts and mini black apron before leaning back against the bar with my arms crossed over my chest.

      “Mr. Vikson is interested in you,” Veronica relays.

      I roll my eyes.

      “No, really,” she says, noting my reaction. “Everyone sees the way he reacts to you. It hasn’t exactly been subtle. He made someone else help me when he went after you the other night. A few of the other students from Eastpoint who work here apparently saw him dropping you off at school today. I don’t care—but why couldn’t you tell me?”

      “I…” Well, that explains how Josh knew about Viks, I determine. I shake my head. “There’s really nothing going on,” I swear, though the more I say it, the heavier the lie becomes on my tongue. “I just … we’re…”

      Veronica steps forward and places a palm on my shoulder. “You’re in denial.” She says the word in such a gentle way, it’s almost annoying. It’s as if she’s explaining something that is incredibly obvious to an idiot.

      “No, I’m—”

      “Montgomery!” Veronica and I both jerk around at the quick shout from Mel, the bar’s assistant manager, as she stomps up to our counter. “This isn’t girl chat time, get to work.”

      I gape at her as she passes by with a scowl before turning to Veronica. “Oh no…” Veronica stares off after Mel with a grimace.

      “She didn’t even look at you,” I mutter in irritation as I go back to replacing the tap nozzles.

      “Yeah, no,” Veronica shakes her head. “And she’s not going to. I was hoping this wouldn’t happen.”

      I pause on the final nozzle and glance at her. “What are you talking about?”

      Veronica offers me a sympathetic glance. “Mel has liked Mr. Vikson for months,” she confesses. “And everyone knows that you two are…” She shrugs, but I understand what she means. Another groan echoes up my chest and I place my hands flat against the counter, leaning over.

      Should I just quit? It might solve a few problems…

      My head lifts and I gaze across the open space towards the very doorway to the back hall. My throat goes dry and my fingers begin to tremble.

      Though the club looks very different right now than it had that night, I know that within a few hours, it’ll be an exact replica; and even if he doesn’t come back ... even if nothing else happens for years to come, I know what I’ll think of every time I look towards that hallway. My stomach drops out from beneath me and I turn away. Sweat pops up along my brow and my throat closes up as my eyes squeeze shut and the feel of unwanted phantom hands slide over my flesh, making me want to vomit.

      “Hales?” Veronica’s voice interrupts my thoughts and flashbacks.

      “I’m gonna…” I gesture to the stairwell leading upstairs. “I just need to…”

      She shakes her head. “Go,” she says. “Hurry back, though. I have a feeling Mel’s probably going to be up our asses all night.”

      I nod and escape from behind the counter and head the same way Viks had gone. I ascend the staircase and instead of turning towards the private lounges, I head in the opposite direction towards the small offices on the other side of the floor.

      I slow to a stop when I hear voices on the other side of the door marked as Manager’s Office.

      “Yes, I’ll get it taken care of,” I hear Viks say. “Don’t worry. It’ll be taken care of this weekend. Yes, we’re going to Inferno. I’ve already called Cain.”

      I blow out a breath, turn and rest my back against the wall by the door resolving to just wait until he’s done with whoever he’s talking to. My gaze travels up to the black painted ceiling and small little lines between each boxy tile. I bite down on my lower lip. A few minutes later, I hear him hang up and I knock on the door, pushing inside before he’s got a chance to turn me away.

      “Haley?” Viks frowns. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to talk to you,” I say.

      I move across the office into the single chair situated in front of his desk. The door swings shut behind me and Viks steeples his fingers together, resting his elbows on the edge of his desk.

      “I want to quit.”

      His whole body seems to freeze and he tilts his head to the side. “Why?” he demands.

      I roll my tongue into my cheek and glance at the door before looking back to him. “Reasons,” I hedge. “Do I really need to give them?”

      Viks frowns at that and unsteeples his fingers, standing from his desk and moving around it. He steps in front of where I sit and turns, propping his ass on the edge of the massive desk that takes up most of the space in the small room.

      Viks crosses his arms over his chest and looks down at me. “Yes.”

      My eyes go to the muscles of his arms and remember them around me, all over me. It’s distracting. I stare at a piece of lint clinging to his t-shirt instead as I suck in a breath.

      “It’s complicated,” I confess. “You and me … I don’t suppose you’re willing to end it?”

      Silence.

      I chance a glance up at his face and yup, big mistake. The fury there is volatile. He moves forward, like a reptile in human skin. One hand grasps the chair arm on my right and the other on my left, caging me in and making me feel far more vulnerable than I’m comfortable with. It always seems like I do that with him—let him put me in these situations. Why? If I dig deep, there’s probably some complicated explanation that has something to do with my personality and needs as a human being, but at the end of the day I can narrow it down to something as simple as trust. I fucking trust him. I trust that he won’t hurt me or use his bigger position to put me in a place that would harm me. What happened with Kennedy is different. I put myself in that place and he was furious then too.

      “This,” he says coldly, “doesn’t end, Haley. Are you leaving because you want to leave me?”

      I let him stew in that thought for a minute before finally, the truth leaks out. “No,” I say on a sigh. “But people know about us now.” My eyes scan away.

      “So?” he prompts. “Why does it matter?”

      I snort. “Maybe to a guy, it doesn’t matter. Maybe to the boss, it doesn’t matter,” I reply. “But I’m not exactly in a position of advantage here.”

      “What the hell are you talking about, Haley?” Viks growls.

      “It’s going to be rough for me. No one will say shit to you, but—”

      “Who?” he cuts me off.

      “What?”

      “Who has said shit to you?” he demands. “Was it Veronica? I was under the assumption you two were friends, but I can be wrong—it’s not the usual, but it’s happened before.”

      I blink up at him. “Wow,” I say blandly. “You? Mr. Mitchell Vikson wrong about anything at all ever in life? I never would’ve guessed.” The sarcasm is a knee jerk reaction, something I cling to because my brain is going haywire at the scent of him as it invades my nostrils.

      “Haley.”

      “Yes?” I perfect an innocent appearance—all wide-eyed and slightly confused, as if I can’t understand what the big, strong man is trying to say—it’s the doe-eyed look.

      “Stop bullshitting me,” he orders.

      Fuck.

      “Ugh.” I groan and reach up, scrubbing a hand down my face. “No, Veronica didn’t really say shit. She doesn’t care. One of your managers, however, was acting like a bitch because of … well, you know. I’m not completely stupid. There will be other people who treat me that way because you and I are … fucking.” I can’t think of any other way to put it. Making love? Ha. Viks isn’t a making love kind of guy, but fucking also feels wrong. Like there’s no other emotion when all there is between us is complicated emotions and problematic results. “I realized I can’t exactly work in the same place that my … that you do because of it, and it’s fine. I can find another job.”

      “Anything else?” Viks presses. Does he have some sort of internal radar for bullshit? I wonder. Or perhaps it’s that psychology degree of his at work.

      I refocus my gaze on that stupid piece of lint. It flutters there, sticking to the soft cotton fabric. I reach out and snatch it off, flicking it from my fingers to the floor, but unfortunately that leaves me with little else that’s safe to direct my attention.

      “It’s the hallway,” I finally confess. “The back one. The one where…” I let my words trail off, unable to verbalize my own thoughts and I don’t need a fancy degree or a license in therapy to figure out why. I still don’t want to admit it. What happened could have been ten times worse. I could’ve been raped. I could’ve been killed. None of that happened. I’m lucky. But the fact that I was completely out of control, at the mercy of a man who was more than willing to do whatever he wanted were he given the appropriate amount of time plays reruns in my head. A sick television show that reminds me I’m little more than a plaything to some people. Not even human. My stomach churns with acidic bile.

      “You can’t go into it?” Viks asks, his voice dropping, softening. I hate that, too. The softening—as if he feels like he needs to speak to me in such a way because I’m fragile and at risk of breaking. I hate it even more because I understand the need for it. I don’t even know what I’m facing here. What potential triggers could possibly send me into a tailspin. Nothing else has happened aside from that nightmare, but every time I think about what could have happened…

      “I can’t even look at it,” I admit. “If I stop to think about it for even a second, I—Viks, just accept my resignation. I’ll work the rest of my shift tonight and I don’t have many other shifts for the rest of this week, I can get them covered. You have to understand, though, that I probably shouldn’t work for a boss I’m not only sleeping with but living with too.”

      When I glance up again, Viks’ gaze roves over my face. Analyzing. It’s like he’s trying to crack open my skull and crawl inside to find out what little things make me tick. He’s not doing it on purpose, I realize now. It’s just the way he is. He’s not just a problem solver—he’s a people solver. He needs to know how people work. And knowing what I do about him now … it’s probably because that’s how survival works. Predicting people, their emotions and their actions, can sometimes mean the difference between life and death.

      “Viks?” I prompt him when he doesn’t respond after several beats of silence.

      “I don’t want to let you go,” he says.

      “You can’t really force me to stay,” I point out.

      He nods. “I know, but I don’t like the idea of you out of my sight. I feel like it’s safer here because I can be here.”

      “You can’t follow me around for every shift.”

      “No, you’re right.”

      His hands move up the arms of the chair, the backs of his knuckles brushing against me as he presses down. I look up and Viks’ head touches me, his forehead against mine. He sighs, and the smell of mint on his breath makes me have to resist the urge to lean into him.

      “I’ll finish my shift tonight,” I remind him.

      “Alright,” he says. “I’ll take care of it.”

      “Thank you.”

      His lips twitch. “I know a way you can thank me,” he says suggestively.

      I shove him back. “Perv.”

      He arches a brow. “For you? Fuck yeah. All the time, baby. Anytime.”

      I roll my eyes and push up from the chair, moving across the room to the door. I’m almost home free when he calls my name, stopping me.

      “This weekend,” he says, sobering—his amusement fading, “I need you to come with me somewhere.”

      “Where?” I ask.

      “A new club is opening in the city,” he says, eyes sliding away as he rounds his desk and takes a seat. “I need a date.”

      His words from earlier come back to me, the phone call I’d overheard. “Okay…” With my hand on the doorknob, I don’t turn it, waiting. There’s more to this, I can tell. I can also tell that he doesn’t want to elaborate. I release the knob and turn back, striding across the room until I’m standing in front of him and there is no running away. “What’s going on?”

      Viks’ jaw clenches and unclenches. “There’s a chance the dealer could be at this new club.”

      My spine stiffens. “I just told you that I—”

      “I know,” he snaps, cursing under his breath before jerking his head up. Gray eyes meet mine, full of anger and resolution and something else that’s equally as untamable and yet impossible for me to read. “I don’t have a choice in this, Haley. You have to come with me. I swear to you, though, nothing will happen to you. I will keep you safe. There will be security—”

      “There was security here,” I point out. And they hadn’t known, hadn’t been able to do shit. How many other women out there in the world had experienced the same helplessness with others so close and yet so far away? I shake my head and try to rid myself of those thoughts, but it’s hard to forget.

      Viks stands up and reaches for my hand. He presses it down against the surface of his desk—his much larger palm over mine. Encompassing mine, but not holding it down. His voice drops into something sinister and dark. “He will not get away with it,” Viks tells me, sounding every bit the monster Josh accused him of being. “No more nightmares, Haley. I’ll fucking kill him for touching you.”

      That should terrify me even more. What’s worse? Rape or murder? The answer is different per person, but for me, the almost of what happened is ten times worse than making sure that the man who would have done it is gone from this world. It doesn’t just protect me, but all the other women in the world.

      So, when Viks swears a killing oath, though it should bother me, it doesn’t. It doesn’t even phase me. I pull my hand out from beneath his and despite myself, I raise it to his face along with my other one.

      My hands touch his cheeks, skim down the prickly beard growth against his jawline. “Okay,” I say the word more to myself than to him. “Okay, yes. I’ll go with you.” I can guess what’s going on. My eyes meet his. “I’m bait, aren’t I?”

      His gaze hardens. “He won’t touch you,” he promises. The non-answer is an answer within itself.

      I close my eyes and slowly release a breath. I can do this. I know Nicholas Carter wants Patrick Kennedy gone for his own agenda—the drugs. But Kennedy needs to be dealt with for other reasons. My skin practically crawls with the memories that surface at my thoughts, but I forcibly shake them off.

      “Then I’m coming,” I inform Viks, reopening my eyes and knowing he’s not going to like my next words. “And I’m not coming as a prop, but as an ally.” He frowns. “I want a gun.”
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      Viks does not take kindly to my ultimatum, and I’m not trying to sugar coat it—that’s what it is. If I’m going to put myself right back in the path of the man who tried to rape me, I’m not doing so without a weapon to help me. And though he tried to argue that a gun in my hand will only make me appear as a threat, by the time Friday arrives and we’re preparing for the night out in his apartment, he still reluctantly hands me the smallest pistol I’ve ever seen in my life.

      I take it and glance up at him. “Where the fuck did you get this? A toy shop?”

      Viks cuts a glare my way as he walks back into the closet and snatches a black t-shirt off the hanger and yanks it on over his head, covering up all the tan male flesh that is fresh out of the shower. “That’s all you’re getting,” he tells me. “You wanted a gun. There’s your fucking gun.”

      “I said a gun, meaning a real one, not a BB shooter,” I snap.

      He strides back into the room, gripping my arm and dragging me over to the floor length mirror that hangs on the wall beside the door into the bathroom. He moves behind me and takes my arms. “Hold it like this,” he commands, forcing me to slip my finger into the little notch. “Here’s the safety,” he says, noting the little latch at the back. “Cock it like this and then point.”

      My arms lift with his and point straight at the mirror so I can see myself. His eyes meet mine in the reflection and my chest clenches. There’s a lot of anger there in his expression, but there’s also something else. Something I’m not used to seeing him wear—fear.

      “All it takes is one bullet to end a life, Haley,” he says, his voice dipping, growing quiet and serious.

      “I know.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think you do,” he says. “Not really. And I…” He pauses and inhales. His chest expands behind my back, pressing into me. “I hope you never have to find out. This is just in case of an emergency. I don’t plan on having you away from me tonight. As long as I’m in your line of sight, don’t take it out.”

      A part of me wants to tell him that I’ll decide when and where to take it out, but the fear on his face, and knowing it’s for no one else but me—because I’ve come to understand that Viks doesn’t fear anything when it comes to himself—makes me hold my tongue. So, I give in. I agree. “Okay,” I say, lowering the weapon and making sure the safety is still on. “Just one last question.”

      His hands pull back and he steps away. “What?” he asks.

      “Where am I supposed to put it?” I gesture down to the short silky burnt orange cocktail dress I’m wearing. It’s beautiful and, from the brand name on the tag, I know it’s expensive, but it leaves very little room to place this damn thing.

      Viks walks back into the closet and comes back out with a small white shopping bag. He steps in front of me, and for the first time since that night at Club Outsider, he grins at me—a full-fledged, almost boyish grin. It reminds me that underneath all of the hardened exterior, he’s still a twenty-something year old man. No one can be hard and cautious all the time.

      He goes to his knees and my eyes practically bulge out of my skull. Not that it’s a hardship to see him this way. Not at all. Having a man like Viks in front of me, on bended knee, looking up at me like I hung the fucking moon—yeah, maybe I’ve got a little thing for it. A smidgen.

      “This,” he says, pulling out a black stretchy leg holster, “is your new best friend.”

      Viks lifts my leg up by the ankle, placing the flat of my foot on his thigh as he slides it on and all the way up. I lick my lips and place my trembling hand on his shoulder to keep from falling over as he plucks the gun from my fingertips, double-checks the safety in the same way that I had, and then carefully slides it into place.

      With my dress pushed up this high and his head so close, I can practically feel his fingers on my pussy. His knuckles brush against the cotton center of my thong and I shiver. It happens again as he adjusts the leg holster, turning it to ensure that the gun won’t be super obvious when the skirt of my dress falls back against my thigh.

      I’m sweating and heated and trembling. When his hand brushes against me once more, I narrow my face on his suspiciously concentrated face. “I think that’s enough,” I snap, pulling my leg back. “You’re doing that on purpose.”

      This time, when he looks up at me, it’s with that same damn grin. “Yeah, but you like it.”

      “Asshole,” I mutter. Perhaps if there was any actual anger or heat in the word, it might do something, but there’s none of the old hatred there once was. Instead, it’s playfully annoyed, and I think he likes that because as Viks gets back to his feet he shoots me a wink and grabs his shoes before slipping them on.

      Another hour goes by as I head into the bathroom to finish my make-up—covering the now fading bruises on my throat and arms with several layers of foundation—and slip on my heels. Finally, Viks’ phone buzzes and he gestures for me to go ahead of him towards the front door. “The car’s here.”

      Together, we ride down in the elevator. I don’t know what it is about enclosed spaces or perhaps it’s the danger that we both expect to face tonight, but my skin is taking on a sheen of sweat. Nerves and lust. They crawl through my system. I want nothing else but to push Viks against the wall and slam my mouth against his—something to take away all of this anxiety I can’t help but feel.

      When the elevator dings and the doors open, we step out into the lobby and head for the front where a black Town Car waits for the two of us. A familiar man waits against the back passenger door with a pair of sunglasses on his face and his arms crossed.

      “Andrei.” Viks leaves me and walks ahead to greet the man.

      It finally clicks where I remember him from. Club Outsider. He’s one of the men who regularly met with Viks in the private lounge.

      “Got everything ready?” the man named Andrei asks, pulling his sunglasses down and sliding them into the collar of his shirt. Andrei’s gaze moves to me briefly before he refocuses on Viks.

      "Yeah, Cain will be waiting for us when we get there.”

      “And the girl?”

      “The girl is right here,” I say, stepping forward until I’m right at Viks’ back. “And yes, I’m ready. Thanks for asking.”

      Viks turns to the side, sliding a hand behind my back. The heat of his palm scorches me through the fabric. Andrei eyes me doubtfully.

      “She’s good,” Viks says. “Don’t worry. All you need to do tonight is follow us on security. I’ve got Jackson on the cameras.”

      Andrei nods and then pops open the back door before leaving it hanging as he heads around the vehicle. Our gazes meet for a split second just before he ducks into the driver’s seat and I do the same into the backseat, but there’s nothing but suspicion in his eyes. Like he doesn’t trust me—or Viks for bringing me.

      I press my lips together in irritation and slide all the way across the seat. Viks gets in and closes the door behind us. “Let’s get this over with,” Viks says.

      “It’ll take an hour to get to the city,” Andrei informs him.

      Viks glances my way, his eyes growing hot and molten. I freeze, my fingers locking onto the seatbelt as he slides his hand across the seat and stops me. “Good,” he says. “That’s more than enough time.” I swallow roughly, flashing a look to Andrei and back to Viks. “I’m rolling up the barrier,” he says. There’s a click and my eyes widen when a blacked-out window begins to ascend from somewhere between the back and front seats, completely cutting off Andrei so we can’t see him at all.

      “Mitchell!” I hiss. “What are you doing?”

      He smirks and chuckles lightly. “You don’t say my first name often,” he comments. “But when you do, I’m almost always in trouble.”

      “You’re fucking trouble personified,” I reply, only to pull back when his hand finds my waist and he turns me dragging me across his lap. “What do you think you’re doing? He’s driving. What if he can’t see behind him?”

      “There’s a camera,” Viks mutters, bending down and nuzzling against my neck.

      “He can probably hear us,” I try instead.

      “Do you care?” Viks asks. His teeth nip at my pulse point and it’s like that one little sharp sting has an electric connection to my pussy. My thighs clench automatically as a gush of wetness hits my panties.

      “Yes, I care!” I snap. He ignores my protest, though, and lifts his head to mold his mouth against mine. His lips move against me perfectly, his tongue slipping inside as if it’s meant to be there. It’s impossible to deny him. My chest heaves as his hands rove over my skin. The heat of the metal pistol against my thigh is the only thing keeping me from completely losing myself.

      I drag my lips back from his, trying to catch my breath. “Viks,” I say, panting. “We can’t do this here, not now. After … later, we can, but we need to—we’re going to be in danger tonight. Don’t you think we should keep our heads on straight?”

      With my hands planted on both of his shoulders, I push back and look at him. I’d be looking down on a normal man if I were seated on his lap, but not Viks. Oh no. He’s too massive for that. Even seated, even with me perched on his legs, he’s still taller than me so I have to crane my neck back to meet his gaze.

      “It’s because of what we’re walking into tonight that I’m doing this,” he informs me as his hand touches my knee and skates upward, disappearing under the hem of my dress. “Don’t tell me you don’t want it, Haley baby. I think it’ll relax you. One quick little orgasm and you’ll be so fucking clear headed when we enter Inferno, you’ll forget all about the danger.”

      Fuck him. He’s like the little devil on my shoulder, urging me to do all manner of horrible, sinful things. I’m falling so far and so deep into him, that I think the real danger isn’t at the club we’re going to, but right here in the backseat of his town car.

      “Viks…” I gasp when his fingers touch my cloth covered pussy and he presses his face back against my throat.

      “Let me make you feel good, Hales,” he offers. “Let me relax you.”

      I groan, and even when I feel his hand move to the pistol, carefully withdrawing it from its holster and setting it on the seat at our sides, I can’t seem to stop him. Viks pulls my legs over both of his, spreading mine as I sit astride his lap. He pushes my dress up until I feel the cool air conditioning of the vehicle on my ass.

      “How wet are you?” Viks asks.

      I burrow into his chest, clinging to him as I shake my head. “You’re such an asshole,” I mutter, embarrassed—sure that Andrei can hear us. When it comes to Mitchell Vikson, though, I find that I lose all sense of self control. Truth be told, I don’t know how tonight is going to go. I don’t know if he’ll end up getting hurt, or if I will.

      Maybe he knows that. Maybe he’s predicted the pattern of my own thoughts with that conniving brain of his, but yes, sex will definitely relax me. That’s the real reason I don’t stop him as he touches me, urging me with one hand at the small of my back and the other slipping inside my thong to touch my very wet pussy.

      “Hmmm.” He hums in the back of his throat as his fingers come away soaked with the proof of my arousal. “So fucking wet,” he murmurs, kissing my throat as he rocks me against him.

      His cock is so hard, it’s practically pounding against the zipper of his pants as I feel it jerk against me. Panting, sweaty, and more than a little turned on, I let my hand trail down the front of his chest, rubbing over the hardness of his abs until I reach his crotch. I undo the button of his jeans and then slowly ease the zipper down before delving inside to stroke the hot velvet of his dick against the skin of my palm.

      A low growl erupts from his throat in response and the responding sting of his teeth against my skin makes my knees go slightly weak. I don’t care. In fact, I like the pain. Each nip, each bite only serves to make my pussy crave him inside of me. The bruises and hickeys I know I’ll have afterwards are a reminder of who I belong to.

      “Tell me what you want, Haley,” Viks urges as I stroke his cock from tip to base.

      That’s easy enough. “You,” I tell him. “I want you.”
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      I started this with hidden intentions. With the hope that Haley won’t think about how fucking dangerous tonight will be, but now, my own intentions have led me astray and my cock has done what it always does when she’s nearby; it’s taken over. When she answers me in the sweetest fucking way possible, it takes all of my carefully maintained control not to flip her over, shove her dress up, rip her panties off, and sink as deep into her as I can. And even then, I only manage not to by the slenderest of threads.

      I push her hand off of my cock and grab her dress, yanking it over her head until she’s left in nothing more than her tiny, barely-there little thong. That, too, will have to go. I resolve, silently, to find the rest of her underwear and burn them. She shouldn’t be allowed to wear anything under her clothes; it only ever gets in my way. Her breasts bounce free, completely unbound by any sort of bra and my hands immediately cover them. Her neck arches back and she thrusts them forward against me, her hips grinding down as her sweet, hot pussy rubs against my shaft, her wetness marking me. My dirty little girl.

      My thumbs rub over her nipples. They’ve hardened into pretty little pebbles and when I pinch down on them, small gasps escape her lips. My mouth waters and I lean forward, staring up at her as I take a nipple into my mouth, rolling it against my tongue. I wait until her hands touch the back of my head, her nails scraping my scalp as she moans against the ministrations of my mouth before I bite down ever so lightly, tugging against her sensitive flesh.

      Haley’s thighs tighten around my hips and I switch to the other nipple, not wanting to leave the poor thing forgotten, repeating the process until she’s a mess against my pants. Thank fuck for the dark fabric, but truly any man who knows anything about women will know that the little droplets staining the thighs of my black jeans are not from water.

      “There you go, baby,” I say, pulling back. “Look at that, so fucking pretty, aren’t you?”

      Haley’s chest is flushed a deep pink and her eyes are hooded when she looks down at me. Lips swollen from my earlier kiss. There’s just something about a well-pleasured woman that gets to the core of a man. The sight of it makes him want to both die and kill for her. I’m willing to do both, I realize. She’s fucking it for me.

      Tonight has to be the end. I won’t accept any other outcome. After tonight, she’ll be safe and it’ll all be over and we can make room for what’s really important—binding her to me wholly and completely until there’s nowhere left for her to run.

      “Viks,” Haley calls my name, her nails moving down from my head to the back of my neck as she leans forward and brushes her pretty tits against my chest. Fuck, I need my shirt off. I push her back slightly, hating the small bit of hurt in her gaze until she realizes why when I rip my own shirt up and off, dropping it alongside her dress and gun.

      I reach down, withdrawing a small pocket knife that I flick out and use to cut out the thin sides of her thong. I pull her panties away and carefully tuck them into my back pocket.

      “Now, you’re perfect,” I tell her with a grin.

      She arches a brow as she settles back down in my lap. “I’m naked,” she points out.

      “I know,” I say. My grin grows into a full-blown smile. I can’t help it. I’ve never smiled as much as I do with her. It’s insane—this new sense of happiness I’ve never fucking felt before.

      My cock stands at attention, rock hard and fucking pulsing with the need to be inside of her. If it weren’t for the fact that we barely have an hour, I’d fuck her ass again, but we don’t have the time for that. I have my wallet flipped open on the seat and the condom I placed there earlier out in a split second. Putting the foil package between my teeth, I rip it open.

      “Here, let me.” Haley takes the condom from me and I have to grit my teeth, biting down on the inside of my cheek as her small hands grasp my cock once more and she holds it up and steadily rolls it down my shaft until I’m covered. Only then does she arch herself up and over me, placing the head of my dick at her dripping entrance. As my hips roll against her, the gun at the small of my back digs into my spine. I curse and reach back, yanking it out of the sagging waistband of my pants and shove it to the side—along with her clothes and her own gun.

      She’s panting. Sweating. Eyes flashing up to me and back again as she pushes the head just inside her. It’s fucking killing me to not take over and let her do this all on her own. After a few more seconds, my control finally slips.

      Pushing her hands away, I grasp her hips, drag her forward and thrust completely into the heaven of her soaking wet pussy. Haley’s nails score the sides of my forearms and her quick gasp of shock reaches my ears.

      “I can’t be gentle,” I warn her a moment before I lift her and repeat the movement. I fuck into her over and over again, feeling her muscles squeeze down over me as her hard nipples brush through the hairs on my chest. Her breasts against my chest is just as delicious as having her warm insides clamping down tightly over my cock.

      “Oh fuck!” Haley cries out, gripping onto me as I feel the quivering of her orgasm begin to reach her. She’s so fucking beautiful when she comes on my cock. I reach down and press my thumb against the needy little bud between her legs.

      Her eyes fly open and she shakes her head back and forth. “No, stop,” she begs. “It’s too much.”

      I don’t stop. Instead, I pinch her pulsating clit and watch as she falls apart all over me, all around me. Whether she’s embarrassed or not by the possibility of Andrei hearing us, she takes her orgasm like a fucking queen—with her head thrown back, her hair flying around her face, breasts in my face, pussy tightening in waves.

      When she finally comes down, I release her and she slumps against my chest, but I’m far from done. Oh no. I haven’t gotten mine.

      Turning, I pull out of her and flip her over with her hands pressed into the seat above where our clothes are. The car jars the two of us slightly as we hit a bump and then slow—at a light, I assume. I don’t care. Her ass is round and right there in my face. So fucking perfect. I spread her cheeks, line my cock up with her pussy, and thrust inside just as the car starts forward again.

      “Ugh.” Haley’s hand slaps the window above her head. “Viks…”

      “Shhhh,” I hush her. “It’s alright, baby. You’ll like this.” I know she will because whatever Haley believes about herself, when she finally gives in to what she wants, she’s a fucking sexual goddess.

      “You’re gonna come again, Haley girl,” I tell her as I thrust into her hard enough to move her up the seat until the front of her is pressed to the door and window. There’s a clack as the gun slips off the seat and hits the floorboards. Thank fuck for the safety. Haley gasps and turns her head to the side.

      “You said once!” she whines.

      I grin, wicked need spearing into my soul. “Yeah?” I fuck her pussy, feeling her cream at the base of my cock and all over my lap with each inward stroke. I lean forward, pressing completely into her core, and turn my head, kissing the side of her face as I speak. “I fucking lied.”

      She screams out as her tits smash into the cold window and in an effort to help my girl out, I reach up, and lock one hand around her shoulder and then another on her waist. Using my grip, I fuck her like there’s no tomorrow. Pulling out and then dragging her back into my lap with each fucking thrust. Soft moans erupt from her throat. Little whines. She’s fucking soaking me, her juicy pussy making my skin slide against hers as I fuck into her. My naughty girl.

      “Viks! Please!” I know she’s ready at that cry. It’s so loud, she doesn’t even seem to care if Andrei hears her. It’s a plea full of desperation.

      Gritting my teeth, I reach around and pinch her clit just as the flutterings of her orgasm clamp down on my cock and that’s it. I’m fucking gone.

      I release her as she continues to come apart under my hands—the muscles and nerves beneath her flesh jumping and flexing as her pussy contracts—and rip myself from the warmth of her depths. The condom flies off a second later and I palm my cock, squeezing and stroking as my own release erupts from me, splattering across the globes of her ass in long jets of white. I keep doing this because it does something for me—marking her. Like some sick, primal urge to ensure any male who approaches her knows she’s taken. Even if they won’t see it after she’s all cleaned up, I know the instinct inside of me will see it there.

      Once it’s over, I half collapse, barely catching myself with one hand on the back of the seat to keep from falling on top of her. Our breaths are hot and heavy in the silence that follows the absolute fucking insanity of that orgasm.

      Haley turns her head, her soft brown hair sliding over one shoulder as she glares back at me. Her gaze goes down to where she’s painted in my fucking cum, her legs still trembling beneath her ass as she sucks in breath after breath of air. I can tell she’s struggling to breathe just like I am.

      Despite all of that, her lips part and she arches a brow. “Really?” she asks. “You just had to make me dirty before we get to the club?”

      I bark out a harsh laugh and scrub a hand down my face. “Baby,” I say, panting, “I’m a dirty man, you knew that before you fell for me.”

      Her eyes widen, and when I expect her to deny my claim, she merely rolls her eyes. I push away and let her gently ease over. “Tell me you have something to clean me off with,” she orders.

      I press a button and the barrier starts to descend a few inches.

      “Mitchell Fucking Vikson!” She scrambles, snatching up her dress and holding it over her chest as she flashes me the most murderous look I’ve ever seen from her—even when I knew she hated my guts.

      “Andrei,” I start. “You got any—”

      A pack of wipes is shoved through the open space, followed by, “I’m with the chick,” he mutters. “Next time keep it in your pants, asshole.”

      The look Haley continues to shoot me seethes with violence, but it’s all I can do not to laugh as I nod his way, press the button to move the barrier up, and hand her the wipes. She snatches them from my hands and begins to clean herself up as I tuck myself back into my pants—tucking my retrieved gun back into place—slide my shirt back on, and slump down into the seat.

      At least we’re relaxed, I think. How long that’ll last, though, I don’t know.
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      Men are such predictable creatures. Viks is no different. Once, I thought he was. I thought he was impossible to read, and even worse to cater to. I couldn’t tell what he wanted from me or why he would torment me so, but now I get it. I get him.

      So, when I walk into Inferno sans underwear with the feel of air rushing over my freshly fucked pussy, I know it’s because he’s staking a claim. That’s just who he is. That’s what he wants—me. And I’m ready to give it to him. No, I don’t like the goal of tonight. Being in another club, and knowing he expects Patrick Kennedy to show up makes my anxiety creep up to wrap tentacle like fingers around my throat and squeeze. At the same time, though, he’s here. Really here. His arm around my back like a security blanket.

      “Don’t worry, Haley,” he had promised as I’d cleaned myself up in the car and redressed. “Nothing bad will happen to you tonight.”

      I believe him. I believe in him.

      “This way,” he says now, directing me past a long line of waiting clubbers as we bypass the bouncer and the rest of security. It’s odd being on this side of it all—not one of the employees, but his date. His woman.

      We step into the interior of a tall building with blacked out windows. The inside is just as big as Club Outsider, but different. Long pillars support the massive industrial type building and the entire ceiling is a collection of windows. Between each are long strips of colored lights that flash back and forth across the whole building, not just the dance floor.

      Waitresses dressed in leather pants and black bras pass through the crowds that have already collected inside, their hands full of trays as they pass out drinks. Viks takes one and hands it to me as the girl slips between us.

      “Take it,” he says, “but don’t drink it.”

      “Why?” I ask, frowning. “I thought we were here for the opening. Everyone’s drinking.”

      He shakes his head. “Not us.”

      I hold the stem of the glass in my hand, full of what looks like bubbly champagne, but I don’t argue. I just keep it as a prop as his hand returns to my waist and he directs me where he wants me.

      “So,” I say, lowering my voice, “what exactly is the plan?”

      His mouth curves down into a grimace. “The owner of the club is a … friend,” he starts. I arch a brow at the tone he uses when calling this man his ‘friend’ but don’t say anything. “He’ll be making a speech and while he’s doing that. I’ve got people working on scanning security footage.”

      “Okay, and me?” I press. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Just stand there and look pretty,” he says. “Not hard for you to do, baby. You’re the most beautiful girl here.”

      “Uh huh.” I lift one brow. “And flattery is a load of bullshit. I thought you said I was bait?”

      “I promised I would take care of you,” he repeats. “The only reason you’re even here is because I couldn’t get out of bringing you.”

      “What?”

      Viks doesn’t answer me. Instead, he tightens his hand on me and pulls me sideways towards a staircase with a roped off entrance and a bouncer standing by. “Come on.”

      “Mitchell,” I try, but I don’t get a chance to finish as he flashes something at the bouncer and the man nods, pulling aside the red velvet rope to let us through.

      “The first door on your left is open, Mr. Vikson,” the man says.

      Viks nods and leads me up the stairs and down a hall, moving so fast that I damn near drop the flute of bubbly liquid he handed me earlier. He pauses at a door and glances inside before pulling me in after him.

      “I was right,” he says, arms closing around me as I try to look around.

      “About what?” My eyes light upon the balcony across the way. It looks like this is a special private room for VIP guests with long expensive looking lounge couches, small marble plated tables and low illumination lights lining the walls.

      “You only ever say my first name when you’re angry with me,” he says. “It’s practically like we’re married.”

      “I pity any woman who marries you,” I say automatically, turning and setting the flute down on one of the tables.

      “Yeah? I didn’t know you thought of yourself that way.”

      “What?” I blink, turning back and pushing against him as he invades my space, crowding closer until my heart screams against my ribcage.

      Viks doesn’t stop me, but a knock sounds on the door—freezing both of us where stand. “Stay,” he orders and my heart nearly leaps into my chest when he pulls out a gun—like a real one, not the little pistol he’d given me that can only shoot maybe five or six bullets max. He pulls free the kind of gun that I’ve seen cops carry— practically invisible against the black painted walls. He flicks off the safety and heads towards the door, leaning up and looking out of a peephole I didn’t realize was there.

      He then sighs and tucks the gun away before opening the door. “Troy, you’re running late,” he says, as a man I recognize as one of the many who’d come to Club Outsider a time or two.

      “Sorry, Carter had me on another job earlier,” the man says, stepping further into the room.

      “I need you to watch her.”

      I scowl as Viks nods towards me.

      Troy’s head tips back and he glances my way before returning his attention to Viks. “If she’s bait, why is she here?”

      “That’s what I want to know,” I comment.

      And once again, Viks ignores me. “Just watch her for me,” he says.

      Troy sighs and nods. “Of course.”

      “I mean it,” he says seriously. “I mean, treat her like you would your fucking mother. I want her safe at all costs even if that means you’re throwing your ass over her if a bullet flies her way.”

      “Mitchell?” Does he honestly expect there to be flying bullets by the end of tonight? How dangerous does he think Kennedy is? I mean there are plenty of rapists who aren’t actually violent.

      “Don’t worry, V,” Troy says, clamping a hand on his friend’s arm. “I think I get the picture. She’ll be good with me. I won’t let her leave this room.”

      Viks blows out a breath, nods, and then spins towards me. “What are you doing?” I ask as he strides towards me, his legs eating up the distance between us.

      “I gotta go, baby,” he says, taking me into his arms once more.

      “What about me?” I ask. “What’s my role here?”

      “I just need you to stay up here and stay in Troy’s sight,” he says.

      “So … I’m not bait, then?” I ask, confused.

      Viks dips his head and groans. “Yes and no,” he replies as if that’s not a completely and utterly contradictory answer. “I lied, Haley.”

      “About?”

      “I had to tell Carter you were bait to explain why you were with me, but … I don’t want you in danger.”

      “So you’re leaving me here,” I state, glancing past him to the man standing by the door with a baseball cap drawn down low over his head. He looks like he’d rather be anywhere else but this room, and I honestly can’t blame him. “Why bring me at all if you were going to do this?”

      “Because I have to, baby,” he answers. “I don’t have a lot of choices in the things I do, but I swear to you, you will be safe here with Troy. He’s a good person. I trust him with my life and that means I trust him with you.”

      “And the gun?” I ask.

      “Keep it,” he says.

      “You didn’t want me to have it,” I remind him.

      He nods. “Still don’t,” he agrees. “But it’ll make you feel safe, won’t it?”

      I don’t respond right away. My eyes find the floor. His knuckle nudges my chin until I’m forced to look back up at him and meet his eyes. “It’s okay to be afraid,” he tells me. “What you went through was a traumatic experience. The gun makes you feel like you can protect yourself, and I know that’s why you asked for it.”

      “I asked for it because I thought I was going to be in a little bit more danger than just stuffed into a room for a few hours while you go play superhero and hunt down your drug dealer,” I deadpan.

      He arches a brow and I curse.

      “…yeah okay, and because it makes me feel like I can protect myself.”

      He smirks and cups my cheek. “Then it’s okay,” he says. “Keep it.” He leans forward and brushes his mouth over mine, once, twice, and a final third time before pulling back.

      “But I should tell you, sweetheart,” he says just before he releases me. “I’m no one’s superhero.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” I say with an eye roll. “You’re a fucking badass.”

      “Don’t you forget it,” he replies.

      “Go kill something,” I mutter, turning away from him as I head towards the lounge against the far wall—set up in much the same way as the private lounges in Club Outsider are. I wonder if club owners all shop at the same furniture store.

      “Oh, I will,” I hear him say as he heads past his friend to the door. “I will.”

      Those words, though simple and—on their own—non-threatening make something wicked and evil unfurl inside of me. I hope so, I think. I really fucking hope he does. A man like Patrick Kennedy deserves death.
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      The lights at the top of the building are visible from the balcony room, and for a long time after Viks leaves me alone with Troy, I stand there watching the dance floor below fill with people. I recognize a lot of the clientele from Club Outsider, but even more than that, I recognize a lot of my classmates.

      They dance and drink and grind against one another in a massive mosh-pit type setting. Alcohol flows freely and despite Viks warning me not to drink, I finish off the champagne flute he’d handed me before and leave the empty glass on one of the many tables in the room as I watch the sight before me.

      I’m growing increasingly bored, my eyes flicking to Troy as he stands against the wall like a silent statue. Finally, I can’t take it anymore.

      “He’ll be fine,” I say. “Won’t he?”

      At first, Troy doesn’t respond and then he nods. “Viks is a strong man. He’ll take care of the situation.”

      I blow out a breath. “I wish he didn’t have to worry about me,” I confess. I’m not sure if I expect an answer, but I can’t stand being in here without talking any longer. The speakers are pumping music after what looked like the owner of the club—yet another one of Viks’ friends that I recognize from Club Outsider—made his little opening speech, but the sound doesn’t overwhelm us where we are here. It’s still easy enough to talk at a normal level.

      “He’ll protect you,” Troy says.

      I shoot him a look. “I don’t need his protection,” I snap. “It’s not my goal to be some man’s princess and let him do everything for me.”

      Troy arches a brow but doesn’t respond. I blow out a breath and hook my arms over the railing and rest my head against them. No sooner have I thought that it’s going to be a long night than someone knocks on the door of the room.

      I release the railing and turn around just as Troy withdraws his gun and hides it behind his back. My heart jumps into my throat and my palms grow sweaty as he moves to the door and peeks outside before turning the knob.

      “I’m sorry, sir,” he says as he cracks the door. “This room has been reserved.”

      “Haley?” a familiar voice calls over him. “Let me in.”

      Troy looks back as I leave the railing and cross the room. He scowls at me and shakes his head, but I ignore him and push him back to see who it is. “What are you doing here, Josh?” I demand with a frown.

      “It’s a club,” he says with a shrug. “Everyone came tonight. I saw you on the railing.”

      “I thought you said everything you had to say the other day,” I state. “Why are you approaching me now?”

      He looks down and shuffles his feet. “I wanted to apologize about what I said before.”

      I glance at Troy and then press my lips together before looking back at Josh. “Apology not accepted,” I say. “You can go now.”

      “Haley, please, I know what I said was cruel—but I said that in the heat of the moment. I was just jealous.”

      “Viks wouldn’t like this,” Troy says before I can respond. “Tell him you’ll talk to him later.”

      Oh, no. There won’t be a fucking later. “It’ll be quick,” I promise, seething.

      Troy practically growls when I try to take a step out into the hallway. Josh can’t see the way he quickly shoves his gun into the back of his pants and then grabs my arm. “You are not leaving this fucking room,” Troy hisses into my ear, dropping his voice.

      My eyes cut to the side, watching as Josh continues to shuffle in the doorway, glancing up between Troy and me. “Please, Haley?” Josh beseeches. I’m sure he thinks I’m going to let him in and forgive and forget, but I haven’t forgotten and he certainly won’t be forgiven. What I do need to do, however, is make sure that he knows exactly what will happen if he goes around spewing that bullshit about Viks again. If he wants an audience, fine.

      “Okay,” I say to Troy. “I won’t leave the room. We can talk here. It’ll just be a few moments.”

      Troy looks like he’d rather tie my ass up and duct tape my mouth shut. “As long as I stay in the room, I should be fine, right?” I ask.

      He pauses for a moment, as if considering the question, and then nods. “Fine,” he mutters. “But you’re telling Viks this was your idea if he catches us.”

      I arch a brow. “Afraid of a little beating?” I taunt.

      Troy pulls the door wider and releases me. “If you’d ever sparred with him, you’d know there isn’t a damn thing little about his beatings.”

      Josh steps into the room and Troy shuts the door behind him, stepping to the side and retaking his position, arms crossed. Josh glances at him nervously. “Does he have to be in here?”

      “You take what you get, Josh.”

      Troy eyes him with barely repressed disdain and blatant distrust.

      “He’s with Viks, though,” Josh says.

      I roll my eyes. “Yeah, and so am I. Which brings us to why you’re here.”

      “I wanted to tell you I was sorry for what I said the other day.” Josh casts his eyes downward. “I know it upset you.”

      “No shit, Sherlock.” I turn away and stomp towards the lounge, slumping down onto it. My hand goes out automatically to pick up the champagne flute, but it’s empty so it’s useless. I slam it back down on the table and cross my arms. “You’ve been pestering me since day fucking one, Josh. Then when you don’t get what you want, you finally drop your fake ‘nice guy’ act and take it out on the guy who did get what you wanted.” I shake my head and laugh, but it’s anything but amused. “I’m not a toy you get to be mad over.”

      “I just wanted you to know how much danger you’re in!” Josh protests. “Viks is—”

      “Viks is whatever Viks is,” I say, cutting him off. “And what that is—is none of your fucking business.”

      “You’re my business,” he tries.

      This time, I do laugh. A full, from the stomach laugh. Seconds later, I’m wiping the tears from beneath my eyes and shaking my head. “We’re not even friends,” I finally manage to get out. “So, what the hell makes you think I’m any of your business?” The question is rhetorical and surprise of all fucking surprises, he actually seems to understand that because he doesn’t immediately reply. I stand again and move away from him, heading for the railing. “You say you came here to apologize, but I know that’s bullshit. You just came here to demand answers to questions you don’t even have the right to ask.”

      He opens his mouth to protest, but I’ve had enough. “You say you’re such a nice guy, Josh, but you know what your niceness is? A mask. You put on the façade of being kind and accepting of a woman’s rejection when really you pester her for months, hoping that if you just ‘keep at it’ she’ll somehow give in and say yes. That’s not nice. That’s predatory. I’ve known too many nice guys like you. Every fucking woman has.”

      Josh flushes and his gaze darts to Troy, who, for his part, remains silent.

      Josh hurries towards me, stopping at my side and dropping his voice into a whisper as if he doesn’t want Troy to hear. I bet he doesn’t. “You weren’t giving me a chance,” he whispers. “I just wanted—”

      “It doesn’t matter what you wanted.” I don’t bother lowering my voice. I clench my hands into fists, fighting the urge to deck him again. “I have no obligation to give you a chance. A real nice guy would accept that and leave me the fuck alone. But here you are—offering a lame excuse of an apology when the only thing you’re really sorry about is that you weren’t the one I chose.”

      His face goes slack with shock. Josh takes a step back and stares at me as if he’s seeing me for the first time. His brows lower over his eyes and his lips pinch together. “I am sorry,” he insists. “I came here to apologize. I’m just … worried about you.”

      I snort. “No, you’re worried that all the work you’ve put into me is going to waste because someone stepped in and snatched up what you wanted.” I shake my head. “I don’t need your apology. The only thing I wanted to do was warn you.” I turn and take a step closer to him until I can practically smell whatever his last drink was on his breath. “You talk shit about Viks again, and you won’t need to worry about him coming after you because I will. As far as I’m concerned, you were never a choice, Josh. Viks is the only choice I need and I’ve already made it.”

      He shakes his head fervently and latches onto my arm. “Haley, you’re in danger here. You need to listen to me. That Vikson guy—you know the kind of man he works for.” He’s not listening. It’s like all of my words are going in one ear and out the other. How did I ever expect anything different?

      “Yeah, because I worked for him too,” I snap. “You do realize that Nicholas Carter owns Club Outsider, right? In fact”—I shake him off, pulling my arm free of his grip—“I don’t understand what your issue is. Is it Nicholas Carter that you have a problem with? He’s on the board of Directors of Eastpoint too.” Why even go to a school when there’s a man he so clearly hates right there on campus?

      “You’re not listening to me!” Josh shouts. “It’s Vikson! He’s the dangerous one. I tried telling you he was a killer and you—”

      I shove him. Hard. “Shut. Up.” I practically fucking seethe. My limbs are trembling with fury. All of my previous dislike of Mitchell Vikson has fled and in its place, a new emotion has arisen. Trust. “It doesn’t matter what you say about him. I don’t care. I told you I made my choice and here’s the kicker, I chose him because I fucking love him.”

      Josh flinches and then shakes his head. “No,” he rejects my words, but he’s not looking at me when he says it. It sounds like he’s talking to himself. “No,” he repeats. “You don’t mean that.”

      How to make him understand? “Yes, I do.” I insist.

      Josh just continues to shake his head as if he can’t even comprehend the words that are coming out of my mouth. “You’ve been deceived,” he tells me. “Brainwashed. He’s done something to you, Haley. How can you not see that?” He looks at me with eyes so full of hope and sorrow that it makes me take a step back.

      “I think you need to leave,” I say, quickly looking to Troy who takes a step forward.

      “Come on, buddy,” Troy says. “Save yourself the heartache. There are—”

      Neither of us see it coming. Not Troy and not me. As soon as his hand touches Josh’s arm, Josh jerks around and body slams him. I gape and stumble back as fists go flying. Josh looks like a crazed madman and for his part, Troy puts up a good fight. He slams his own fist into Josh’s face and manages to get the man off of him.

      As soon as the two of them are back on their feet, though, Josh lunges for him once more—knocking Troy clear across the room and into the wall so hard that one of the pictures hanging comes crashing down and glass shatters against the hardwood floor. I blink, stunned, as my gaze goes to the fragments.

      Troy goes down hard, blood leaking from a cut in his temple. His eyes are shut, but he’s not dead. His chest rises and falls with the telltale sign of life.

      “Oh … fuck…” The words wheeze out of me as Josh turns to me. I hold up my hands. “Josh, stop!”

      As if he doesn’t hear me, Josh moves forward. “You need to come with me, Haley,” he says. “I can protect you.”

      My pistol is a warm comfort against the inside of my thigh, but how do I fucking reach for it without alerting him? I still need to retrieve it and click off the safety button before I can use it and he’s so close, there’s no doubt I won’t be able to. He’ll know I have a gun and worse, he’ll probably take it from me.

      My mind is going a million miles a minute in every crazy direction trying to figure out what I should do when Josh decides for me. “What the fuck?” I practically shriek as he charges towards me.

      One second, the two of us are a few feet apart and the next—he’s got me wrapped in his arms and his grip is like a vise. “It’s going to be okay,” he says. “It’s all going to be okay. All you need to do is come with me. I’ll get you out of here. I’ll protect you from him.”

      I struggle against his grip, trying to break my arms out of the hold he has them in. “What the hell are you talking about?” I demand. “Josh? Let go. You’re fucking insane!”

      “No, no, I can’t.” He starts dragging me, but it’s not towards the door and it’s not towards the railing. I’m so confused that I don’t even realize what’s happening until he’s got me pressed against the wall.

      My eyes fall on Troy, and I wince in regret. I really should have just stayed alone. I shouldn’t have even given Josh the opportunity. God fucking damn it am I stupid.

      “Josh,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm, despite the fact I feel a low simmering anger slowly trying to take over. “Let. Go.” My nails sink into one of his arms as I continue to try and free myself from his grip, but he doesn’t even seem to notice it—not even when they cut into his skin and he starts to bleed.

      “Josh!” I open my mouth, fully intending to scream my head off, but I’m dumped against the wall in the next instant and his hand slaps over my lips. His face fills my vision, eyes darting back and forth over mine as I continue to struggle against him, my heart picking up the pace. The damn thing slams against my ribcage as my earlier anxiety comes back. Something is really fucking wrong with him.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he repeats, keeping his wide hand over my mouth and shoving his palm so hard against me to stifle any noise I might be making that it hurts my fucking teeth. He reaches over and touches something on the black wall, his fingers running down a part of it until I hear something click.

      Shock and horror hits me as I turn my head to the side and a secret compartment door pops open. As if he feels the need to explain himself, Josh gives me a proud smile. “This place used to be a warehouse,” he confesses. “They used the original structure of the building and most of these rooms are connected to emergency escapes in case of a fire.”

      Fuck, is the only thing I can think as he quickly shoves the rest of the thin hatch open and pulls me inside. How the fuck does he know that? A dark insidious question rises to the surface of my mind, but it’s too much—I don’t want to ask it.

      The inside of the emergency exit is dark and clogged with dust. It makes my throat tighten. I try to talk, and instead, I end up swallowing a mouthful of dry air and what feels like gritty airborne particles—like sawdust or something else that’s floating in the air around us. It makes my tongue feel dry and the back of my mouth hurt as I try to cough and breathe through it. It’s impossible to see anything, so every step is done by touch and touch alone.

      Josh continues to yank me after him, but because the narrow staircase is barely able to hold one person at a time is he’s forced to release my mouth and keep his hand on my arm. His grip remains locked on me to keep me from fleeing back, a bruising force.

      I turn back, looking over my shoulder. “Josh, you’re making a big fucking mistake,” I try, coughing and gasping for air. “Viks will come for me—you have to fucking know that. He’ll kill you, and I’m not going to save you.”

      He doesn’t respond, just yanks harder at my arm, enough to make me stumble against his back as we reach the bottom of the staircase. He fiddles with something in front of him that I can’t see in the darkness of the space. I feel enclosed, almost like this place is a fucking coffin. I can’t see. I’m struggling to breathe. My hand slaps the wall next to me and it’s so fucking close that I can’t even stretch out my arm.

      “Let me out,” I grit out, slapping the wall again. “You fucking asshole!”

      Something snicks and a door is pushed open and fresh air wafts in. I don’t even care, I shove him forward in order to get out of the confining space. My knees hit the ground as I gasp for more air, feeling the freshness of being outside finally clear up my head.

      Hard gravel digs into the skin of my knees. I look up and spot an open entrance down at the end of what’s obviously a side alleyway next to the club. Fuck this shit. With Josh’s hand no longer keeping me locked to him, I don’t even think. I push up from the ground and take off running.

      “Haley!” I hear his shout at my back, but I don’t care. I’ve got to get back inside. I’ve got to get to Viks. My heels aren’t as tall as most club goers, but they’re high enough that I’m not exactly running like a track star. More like stumbling along until I feel like keeping them on will only be a hindrance.

      Unfortunately, the second I pause to kick them off, a shadow falls over my front. I look up and freeze. “Well, hello there,” a hauntingly familiar voice says. A toothy grin appears on the man’s face and as he reaches up, sliding his unnecessary sunglasses from his face, I feel rather than see Josh come up behind me.

      “I told you not to scare her.” My head turns as if in slow motion at Josh’s words. The familiarity with which he speaks to the man in front of me as he grabs ahold of my shoulders, pulling me back against his slightly larger frame, is the most disturbing thing of all.

      Patrick Kennedy steps forward and tucks his chin against his chest as he looks at me from beneath his lowered brows. “Now, I’ve told you, boy,” he says. “Pretty girls are meant to be frightened. Makes ‘em that much easier to tame.”

      I should’ve asked the question, I realize. And I should have fucking known better.
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      Sweat makes my t-shirt stick to my skin as I roam Inferno. Young women in practically transparent club dresses eye me with interest. I ignore them all in favor of searching for my prey. After Cain’s speech that kicked off the start of the night, the club has been taken over by the elite upper echelon and their partying.

      The music is loud. The scent of weed, alcohol, and expensive perfume is heavy on the air. It makes my nose twitch with irritation. My phone buzzes in my pocket and I take a step back when a gaggle of laughing and already half-drunk women passes by as I answer it.

      “Report,” I say curtly.

      “I’m not finding him anywhere.” Jackson’s voice comes through the phone with a clear tone of irritation. “Are you sure he’s going to show tonight?”

      “Carter was pretty set on it,” I answer. “And I agreed, I don’t see why he wouldn’t check this place out.”

      “But on opening night?” Jackson asks.

      I don’t know. Fuck, I don’t know what this bastard is thinking. A sense of dread is digging at my instincts, though. Enough that I don’t think we can just call it a night and all go home. Something will happen tonight. I just don’t know what—and not knowing or even having a suspicion is messing with my head.

      “Just keep looking.”

      Jackson groans into the receiver. With the phone to my ear, I let my gaze drift upward, frowning when I scan the row of balcony rooms above. I see dancers and partiers and even a few businessmen enjoying the scenery down below as they sip their thousand-dollar scotch. I don’t see Haley, though.

      That sense of dread only swells within me.

      “I need you to check on something for me.” Even as the words come out, I’m already on the move. I keep my eyes trained upward, searching for a hint of her, but still she doesn’t appear. “Look up the security feed for the private rooms on the second floor. Room Number One.”

      “You think he’s in a private room?” Jackson asks. The sound of his fingers typing and clicking echo into my ear.

      “No.”

      My feet pick up the pace as I shove through the crowd towards the staircase on the other side of the dance floor. Anxiety creeps into my veins. She’s fine, I tell myself. Surely, she’s fine. I left Troy with her and he’d never let anything bad happen to her. Troy is as solid as a man gets. Loyal. I trust him.

      It’s hard, though, even through that trust—not seeing her at the railing that she’s been practically glued to all night is making me panic.

      “What exactly am I looking for?” Jackson asks a moment later.

      “There should be a girl in the room with Troy.”

      “Uhhh.” There’s some clicking and I can just imagine him sitting there shaking his head. “No, man. No one’s in the room. No girl and no Troy. You sure this is the right room?” Jackson pauses and then, “wait, I think I see something. That’s … shit—Troy’s in there, but I think he might be hurt.”

      The staircase entrance and the bouncer come into view. I don’t even respond to Jackson or stop to show the bouncer my ID again. Instead, I leap over the velvet rope and shove the man to the side, my heart fucking pounding.

      When he gets back up and begins to follow me, I get halfway up the stairs with the man hard on my heels. Without even hesitating, I reach into my back holster beneath my shirt and pull my gun free, turning and pointing it straight at his forehead.

      “Don’t,” I warn.

      The man’s eyes widen and he freezes, holding up his hands in the universal ‘I’m innocent and I mean no harm’ gesture. It only takes a moment for my face to register for him.

      He drops his arms and takes a step back down the staircase. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Vikson,” he says quickly. “I didn’t realize it was you.”

      I don’t bother with a reply as I continue up the stairs, taking them two at a time, never putting my gun back and especially not when I reach the landing and shove through the door into the private room I’d left Haley in. The room she should have been safe in. The room where she no longer is. Jackson was right—Troy is obviously hurt. If it were anyone else missing, someone less important, I’d give him the benefit of the doubt, but now I don’t have time for that. I go down on bended knee, slapping my gun on the hardwood floor and my phone right next to it as I lift him up by his shirt and shake him. Hard.

      “Wake the fuck up!” I bellow. Blood trickles down the side of his face and Troy groans as he finally comes to. “Where is she?” I demand. “Where’s Haley?”

      Troy’s eyes open, but they’re unfocused. “Sh-she … fuck, man. I’m sorry.”

      “Was it Kennedy?” I demand. “Do you know where they went?”

      Troy shakes his head and then pales like he wants to vomit. “No, it wasn’t Kennedy. It was some kid,” he tells me.

      Some kid? “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I don’t know who he is,” Troy says sitting up. “I think they go to school together or something.” I release his shirt and move back a little—afraid that if I don’t I’ll wring his fucking neck. He scrubs a hand down his face. “I’m sorry,” he repeats. “Neither of us thought he would get violent.”

      “How’d he get the jump on you?” I demand. He has to make it make sense. There’s no way a trained professional like him could be taken out by a fucking kid.

      “Sheer dumb luck,” Troy says. “I hit my head too hard. I didn’t—she was … Viks…” Troy looks up at me and there’s regret in his eyes. I don’t have time for regret. I need to correct this. I need to find her.

      I snatch up my phone and put it back to my ear. “Rewind the feed,” I order Jackson. “She was here.” I turn to Troy. “If she’s hurt, I’ll fucking kill you,” I warn him. Troy nods as if he expected as much.

      “Holy shit.” Jackson’s voice in my ear brings me back to him.

      “Did you find out where she went?” I demand.

      “There’s a door,” Jackson says. “I watched a guy enter. There was a fight. Troy’s knocked out—the kid that went in dragged her out an emergency exit. Away from the railing in the corner. It looks like he hit a latch or something.”

      “Where does it lead?” I demand, my legs eating up the distance as I hit the back wall. I shove my gun back in its holster and start feeling along the panels.

      “Probably outside,” Jackson says. “This place used to be a warehouse. Cain would know better than me.”

      “Call him,” I order. “I want to—”

      “He’s here,” Jackson interrupts me. There’s a brief crackling noise over the line and then Cain Devereaux’s voice hits my ears.

      “A lot of the private rooms have an emergency exit in case of a fire or a disaster or something,” he states. “Check the corner about four feet up from the floor and run your fingers along the top of that panel. There’ll be a—”

      “Found it!” I grip the small handle that’s flat and practically invisible against the wall and pull. A door pops out and I curse.

      Troy looks around me. “Where does it lead?”

      I hand the phone to him and he presses it to his ear, I don’t hear what Cain tells him as I shove the slim door wider. Fuck, it’s not gonna fit me. I’m going to have to go sideways.

      “You go this way,” Troy says, pushing me when I turn back to him. “It leads to an alley on the side of the building. I’ll meet you on the outside.”

      I nod and turn to the side, shuffling into the entryway. My attention is called back a second later, though, by a hand on my shoulder. “For what it’s worth,” Troy says as he slips my phone into his back pocket. "If she’s hurt, you can kill me with my own gun.”

      “Just hurry up,” I say. I don’t really want to focus on the possibility that Haley could be … no, I shake off the unwanted and completely unneeded thought. She’s going to be fucking fine. I nod to the still open door across the room that leads back into the main part of the club. “Meet me in the alley. I’m going to get her.”

      He sucks in a breath, jerks his head into a stiff nod, and then takes off. I shove myself further into the pitch black of the emergency exit.

      “Wait for me, baby,” I mutter, sliding my hands along the wall. “I’m coming.”
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      “No.” I still can’t believe it. “No fucking way.” I gape at the man before me. My gaze goes from Kennedy to Josh and back again.

      “I can explain everything, Haley.” Josh puts his hands out as if he’s placating a wild animal. I fucking feel like one. My heart is pounding. My skin feels like it’s been stretched tight over my bones and muscles.

      Dark memories that are better left forgotten crop back up. The sour pill thrust into my mouth, dissolving on my tongue that I can’t spit out. The unwanted fingers digging into the skin of my stomach and down my thighs. Right behind the fear and the revulsion that makes my skin crawl, anger is a fast-approaching friend.

      Fear, I hate. Anger, I can handle.

      “I wanted to take care of you, Haley,” Josh says, his feet shuffling forward.

      The only thing that doesn’t immediately make me turn and run is the feel of the now warmed metal of the pistol against my thigh. He’s right there—the man who almost raped me. Viks was going to take care of this, but I meant it when I said I didn’t need him. If anything, I have more of a right to kill the man. Neither one suspects that I have a weapon on me. I can use this to my advantage.

      “Take care of me?” I repeat Josh’s words lightly. “What do you mean?” It’s better to keep him talking. The more he talks, the more time I have, and the less they’re really paying attention to me.

      Josh’s lips tighten. “It’s not easy, you know,” he says. “When your parents are fucking idiots.”

      That gives me pause. I wrinkle my nose in confusion. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      His teeth clench together and his arms drop to his sides as he shakes his head in a way that can only be described as pure disgust. “Those stupid fuckers spent every fucking dime they made. Lost hundreds of thousands of dollars on bad investments. The debt piles up. My mom wants to keep up appearances despite the fact that their management skills are slowly leeching away my life. Mine!” Josh hits his chest. “My fucking inheritance is gone because of them. How the fuck am I supposed to take care of you without money? Girls like you…” He drops his arm again. “You need money to be attracted to a man.”

      “So I developed it—a new drug more addictive than coke, than heroin. Patrick had the connections, I had what little cash influx was left in my trust fund. It was a perfect plan, and it was going well. Then you…” He trails off, turning away and then flipping back in the same second, glaring at me. “Your new boyfriend,” he spits the word out, “got on my case. Why the fuck did you have to choose him, Haley?” Josh’s eyes plead with me. “You should’ve been mine. I was doing all of this, and you just—ugh!” He scrubs a hand down his face and shakes his head.

      He's not just insane. He’s certifiable. “You’re fucking crazy…” I shouldn’t have said it, but the truth comes out all on its own. Call it what you want—a brain malfunction or word vomit—whatever the case, it does the exact opposite of what I need at the moment. It pisses Josh the fuck off.

      His expression morphs from one of irritation to purely enraged fury. “What the fuck did you say to me?” He storms towards me and I back up, scrambling until my now bare foot lands on something sharp.

      I yelp and go down in a heap on the ground, whatever it was that hurt my foot cutting into my palms as I attempt to break my fall. Josh rears up over me, grabbing me by my hair. He yanks my head back, forcing me to look up at him.

      “I did everything I could to get you to notice me!” he screams in my face. “I was fucking kind to you. I was a nice guy. But did you notice? Fuck no. You went and spread your legs for Nicholas Carter’s bitch.” He spits the last word. Something wet hits my cheek.

      “I fucking sold my soul to this motherfucker,” Josh continues, gesturing back to where Kennedy is standing to the side, his sunglasses back in place and a cigarette in his hand as he watches on with apparent disinterest. That can’t be right, I think. Can it? Does he truly not care what’s happening? I thought I would be his target, but he isn’t acting like he gives a shit.

      “I started an enterprise that would make any fucking woman want me.” Josh’s insanity is growing, his own sense of self-worth inflating as he brags. “Kennedy here is my partner, my employee,” he tells me.

      “Yeah?” I bite down on my tongue as anger whips through me. “Well, did he tell you he drugged me and almost raped me?” I snap.

      Josh’s eyes lower down to my chest automatically at the word ‘rape.’ “He did,” he confesses. “but he didn’t know that you belong to me then. He knows that you’re mine now. He won’t try that again.”

      “I still think you need to kill her,” Kennedy pipes in, taking a long drag off of his cigarette as he inhales the smoke.

      My limbs tremble with strain and the little bites of pain that shoot through my flesh every time I move my hands over the ground seem to hone my focus. Josh’s head turns towards Kennedy. His lips part and just as he’s about to say something, I rip my head free of his grasp—feeling several strands yanked out as I roll over and snatch the hem of my dress up as I reach for my pistol.

      Josh’s eyes widen as I lift it and point it right at him. “Back off,” I growl as I hurriedly get to my feet.

      “Shit.” Kennedy’s hiss grabs my attention for a split second but it’s just enough time for Josh to dive at me.

      A scream echoes up the alleyway as he slams into me like a professional linebacker—slamming me back down against the concrete hard enough to knock the breath from my lungs. I fight to keep the gun locked in my grip even as his fingers lock around it and rip it from my grasp.

      Instead of tossing it as far from me as he can, though, he holds it above his head and curses. “You stupid fucking bitch!” he screams. “I could’ve given you everything. Why the fuck don’t you just listen to me?”

      It’s an instinct to know not to anger the man waving a gun around in front of your face, but the rage I feel at having the gun given to me by Viks taken away overrides any such logical thought. “Because I don’t want you!” I scream back at him. “You think nice fucking guys try to kidnap the girls they like? You think they call them whores?” I demand, shaking my head even before he can answer. “No, they don’t. You were never a nice guy, Josh. You were pretending to get what you wanted. You’re nothing but a snake.”

      Shock crosses his face and he gets to his feet, standing above me with my gun still in his hand. “You really think that?” His question is breathy, as if he, too, has had the air knocked from him. How the hell has he not realized it after everything I said back in the club?

      A door creaks behind me and I look back just in time to see Viks step out of the same emergency exit we’d come from earlier. His eyes are hard and his own weapon is drawn, at the ready in his hand. I hear the cocking of a gun, and realize a split second too late that it’s far too close to be his.

      My head turns just as Josh lifts my gun and aims it like he actually knows what the fuck he’s doing. He’s a drug dealer, though—or at the very least Kennedy’s fucking enterprise partner—why wouldn’t he know how to shoot a gun?

      “No!” I scream just as he pulls the trigger. I push up from the ground and take him down, punching, kicking, shouting as the gun goes skittering down the alleyway. I don’t even have time to look back and see if Viks has been hit as Josh slaps me across the face and rolls me off of him, slamming me into the ground with his hands around my throat.

      “Fucking … goddamn … bitch…” he mutters, clamping his fingers against my throat. My airway cuts off and my head goes foggy. I turn my cheek, kicking underneath him. I don’t even care that my dress is practically up around my hips and I’m naked from the waist down. I need to see Viks. I need to know he’s not dead.

      In the distance, the sound of grunting reaches me. Kennedy flies past me, another gun drawn. I’m surprised we haven’t drawn the eyes or attention of other people, but Inferno’s pounding music can be heard from out here so I doubt anyone inside has any clue what’s going on. How we’re fighting for our lives.

      I don’t know where Viks is at the moment, or even if he’s still breathing, but as Josh leans harder on his forearms, pressing me into the gravel and concrete at my back, I realize I can’t wait for him. I can’t fucking sit here and hope he saves me in time. I slap my hands against Josh’s face, grasping at his chin and shoving my thumb up until it’s against his eye.

      I have to know if Viks is okay, I think. And I don’t care anymore what I have to do to make it happen.

      Without any more hesitation, I grit my teeth, close my eyes and push into Josh’s eye socket. He screams, jerking his head to the side, but it’s too late. His hands loosen on my throat and I suck back a breath, turning and dragging myself out from beneath him.

      “My eye!” he screams. “My fucking eye!”

      I spot what looks like a broken iron bar sticking out of a mound of trash next to a nearby dumpster. I scramble towards it, grasping the end of the damn thing even as the sharp metal end cuts into my hand, and yank it free.

      Using the thing like a club, I turn and as soon as I see Josh charging towards me, bleeding from his one closed eye and enraged, I swing. His lone good eye widens and he tries to duck at the last minute but it’s too late. I clip him right in the jaw. As I do one of the bullets flying past pierces him right in the shoulder, and he goes down hard on the ground. My eyes widen as I gape down at him, blood draining from him as he rolls over and groans.

      Another gunshot rings out, and air whizzes past my ear, making me freeze. Wrong move, I realize as the shooter—Kennedy—pulls the trigger again and this time a burning sensation hits me in the side. I drop the iron bar and go down. Fire burns up my hip and I look down, noting the blood—my blood—right before I hear a familiar shout.

      Head hazy, body cramping in pain, I watch a bleeding Viks shove Kennedy against the wall, and down at the very mouth of the alleyway, Troy is charging towards us. It’s too late for me though. Kennedy grins, despite his circumstances, and the gun in his hand—still pointed in my direction—cocks back one last time.
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      “Because I don’t want you!” Haley’s scream reaches my ears as I finally squeeze my body down to the bottom of the emergency staircase. My muscles are tight, sweat clinging to the back of my neck. I hear more words spoken and then eerie silence.

      I step off the last stair and shove the door open, coming around the side with my gun drawn to see Haley on the ground. There’s a smudge of dirt on her cheek and she’s shoeless—but otherwise, she seems fine. She glances back at me, eyes widening as she jerks her head to the asshole standing over her. He’s holding her fucking gun, I realize. Fuck.

      “No!” Haley screams again just as the fucker pulls back, cocking the pistol and pulling the trigger. I don’t have a second to fucking retaliate with my own as the bullet flies through the air and slams into my shoulder.

      My arm spasms and the gun in my hand drops to the ground as the entire limb goes dead. I can feel the muscles spasm and the pain washes through my head, but I grit my teeth. I can’t stop now.

      Haley—my little fighter—attacks the kid in front of her and thankfully, he loses control of the gun. I’m both proud of her and furious because all she’s doing is pissing him off. And even if she’s strong, even if she’s got the gun away from him—he’s still a man and he still has the upper hand. With a growl, I fly towards the two of them only to be stopped as none other than Patrick Kennedy steps in my path. He swings and narrowly misses as I duck back at the last second, his fist passing in front of me with a rush of air.

      Fist up, blood singing in my veins, I punch back, and even with my non-dominant hand I nail the bastard in the jaw. Where the fuck is Troy?

      Kennedy spits out a wad of blood and circles me. I can hear Haley’s gasps for air and then the kid's scream.

      I put my head down, unwilling to waste any more fucking time, and plow into the fucker like a footballer. I slam him down into the ground, the two of us nothing but a tangle of limbs. The scent of weed and garbage rises up in my face. I ignore it, punching down again only to be nailed in the face and flipped onto my back. Kennedy’s fists fly against my side and something cracks along my ribs. My teeth clamp down at the sudden agony and I damn near bite my tongue off. A piece of oversized gravel beneath me stabs into my shoulder wound, making me hiss out a breath as Kennedy scrambles across the ground, heading away from me.

      It takes me a split second, but when I realize what he’s going for, a roar erupts from my throat. “No!” Kennedy snatches up my fallen gun and then turns—pointing it not at me, but at the very thing that keeps my heart beating.

      Her.

      He gets off one shot. I roar once more and attack, shoving him against the wall hard enough that with my sheer size the outside brick rains down on us in a cloud of red dust. It sticks to the sweat on my skin, gets into my eyes. But fuck it—I don’t care if I go blind. I can’t let anything happen to her. I’ve already failed her once.

      Kennedy’s toothy grin is in my face, his teeth coated in his own blood and his nose slightly crooked. Another shot goes off and Haley’s stunned cry echoes against the side of the club’s outer walls.

      It happens so quickly. Footsteps pound the pavement—Troy, rushing to get to us. But it’s too late. Kennedy struggles to lift the arm with the gun and I reach for it, but his finger is already on the trigger. The gun goes off one … last … fucking … time just as the fingers of my good hand lock around his wrist. I tighten my hold and twist his hand to the side and keep going—relishing in the crunch of bones as it breaks and the weapon drops from his grip.

      Kennedy shouts in agony, but it’s not enough. Despite the fire burning down my right arm, I punch him and I don’t fucking stop. His teeth shatter under my knuckles. Blood pours down his face. His eyes grow swollen and I know I’ve shattered his cheekbone. I can’t stop.

      It isn’t until a familiar hand takes hold of my arm, clamping down on my wound and making my whole back bow in pain that I finally drop him. The pissant little shit collapses to the ground.

      I turn, fully intending to take out the new threat, but it’s Troy. He stares at me wide-eyed, his own gun drawn. I don’t think. I just snatch it from his grip and before he can stop me, I whirl back around, press the barrel straight against the fucker’s skull and pull the trigger.

      Brain matter splatters against the side of Inferno, staining the brick in a dark splatter of crimson. No one survives a fucking headshot like that. The gun falls out of my grip.

      “She’s fine.” My eyes jerk up to him and then down the alley and I see why it’d taken him so long to get to us—because he’d been busy grabbing back up. Andrei stands over Haley, and her beautiful blue eyes are open and aware, though a bit dazed.

      The relief is so sharp it nearly takes me to my knees. I stumble towards her, wavering on my feet. “Shit, man, you’ve been shot,” Troy says as he grabs ahold of me, trying to stop me.

      “I need … Haley…” I say forcing my feet to move forward one step at a time.

      Troy takes one look at me and curses. A moment later, he shoves his head beneath my good arm and wraps an arm around my waist to help me. I hiss as he bumps into what I’m now sure is either a cracked or broken rib—I’d say cracked since breathing isn’t too difficult. I don’t care, though, all I can focus on is my girl.

      “Viks!” She doesn’t hesitate. The second I get close, she pushes Andrei away and despite the wince she gives as she tries to stand back up, I can’t help but just feel fucking grateful that she’s still alive.

      Troy releases me, moving away as she comes right to me—right where she belongs. In my arms. Tears streak her beautiful face. The dark streaks of her make up have now been smeared even further down her cheek.

      “Fuck, baby…” I close my good arm around her and pull her closer. Fuck, nothing but being inside of her could be close enough. I want to tear her apart and crawl inside of her. I want to know that there’s absolutely nothing that can separate us.

      “I’m okay,” she whispers as if she knows I need to hear it. “You’re okay?”

      I jerk a nod against her shoulder, leaning into her soft, smaller frame. My sweet girl in my arms? Yeah, I’m fucking okay. I’m the greatest.

      “I should spank your ass,” I growl as I squeeze her despite my pain.

      “Okay,” she says, nodding her head against my chest. “You can spank me, fuck me, do whatever the fuck you want to do to me. I don’t care.”

      “Yeah?” I close my eyes and just inhale the sweet feminine scent of her. “Then marry me.”

      “What?” She pushes back and looks up at me, her brows pinched down.

      “You said do whatever the fuck I want to do,” I remind her. “So, this is it, I’m staking my fucking claim, Haley.”

      She blinks at me as if comprehending words are far beyond her capabilities right now, and looking at her—her bleeding arm, the burn across her hip where a bullet grazed her—it wouldn’t surprise me. I blow out a breath and just pull her back against me.

      “We can talk about it later,” I promise. Maybe I was rushing things.

      “No.” Her voice is quiet and she doesn’t push me away again. Instead, she curls closer, locking her arms around my waist, burying her head against my chest. “No, we don’t need to talk about it.”

      “I’m not letting you walk away,” I warn her. “We will talk about it later.”

      She just shakes her head. “We don’t need to.” Her head tilts up and she looks at me. I reach up and thumb away a thin strand of brown hair clinging to her sweaty cheek before cupping it in my hand.

      “Why don’t we need to?”

      “Because I already know my answer,” she replies, “and it’s yes.”
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      6 months later…

      I’m nervous. I hate being nervous. I pace from one side of the room to the other, feeling a skittering up my spine. “Baby, calm down,” Viks says from where he sits on one of the green room’s couches. His words don’t have any effect on me. I continue walking, biting my nails. Alyssa’s fucking late and there’s no telling how many people are waiting in the art gallery downstairs.

      On my next pass, he grabs me around the waist and pulls me onto his lap. “What are you freaking out about?”

      “Everything?”

      He grabs my hand and pulls it away from my mouth, replacing it with his lips. I sink into the kiss with no remorse. His tongue invades and moves over mine, stroking into me.

      “I bet I know what will take your mind off things,” he says. I bet he does too, and when his hand goes beneath my shirt, I don’t stop him.

      “Will you?” I ask. I don’t care if I’m practically begging.

      He opens his eyes and pulls back, a hand arching up to cup against my face. His fingers skim down my jawline. “You want me to distract you?”

      I nod, reaching up and clutching onto him as I turn and settle my legs on either side of his hips. The thickness of his cock brushes against my cunt and I lower myself down on it, rubbing insistently through the fabric of our clothes.

      “Please?” I pant against him. “I need it.”

      His lips twitch in both amusement and arousal—I can finally understand that about him. He smiles when he’s horny. He smiles when he’s in love. And around me, he’s constantly smiling.

      “Your wish is my command, Haley girl.” He divests me of my clothes in record time, pulling my shirt up and off of me, dropping it to the floor. My bra goes with it. My skirt, however, is shoved up around my waist as he reaches underneath and shakes his head in mock disappointment. “What have I told you about wearing panties?” he asks.

      “That you enjoy ripping and cutting them off of me?” I supply.

      He chuckles darkly and reaches back, pulling free a slender pocket knife and flicking out until the blade flashes—the sunlight pouring in from the window glinting across the steel. “Yeah, I fucking do.”

      I don’t hesitate to lift up, giving him more room to work with as he slips the sharp edge beneath the sides of my underwear and cuts them away, leaving me wet and bare for him. “I think you like this,” he says, sliding the cold knife up my chest, between my breasts. “Are you a kinky little slut?”

      My pussy tightens. He knows what it does to me when he talks to me like that. It’s so fucking filthy, it makes me lose all sense of myself and I’m okay with it because I know no matter how far I float away, he’ll always bring me back. I rock against him, whimpers catching in my throat.

      “Please,” is all I offer as an answer. “I want you.”

      “And you’ll have me, baby,” he promises, the knife moving across towards one breast. My breath stops in my lungs as he uses the very tip to scrape over the skin of my nipple. I stop grinding down against him, a quick bubble of fear bursting. I know he’d never hurt me—but one wrong move and he could accidentally cut me. The danger is a high, one I never would’ve known I’d enjoy if it weren’t for him.

      He circles one nipple with the sharp edge of the knife and then passes over to the other. I can feel my wetness leaking down my inner thighs.

      “Mitchell…” I shudder as the knife moves upward and he turns it until the backside is pressed against my neck.

      His eyes meet mine and he grins. “You’ve learned to say my name when you want something rather than when you’re angry at me,” he comments. “I like that.”

      “I’d like it if you fucked me,” I reply, pointedly.

      “Would you now?” The knife is drawn away and he raises one brow as his other hand moves beneath my skirt, up my thighs, straight to my pussy.

      My eyes roll back into my head as his fingers touch me, rolling across my clit, and then slipping down as he inserts two fingers into my cunt and thrusts upward. I clamp down on him, biting my lip as a moan threatens to escape.

      “Viks…” Fuck, I want him so badly. I want him inside me. All over me. Fucking me. Loving me.

      “So fucking wet, baby,” he mutters, fucking me with his fingers as his thumb comes out and rubs across my clit. White and black spots dance behind my eyes. I’m so fucking close and all he’s done is touch me.

      “More.” The whine in my voice should be shameful or embarrassing, but I’m so far gone for this man, there are no more fucks left to give. “Please, Viks … I need more. Fuck me.”

      “You want my cock in your pussy?”

      “Yes.” I cry out as he presses up into me, curling his fingers as his thumb presses and circles against my clit.

      “I don’t have a condom.”

      A beat passes. "I-I’m on birth control,” I finally say.

      His fingers pull free of my cunt and I sigh in disappointment. I don’t need to worry, though, because in the next second, his hands are locked around my waist and he manually lifts me, dragging me closer. He reaches beneath the two of us and frees himself from his pants. His cock strains upward, the soft side of his shaft sliding against the inside of my thighs, a fucking tease.

      I reach down, grasping it and lifting it. “That’s it, baby.” Viks’ voice is so full of lust and encouragement, it drives me forward. I fit him to my entrance and then slowly sink down on him, inch by delicious inch. He stretches into my cunt, filling me so full I don’t know where I even end and he begins. “So tight around me,” he hisses through clenched teeth. “My baby’s pussy is so hot.” He slaps my ass, jostling me enough that I release another cry. “Ride me, Haley. Ride my cock and make me come.”

      It’s rough and hot and hard. I lift myself up and then slowly descend over him again and again, picking up the pace as I start to feel the flutterings of my orgasm wash over me. I contract around him, sweating and so fucking turned on that I can’t see past his face as he cups the back of my skull, drawing me forward. His lips push over mine.

      Viks kisses me hard, like he’s staking his claim. I gasp and shake, trembling around him, over him, on top of him as my own orgasm slides through me. The room fades and I lock my fingers onto his biceps as I rise up, both fighting to escape the frightening amount of pleasure that crashes over me and fighting to feel even more of it.

      “Come for me, Haley,” he urges, rocking his hips into me as he finishes unloading himself inside of me. “Come again on my cock like a good girl.”

      And I do. I couldn’t stop the second orgasm even if I wanted to. He grunts his own release into my ear, and I come apart—exploding in panting gasps. When I finally return to myself, I’m slumped over against his chest. Maybe at one time I would’ve felt vulnerable being mostly naked to his mostly clothed, but now I don’t. Not with him. I know he likes me like this. Naked and his.

      Unfortunately, almost as soon as the orgasm leaves my system, my thoughts come screaming back at me and I stiffen in his arms. His hands pause against my backs and he groans. “Again?” he mutters.

      “I’m sorry.” I pull back and wince. “I can’t stop thinking about it.”

      Viks brushes my hair out of my face. “It’s going to be amazing. Everyone will love it.”

      “We should get dressed,” I say, looking away. He had tried and for a brief moment, the sex had helped, but I’m still viscerally aware that in … I glance at the clock hanging on the wall of the green room … fuck, less than twenty minutes there will be nearly a hundred people walking through a gallery filled with artwork. My artwork. My senior exhibition, the only special case in Eastpoint history to ever get her own with no other artist displayed. Will they love it? Will they hate it?

      I can tell that he doesn’t want to, but Viks lets me climb off his lap and redress. I sigh down at my shredded underwear, but ultimately use them to wipe up the mess between my legs before tossing them into the nearby trash can. I can still feel a little bit of his cum inside of me. I glance back at him as he straightens his shirt and stands up from the couch, tucking himself back into his pants.

      I almost wish I could ask him for another round, but we don’t have time. Maybe next time, I’ll ask him to fuck my ass. It’s hard to think about anything else when the soreness of a well fucked asshole is distracting me.

      Viks holds his hand out to me and I take it. “Hey,” he says, pulling me against his side, “don’t think too hard. Your friend will be here.”

      “Yeah, no, I know,” I say, chewing on my lower lip.

      “Then what’s the problem?” he demands, stopping me as we reach the door heading out into the hall. We didn’t even lock the door, I realize. Anyone could have walked in and seen us together. A flush steals over my cheeks.

      “Nothing,” I lie, but Viks isn’t one to take my lies. His hand slams against the door, slapping it shut when I pull it slightly open.

      “Throw it away, Hales,” he says suddenly. “Throw it all away.”

      “What?” I can’t understand what he’s talking about. “Throw what away?”

      “Everything,” he replies. “Respectability. The weight of other people’s expectations. You don’t need them. We don’t need them. All we need are just you and I.” He leans over me, pressing his forehead against mine. “Say it.”

      I know what he wants. The words stick in my throat. His hand comes up, wide and firm and unrelenting. It closes around my throat, holding me in place as he backs me against the door and pins me there. His eyes open and focused on me. “Say. It,” he commands. “Tell me who you belong to.”

      My heart hammers inside my chest. Sweat sticks to the back of my neck. I don’t want to because I’m afraid. I’m afraid that telling him that I belong to him will be more truth than I’m willing to commit to. I’m afraid that there will be no going back once the words are out of my mouth.

      “This is about the art showcase,” I murmur, avoiding his gaze.

      “No, the fuck it’s not.” His growl does something to my insides. It makes my thighs tighten and my breasts tingle.

      As if he can sense what I’m thinking, Viks chuckles—the sound low and deep and almost threatening. “Even if you don’t say it, you know,” he tells me, “that doesn’t mean it’s not true.” His body moves against me, over me, caging me in until there’s no other place I can look but him. “You’re mine, Haley. All fucking mine. You were mine the day you walked into Club Outsider looking like jailbait fresh out of high school. You just didn’t know it then, but I did.”

      His eyes bore into me. “Maybe I don’t deserve you, but I don’t care. I want you and I’ll do whatever it takes to keep you. I’ll please you. I’ll love you. I’ll fuck you to within an inch of your life, Hales. I’m gonna fill you so full of my cum that it sloshes around in your belly. I’m gonna give you a baby and then I’m gonna give you another. I’m going to make you so fucking content in my arms that you won’t even realize you’re trapped and there’s no way out."

      “Viks…”

      “What happens from this point on, there’s always just going to be you and me. They’re going to fucking love you out there. Not the same way I do, because if they do, I’ll fucking kill them. Now, fucking say it.” I close my eyes and he shakes me, forcing them back open and on nothing else but him. “Do it.”

      “I belong to you.” I relinquish the words, letting the truth slip past my lips and enter the air, never to be denied again. “I trust you.” A trust I’m not sure I’ve granted anyone else in the world.

      He smiles, a genuine Viks smile. All smugness. The happiness radiates from his eyes where they squint just the tiniest bit. “That’s right, Haley girl. So, trust me again when I say we’re gonna go down there and you’re going to smile and show off your art and everyone’s going to fucking adore it.”

      I suck in a breath. “Yeah,” I agree. “You’re right.” They’re going to love it because why wouldn’t they?

      Viks’ smile widens. “Then you’re going to greet your friends with my cum inside of you, aren’t you?”

      A blush steals up my face, the heat of it spreading through my cheeks. I glare at him. “Asshole," I mutter.

      He chuckles and brings me forward, kissing my forehead. “And if you’re good, I’ll make good on my promise sooner rather than later,” he says. “This is it, Hales. You and me.”

      I blow out a breath and repeat his words. A promise. An oath. Everything I need. All the games are over. “You and me.”
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      I thought I had everything under control.

      Turns out everyone was controlling me.

      I did everything right. I had the right clothes, the perfect hair, stellar social connections, and most of all, I had him, Royer Atkinson, president of the Zeta Zig fraternity.

      All of this was part of my plan to get into the best sorority at Whittmore University. Except my life imploded and the unthinkable happened, I wasn’t just rejected.

      I’m blacklisted.

      And the person that set it up? My not-so-perfect-boyfriend.

      I have two options: run away or I can get my revenge by posing as a male and infiltrating Royer’s fraternity rush to get enough evidence of hazing to burn them to the ground.

      Even though it means teaming up with my biggest enemy and changing everything about myself, I choose revenge.

      Blacklisted is a dark, new adult, contemporary romance with multiple love interests. Trigger warnings apply for dark romance.
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      From the outside, the house looks regal. White columns and a broad staircase leading to wide double doors. Bold Greek letters hang from the front gable. That impression holds in the front foyer where large, framed composite photographs of each pledge class spanning the last hundred years hang in tidy rows. 

      Like an onion, the deeper one goes into the house, the more layers pull back, the more truth is revealed about the people inside. Royer Atkinson, my boyfriend of the last nine months, is one of those people.

      “Fraternity Rush begins next week,” Chancellor Billups says, “and I don’t think I need to inform you that Zeta Sigma will not survive another hazing incident like last year’s.”

      They’re in the parlor, an outer layer of the frat. One with uncomfortable chairs and finely woven rugs. Royer sits across from the Chancellor, legs casually crossed, looking like the college student the University would want on the cover of their recruitment brochure. Wavy blond hair, blue eyes, chiseled features. Every time I look at him, I wonder why he chose me? How did I get so lucky?

      “I can assure you, Chancellor, the rush advisory board has already been warned.” He leans forward slightly. “We take what happened last year seriously, don’t we, Andrea.”

      Andrea sits in another chair, the yin to Royer’s yang. As the sorority chairperson, she’s all about appearance. More than the guys. Her platinum white hair rolls over her shoulder in perfect waves, her makeup and outfit are on point, as well as her shoes, expensive and appropriate. “Don’t drag me into this,” she says with no bite. “We’re announcing bids tonight. There have been no issues and I don’t expect any.”

      My stomach flips at the mention of bid night and I press my back against the wall. I’m just outside the parlor, tucked in the small butler pantry that connects the room to the kitchen. This house is historic and filled with a dozen secret nooks. Or at least that’s what Royer has told me. He pushed me in here when the Chancellor arrived with Andrea for their meeting.

      Sorority rush has been going on for a week. A thousand girls have had a dozen rounds with each sorority, each including interviews and parties, outfits, and hairstyles. Before we even got on campus, we had to scrub our social media, gather recommendations, pick out the perfect clothes, jewelry, and manicure. Over the last five days, I’ve watched girls have breakdowns, cry, scream, panic. I’ve kept it together despite the anxiety and nerves. I’ve made it through all the cuts—I just need to get through the final night. Contact with members of the sorority is forbidden during the week—no one can be seen playing favorites, but Royer has assured me Andrea will make sure I’m a top recruit. I should be. I’ve done everything right.

      That’s why he pushed me into the closet. If Billups sees me anywhere near Andrea all my—no, our—hard work will be for nothing.

      “We’re watching everything,” Billups says. “Alcohol, drugs, bullying…” Her eyes dart between the two leaders. “The national office is prepared to revoke your charters if necessary.”

      “We want to build relationships,” Andrea says, toying with the pearl hanging from a thin, gold chain. I touch my neck. Royer gave me a similar one over the summer to celebrate six months together after I’d admired hers. “Sisterhood is our priority. Building long-lasting relationships.” 

      Royer chimes in. “What happened to that pledge last year… that was a tragic accident. No one, fraternity or sorority, wants to see something like that happen again.”

      Billups is quiet for a long moment, like she’s trying to decide if she can trust them or not. It’s valid. I’ve heard the stories that Royer and his friends retell. Fraternity rush sounds like a nightmare, but they claim it’s part of the process. It’s what builds their bonds. I’m just glad the sororities aren’t like this. Sure, they’re judgmental and can be petty, but that’s how the game is played. If you can’t take it, don’t rush. 

      Finally, the Chancellor stands. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. The last thing Whittmore needs is bad press.” 

      “No one wants that,” Royer says, having stood with her. “I expect this year’s rush to go smoothly.” He smiles, flashing her the flirty one that makes my knees weak. “I promise. Why don’t I show you around the house and you can see for yourself?”

      As they move, I peer through the crack in the door, trying to get a better look. My eyes land on Royer’s hand resting against Andrea’s lower back as they escort the Chancellor out of the parlor. Nausea builds in the back of my throat—dark jealousy. We started dating last Christmas. My friend’s older brother had a party, filled with college guys, and he let us come. Royer was there and not only was he interested in me that night, but we also started dating for real.

      I can’t blame Royer for wanting a woman like Andrea. She’s perfection. Everything I aspire to be. Once I get my bid, I can rise to a power of position in the sorority. Then Royer will look at me with the same level of respect and admiration. I’m too distracted by his hand and my own insecurity to hear that someone has entered the closet behind me, from the kitchen, until I feel a hand on my hip.

      “Sneaking around?” 

      The voice sends a tremor down my spine. Miller Hansen. Royer’s best friend. 

      “No.” I shift away, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Royer didn’t want the Chancellor to see me here. It’s bid day.” I glare at him. 

      “Ah, one last day to get through and then you’ll get those letters you can slap across your tits to prove to everyone you belong.”

      I roll my eyes and finally look at him. He’s painfully attractive. With dangerous cobalt eyes and dark hair that ever so casually flops over his forehead. His skin is warm and perpetually tanned from being outside, playing ball or lazing around. He’s better looking than Royer, but less motivated. It doesn’t matter. His good looks and charming smile get him everything he wants. Royer wants to be president. Miller is happy to just be second in command, VP. Power without the pesky work. That’s why he’s in the pantry with me and not in the meeting. 

      “You’re in a frat too,” I say. “Don’t pretend like being Greek isn’t important to you.”

      “I’m here for the parties.” His eyes rake down my body. “And the pussy.”

      A chill of revulsion trembles down my spine. “You’re disgusting.”

      The bright blue in his eyes flickers out and turns a shade darker. His hand snaps out, fingers gripping my chin tight. “You should be nice to me, Reagan. There’s still time for me to fuck things up for you.”

      We stand like that for a beat—Miller holding my face in place, forcing me to look at him. 

      “I’m sorry,” I say, blinking under the pain of his fingers. “I didn’t mean it.”

      “You did.” He licks his lips, the dark pink of his tongue darting out. “You’re not wrong about me. I have disgusting ideas, but you forget I hold the upper hand.”

      Oh, I haven’t forgotten. 

      The dirt Miller has on me is the kind that can destroy me and everything I’ve worked for. One stupid, drunken night could ruin my life, and Miller Hansen is the one who can set that in motion.

      He releases my chin and trails his fingertips down my neck and collarbone. “There’s still time to send that video to Andrea.”

      God. The video.

      I did everything right in high school; the clubs I joined, how I dressed, who I hung out with, the boy I dated. I had good grades, was captain of the volleyball team and was accepted early action at Whittmore. I held it together for so long, but I fucked up. I let go on graduation night and risked everything.

      My parents threw me a party, and I got stupid drunk. After everyone left, only Royer and Miller remained. That’s when I went on a rant about how I really feel about Miss Perfect Andrea. I mocked, laughed, and ridiculed her for what a phony bitch she is. How her nose is crooked, and her boobs are obviously fake. I barely remember doing it, but that doesn’t matter. Miller recorded the whole diatribe, and he’s been blackmailing me ever since.

      “What do you want?” I ask him, recoiling from the feel of his touch. “Daddy can get you front row tickets to the playoffs.”

      The demands started small, with me getting him weed and some pills, then escalated to tickets at the arena in my father’s box seats. Then on the Fourth of July, he got a DUI, and needed Daddy’s law firm to help him get out of it. I had to do a lot of navigating to keep my parents and Royer from asking why I was doing so many favors for Miller, but the risk was worth it. If I don’t get into Gamma Epsilon, then the entire trajectory of my life changes. Once I’m in, it doesn’t matter. Until then, until tonight, it’s worth doing whatever Miller wants.

       “I’m not interested in tickets,” he says, pushing my hair over my shoulder. “Nice hair color, by the way.”

      It’s three shades brighter than my natural color. I’d had my hairdresser strip away the dirty blonde and lightened it to the exact color of Andrea’s at the start of rush. I shrug and slap his hand away.

      “Then what do you want?”

      “Since we’re in the final hours, I’m raising my demands.”

      His hand rests on my shoulder. Miller is touchy. It’s one of the ways he manipulates. Most females turn to mush around him, but I know better. He’s trouble. Dark and dangerous. I’ve seen him use and abuse too many girls. The glint in his eye makes me nervous. It’s predatory.

      And from the way he’s looking at me, it’s clear he’s got his prey right where he wants it.

      “I’ve been thinking about that pretty little mouth of yours,” he says, words spread out like honey. The warm pad of his thumb brushes across my bottom lip. “And how good it would look wrapped around my cock.”

      I jolt back, but his hand keeps me in my spot. “What the fuck? No.”

      He shrugs but keeps his grip on me. “It’s up to you, but that’s my price.” With his other hand, he reaches into his pocket and pulls out his phone. A few swipes later, he’s got the video queued up and ready to post on ChattySnap. “Get on your knees, Reagan, or this goes out to the entire Whittmore Greek system.”

      His demand hits me like a punch in the gut. Miller has always been an ass. Entitled and douchey, but this is beyond what I thought he was capable of.

      “Royer is your best friend,” I say, hoping to snap him out of it. 

      “So? This is about business, not friendship.”

      My stomach churns. That’s all he thinks this is? A transaction. But I know better. With Miller, it’s always about power and even more? Humiliation.

      “I can’t. If he finds out…”

      “If Andrea finds out you’re done, and you and I both know Royer isn’t likely to stick around for a girl that doesn’t get a bid.”

      He says it so easily, like it’s not my biggest fear. Not getting a bid, missing my shot at being in a sorority; the friendships, the connections, the exclusivity, but most of all, disappointing and maybe losing Royer.

      “Fine,” I say, barely hearing the word come out of my mouth. “Whatever it takes.”

      His grin slowly spreads across his handsome face, but all I taste is bitterness. All I see is the face of a devil.

      “Get on your knees, Reagan.” His thumb pushes at the button on his jeans.

      “Here?” I look toward the door. “They’ll be back any second! With the Chancellor.”

      “Then you better get busy.”

      Bile rises in the back of my throat, but I force it down as Miller lowers his jeans and reveals himself. His cock is already hard, probably aroused just from the idea of forcing me to do this. He leans his elbows back against the counter and it bobs freely in the air.

      It looks huge.

      “The longer you take, the more likely you’ll get caught,” he reminds me, guiding a hand down his shaft. “There’s still time to keep the video private, but if they walk in on this, you’re done for good.”

      The urge to flee overwhelms me, but I have no doubt Miller will make good on his promise. I bend my shaky knees and drop before him, eyeing his cock like it’s a venomous snake poised to attack. Grabbing the shaft, I run my fingers down to the tip, eliciting a hum and his toned belly caves inward. “That’s right,” he says, reaching down. He grabs my chin and pulls my face forward, thumb pushing between my lips. “Suck it.”

      Our eyes meet as the soft velvet tip of his finger brushes against my lips, leaving a sticky trail. I can’t help but search the darkness of his eyes for some sense of humanity. Why is he doing this? Why is he risking his friendship with Royer when he can have any girl he wants? 

      There’s no answer, just the tight clench of his fingers as they thread into my hair.

      My tongue darts out, and I taste him, salty and slick. “Like that, Reagan? Like the taste of my cum?”

      His hips buck forward, pushing the length of his cock past the threshold of my lips, down my throat. Tears burn the corner of my eyes and I gag, pushing him away. Miller watches me as I wipe my mouth and cough.

      “You’ve done this before, right?” he asks. “With Royer?”

      I shake my head and my cheeks heat with embarrassment. “No.”

      “Seriously?” The corner of his lip quirks. “Guess that tracks, sort of.” His fingers run under my chin again, a little gentler, and he says, “Well, quick lesson: I’ll set the pace, be prepared to take me deep, and no teeth.”

      I open my mouth to respond, beg really, and he uses the opportunity to push his cock back in. He’s slower this time, not going quiet as deep at first. His blue eyes shine bright and his hand slides from my chin to the back of my neck. Once it’s clear I can take it, he increases his pace, thrusting into my mouth until I brace my hands against his hips and take over.

      It’s the only way to keep him from choking me on his cock.

      “That’s it, that’s it,” he mumbles, easing back against the cabinet again. I glance up and see his eyes half open, gazing down at me lazily. “Fuck, you’re good. I knew you’d be good. Sexy little kitten.”

      The compliment sparks a conflicted physical manifestation. My cheeks burn. My chest swells. A damp heat builds between my legs. It’s not just humiliation but shame… worse? Pride. Knowing I’m making Miller Hansen feel good? Make his jaw slack and eyes glaze? That I’m overwhelmed by disgust that my body is reacting to his touch. 

      I focus on the rise and fall of his lower belly, the smattering of hair that travels down the lean muscle to the thicker thatch of hair surrounding his cock. I hear his breath change, a signal, I think, that this nightmare is almost over. His cock thickens and swells in my mouth and I’m distracted, unaware of his hands moving until I feel the graze of his hand over my breast. I flinch and he laughs. “You’ve got amazing tits and fuck,” he tweaks the tip. “Your nipples are hard. How wet are you? Just a little? Drenched?”

      Fear claws at my chest. What if he touches me down there and feels the shameful, warm heat? The simple idea seems to spur him on, and he keeps his focus on fucking my mouth until his breath turns ragged and raw. Miller propels himself off the cabinet, punching forward, both hands grabbing the back of my head. “Hold on,” he groans, cock twitching in my mouth. I feel the heat of him, warm and thick, hit the back of my tongue. My throat seizes, but he holds me still, forcing me in place until he’s finished. 

      “Swallow it down,” he says, removing his cock, but not the grip on the back of my neck. His thumb runs along my throat. “Can’t leave a trace.”

      I do as I’m told, the fear of getting caught as intense as the desire to get away. I push past the reflex to gag on the salty, thick cum, eyes burning with unshed tears. I’m still on my knees, aware of him wiping off his cock with a towel from the pantry drawer, when voices come from the parlor. Royer and Andrea. The sound jolts me to my feet, and I stumble forward, crashing into Miller’s chest. He laughs quietly and I look up at Miller. “Be careful.”

      It’s a warning—but it barely processes as I try to reconcile what just happened. What he did to me. What I allowed him to do. How it made me feel. Gently, he wipes the cloth over my lips, removing any visible sign of what happened. 

      I run my fingers through my hair and straighten my shirt, thankful that I’m wearing pants so that there’s no imprint on my knees. 

      “You need to go before they—” I turn to face him, but he’s already gone. I blink at the aloneness, a wave of grief and regret washing over me, but then I hear my name and a tap on the door that leads to the parlor.

      “Hey,” Royer says, sliding the pocket door into its case. “Sorry that took so long.” His eyes sweep over me, and he frowns. “Are you okay?”

      “Oh, um,” I wipe under my eyes. “It’s just the stress of it all. I’m exhausted from rush, paranoid from hiding, and just excited about Bid Night.”

      I stare at him carefully, hoping the excuses make sense. They aren’t lies. In fact, all three clarify why I let what just happened happen. I’m vulnerable and on edge. I just need to get through the night. 

      He slips his arm around me and presses his nose to mine. “Rush week sucks. I know you’re worn out. After tonight, everything will chill out and we can celebrate.”

      His lips brush against mine, and I fight to recoil. Can he taste Miller on my mouth? On my tongue. His sweeps against mine, pulling me into a deep kiss. When we break apart, I glance over his shoulder, making eye contact with Andrea. Her lips curve into a small, twisted smile. I’m too numb from the last hour to even try to figure out what that means.

      “Everything go okay with the Chancellor?” I ask Royer.

      “Yeah, they’re just on edge after last year and the lawsuit, but we have someone in the main office running interference.” He runs his hand down my back. “She can’t stop tradition. Zeta Sigma has a reputation to uphold. Some bitch in administration isn’t going to stop us.” He looks over his shoulder at Andrea. “Isn’t that right?”

      She crosses her long legs and leans back against the seat. “Everything is going as planned. I guarantee it.” Her eyes flick to mine. “Shouldn’t you be getting ready for Bid Night?”

      I look at the time. “Uh, yes. I do need to go. I have a ton to do.” Royer squeezes my ass and kisses me once again before walking me to the front door.

      “Good luck tonight,” he says. “Send me a video.”

      I pause at the word and search his handsome face. His expression is clear—innocent. God, I really am paranoid. Fucking Miller.

      “I will. See you later.”

      One more day, I tell myself once I’m on the sidewalk, walking back toward the dorms. One more day and this will all be over with, and everything I’ve worked and sacrificed for will fall into place.
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      Bid Night at Whittmore isn’t just the day we find out what sorority we’ve been accepted into, it’s an event. It happens on The Green, a wide swath of manicured grass, under the watchful eye of the clock tower and nestled between the historic oaks on the old campus. The recruits arrive and are given an envelope with their bid. Then, as they say, the recruits “run home” making the trek across campus in dresses and heels with the entire pledge class to their new sorority house.

      The whole thing is magical.

      I should be humming with excitement. Instead, I can’t stop staring at my mouth in the mirror over my dresser, wondering if people can tell Miller’s cock had been in there a few hours before. If I look different. If I tasted different when Royer kissed me.

      Steam wafts into my line of vision, along with the tinge of burning hair.

      “Shit,” I mutter, untangling the curling iron from my hair. The ends sizzle and I drop the iron on my desk. “Fuck.”

      “What’s wrong?” 

      I glance at my roommate’s reflection in the mirror. She’s been stretched out on her bed for hours, scrolling through ChattySnap. Janelle and I were matched up randomly. My mother begged me not to room with someone I already knew. She said it would be better for me to make new friends, push outside my boundaries. I agreed, but only because I knew I’d spend most of my time at the GE house once I was accepted. Unfortunately, that was before I met Janelle and saw her black hair, dyed with purple streaks. Living with my biggest enemy would be better than a weirdo-freak.

      So far, I’ve learned that Janelle is mostly interested in flannel, ripped jeans (and not in a sexy way) and has an extensive collection of pop culture figurines lining the shelf over her bed. I’m not sure, but at least half look like they’re from anime shows.

      Shudder.

      “Just this curling iron,” I say dismissively, tucking and re-tucking my hair behind my ear. It’s a nervous habit, one I’ve tried to stop. “It runs too hot.”

      “Oh no, you mean your hair may not look like every other girl at the party?” 

      Janelle is not rushing. She’s not just not rushing. She’s anti-sorority, a GDI (God Damn Independent) and uses every opportunity she can find to make snide comments about the system.

      “It’s not a party.” I coax my curl into something acceptable and start putting on my jewelry. “It’s Bid Night. And my hair doesn’t look like every other girl’s.”

      I spent the summer perfecting my hair. Along with dying it to match Andrea’s, I studied the way she coaxed the curls to hang in perfect spirals over my shoulders. Not only did I achieve her look; I surpassed it. Now people want my hair.

      Janelle glances up from her phone. “Why are you so nervous? It’s not like you don’t already know what’s going to happen. Aren’t you a legacy or something?”

      “Third generation.” I slip the earrings my grandmother gave me through my lobes. “It’s still exciting. I want to look my best.”

      Janelle rolls her eyes and focuses back on her phone. “I’m glad you’re confident. I ran into some girl in the bathroom earlier bawling her eyes out. She got cut or something. You’d think her life was over.”

      “Oh really? That sucks.” I grab my heels out of the closet. “Apparently it happens. Like the preferences don’t match up right, or the recruit suicided or something.”

      Suicide.

      That’s what I did.

      I chose one sorority, GE, and that’s it. It’s not recommended because it looks ‘snobbish’ or something, but I know what I want, and I know they want me. I’m legacy. I’m a perfect fit. I didn’t want to lead on any other group. The issue comes when the sorority you picked doesn’t pick you back—that’s probably what happened to the girl in the bathroom.

      “If you ask me, the whole thing sounds like a mass suicide of group-think.”

      Laying my hands flat on my skirt, I smooth it out, removing any and all imaginary wrinkles. “Well, no one asked you.”

      She sticks out her pierced tongue and goes back to her phone while I wedge my feet into my shoes. Janelle has made her views on sorority culture clear. “It’s nothing more than a group of women with no real identity of their own living up to patriarchal standards. They indoctrinate you into paying for friends and connections…”

      At least I have friends, I think, adjusting the strap of my shoe. She hasn’t done anything since we moved in but sit on her bed and watch movies on her laptop. A knock taps on our door. Janelle and I share a look, but she shrugs. “It’s probably someone wanting to walk over to The Green together,” I say, walking over to the door.

      On the other side is a girl holding an envelope. I don’t recognize her, but she’s wearing one of the T-shirts that identifies her as a recruitment mentor. “Reagan Lake?”

      “Yes.”

      She gives me a tight, flat, smile. “This is for you.”

      “Oh, thanks.” I take the envelope and stare at my name printed across the front. The mentor pauses for a moment before taking a step back. I shut the door and turn.

      Janelle’s eyebrows raise. “What’s that?”

      “I don’t know.” I slide my manicured nail under the flap and then pull out the card. It’s printed, already typed. “Dear Recruit,” I read aloud, “We regret to inform you that you have not received a bid during this recruitment season.”

      My phone buzzes across the room, but I ignore it, trying to process the words. Have not. Did not. No bid.

      The air in my lungs vanishes, knocked out like a vise tightening around my ribcage. Hot tears build in my eyes and blink, grabbing the edge of my elevated bed to steady myself. I read it again and again. Each time, the words confuse me more.

      “I did everything right,” I whisper to myself.

      My phone chimes. Over and over.

      “Uh, Reagan—”

      “Not now, Janelle,” I bark, rushing over to my phone. Maybe it’s a mistake. It has to be a mistake. “I need to call Royer.”

      “Reagan…”

      I ignore her and reach for the phone. The screen is lit up with notifications. My hands are shaking, and the pink plastic case slips through my fingertips. It bounces under the bed, and I drop to my knees. A flash from earlier that day, from the last time I was on my knees, rolls over me. 

      No. No. No. No. No.

      “Reagan!” Janelle shouts down at me. “There’s something you should see.” 

      She thrusts her phone in my face, and my eyes snap into focus. It’s a video. My stomach plunges, and I wrap an arm around my waist. Janelle presses play and the old video, the one from graduation, starts to run.

      “Hey guys! Check this out!” drunk Reagan shouts. My hair is limp and stringy, my original dirty blonde. Still wet from swimming in the pool. “Who am I?” I swish my hips and stick out my tits. “I’m just so perfect. And beautiful. I look down my crooked nose at everyone—especially the girls that I know are really better, prettier and more popular.” I grope my boobs. “My tits are huge, right? Can you tell my Daddy bought them for me over winter break when I said I was in Cancun?” I grab a red party cup and take a sloppy swig. “Oh, and I love to flirt with other girl’s boyfriends, isn’t that right?”

      A guy laughs behind the camera and the screen pans over to a shirtless Royer. “Babe, you’re trashed.”

      Screen Reagan strolls over to the camera and shoves her face right up close. “Mark my words. When I get to Whittmore, I’m bringing that bitch, Andrea, down. I’m getting into GE, working my way to the top and showing the world exactly how fake and phony she is.” 

      The video stops and Janelle draws her arm back, but not before I see that it has thousands of shares. My mind spins and my stomach lurches. How? How did this happen? I did everything—

      “Fucking asshole,” I mutter. 

      “Holy shit, girl,” Janelle says. I finally look over at her and her expression is one of concern and pity.

      I grab the edge of the bed and lift myself off the floor.

      “That motherfucking asshole. He promised me.”

      “Promised you what? Who? Royer?”

      I shake my head, rage and fear and humiliation washing over me. “I’ll be back,” I say, heading toward the door.

      “Where are you going?” she slides off the bed. It may be the first time she’s moved all day. 

      I wrench open the door. “Bid Day.”
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      By the time I get to The Green an eerie calm has washed over me. I’m possibly having an out-of-body experience.

      I’m used to people watching me. It’s one of the side-effects of being popular. There are eyes following me all the time. They’re looking at my clothes, my jewelry, my shoes, my boyfriend, my everything. 

      Today their eyes aren’t on me as much as their phones. The video has gone viral, spreading across social media like wildfire, jumping from one device to the other, like a chain reaction. No matter what the result is the same: I’m done.

       The field is decked out in balloons and lights. Each sorority is represented, with members holding large cut out Greek letters. In just a few minutes, the recruits will be brought in, lined up and given a ticket to their future.

      Not me. I’m no longer one of those girls.

      I know there’s no coming back from this, which is why I kick my shoes off halfway to The Green and continue on barefoot. It’s also why, when I see him sitting on a brick wall on the edge of the grass, I don’t hesitate to slap Miller Hansen’s pretty face the instant I see him.

      “Jesus Christ!” he shouts, hand moving to where his lip split from the force. The only reason the hit landed is that I took him off guard. I rear back to do it again and he stops me mid-air, hand wrapping around my forearm. “Do it again and things will get much worse.”

      His voice is low. Scary, but also tinged with the slightest amusement.

      “How could you?” I whisper, completely ignoring the crowd of recruits lining up to get their bids. I can’t even process the balloons and music and excitement. Miller and the other frat boys are away from the field, poised to watch the ceremony. “You promised.”

      “It’s not my fault you’re a naïve little girl.” His tongue darts out, licking the blood off his bottom lip. Good. I broke the skin. “This is how the game is played.”

      Rage breaks through the remains of my self-control and I lunge at him, grabbing at his shirt. He laughs and pushes me off, but my nails sink into his skin. Irritation flickers in his eyes and, for a minute, I think he may hit me. I want him to. I want to feel something other than this terrible rejection.

      Two hands cinch around my waist and drag me off Miller, still kicking and clawing. “Jesus Christ, Reagan, what the fuck are you doing?”

      Royer.

      My muscles relax and I sink into him, seeking his warmth, comfort. His body stiffens, and he spins me around. His expression is hard, his eyes dark. “Royer. I’m—”

      “Blacklisted.”

      “What?” A giggle comes from my left and for the first time I glance around. A crowd of people surround us, phones lifted and recording. “I’m sorry. I never wanted—Miller promised—”

      “Don’t bring Miller into this,” he says, pushing his hair out of his eyes. “No more than you already have.”

      My heart pounds and I look over his shoulder at Miller, who’s wiping his mouth with the hem of his shirt. “Yeah, I know.” He smirks over at his friend. “I mean, I’m the one that told him to do it.”

      “You what?” Confusion swirls in my mind. The bribes. The blowjob. The graduation party. I hold out my hands to steady myself. “What are you saying?”

      He grabs my arm and drags me away from the guys watching us like a tennis match. He shoots them all a look of warning and pulls me behind a row of square hedges. “It’s nothing personal, Reagan. Every year we pick an overconfident freshman and fuck with them.”

      “Then we blacklist them.” I turn to see Andrea come around the corner, dressed in her Greek letters, all ready for Bid Night. She eases up to Royer, who slides his arm around her tiny waist and kisses her on the cheek. She smiles at me. “You were the perfect choice. So willing to do anything to get in. God, I’ve never seen someone so desperate in my whole life.”

      I stare between them, trying to understand. “W-w-why?”

      Royer shrugs. “Because we can.” 

      Andrea steps away from my boyfriend and stands in front of me. “You thought you could challenge me? Take me down? You’re a stupid, naïve little girl who thinks she can play with the big kids.” She reaches out and snatches off the pearl necklace. “Who do you think told him to buy this for you?” She laughs. “You needed to believe he cared.”

      My eyes dart to his and he shrugs. 

      I look back at Andrea, and she’s pulled up her shirt, revealing her tits. She grabs them with both hands. “Oh yeah, these tits are real, and your boyfriend loves them.”

      She smiles back at Royer, whose eyes dart down to her bare breasts and grins. “She’s right. I like to lick and suck and fuck them.”

      My hand covers my mouth. I may puke, but I have to ask. “So you’re together? And we’re…”

      “Nothing,” he replies. “A prank. Which maybe I’d feel bad about, except you sucked my best friend’s cock today in the pantry.” 

      “He made me—”

      He cuts me off with a smirk. “Don’t embarrass yourself any more than you already have, Reagan. Go back to the dorm, pack your bags, and get the fuck out of Whittmore.” 

       Andrea grins at me and links her fingers with Royer’s before they turn away and walk back to The Green. I’m still standing there, in shock, when the squeals and screeches of Bid Night begin, hammering in the fact that I’m a fool.

      I’m alone.

      But worst of all?

      I’ve been blacklisted.
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      The Zeta Sig house is already thrumming with life when I get back from Bid Night. We’d stayed to watch the girls open their envelopes. The drama is thick—tears everywhere. Some happy, some sad. Not everyone gets their first choice, but even those girls aren’t like Reagan. They’re accepted somewhere. She’s a blacked-out name. A warning to mouthy girls who were popular in high school and haven’t realized the rules changed the second they stepped onto Whittmore’s campus. 

      It’s petty and dumb, but it’s just part of this whole system. A system where I hold a place at the top.

      “Miller,” I pause and see Shannon… or is it Shayla? The ends of her long platinum hair curl against the swell of her cleavage. She frowns at my lip and strokes my cheek. “What happened to you?” 

      I touch the swollen skin, sore from Reagan splitting it. “Eh, it’s nothing. Bid Day can get a little crazy. Emotions get high.”

      She laughs. “Right? That girl… so fucking dumb to let a video exist like that.”

      “Stupid as fuck,” I agree, wincing when I talk. God, Reagan nailed me. She’s stronger than she looks. If I’d known, I would’ve pushed her a little harder earlier today in the pantry. 

      “Want me to get some ice for that?” the girl in front of me asks. Her tits are pressed against my arm and her lips turned down in a pout. “Make it feel better?”

      “I would, but duty calls. We’ve got a meeting.”

      “Now?” She looks skeptical. I don’t care. This girl, Sharon, or whatever her name is, is one of dozens. After today, my energy is running high. It’s not a surprise. I prefer a girl that needs a little breaking down, but once I’ve had a taste, Sorority Susie just isn’t going to cut it.

      “Frat rush starts tomorrow. You know how it is for officers.” She nods in understanding. That’s the world these girls get. Parties and pledges. I squeeze her hip. “I’ll catch up with you later, okay?”

      Her expression brightens. “Okay.”

      I cut through the room, past the underclassmen that don’t have the obligations that I do and step into the private room in the back of the house. Knox, our secretary, is already there bent over, rummaging through the mini fridge. It’s a comical sight. Knox is six-four, with shoulders as wide as a brick wall. He glances up when I enter, eyes assessing my swollen lip.

      “Looks like you need something cold on that mouth.”

      I catch the beer with one hand and press the cool metal against the swollen skin. “Thanks.”

      “I saw the video. That girl had no idea, did she?” 

      “Not a fucking clue. She fell for it all, hook, line, and sinker.” The door opens, letting the roar of music to bounce into the room. Royer steps into the room.

      “Your girl packs a punch,” I tell him. “Stings like a motherfucker.”

      “She’s not my girl,” he says, closing the door behind him. “And you can’t say you didn’t have it coming.”

      “Hey, you’re the one that gave me free rein to fuck with her.”

      “And you’re the one that always goes a step too far.”

      I shrug and press the can against my bottom lip. “No regrets. It was my last chance to feel that pretty mouth wrapped around my cock. Now that she’s blacklisted, well, it doesn’t matter how good she gives head. She’s through.”

      It’s too bad. I’d suspected Reagan would be good on her knees. Her lips are thick, puffy, and that hint of desperation… it never left her eyes. Just thinking about how scared she looked, how pathetic, makes me shift on the couch. Royer passes me and grabs the beer out of my hand.

      “Hey! I was using that.”

      He pops the top and takes a long drink. “Yeah, that’s to get the taste of your jizz out of my mouth.” I bark out a laugh. He scowls. “Jesus, you could have given me a warning.”

      “What’s the fun in that?” I laugh. “I can’t believe you never had her suck you off.”

      He runs his hand through his hair. “Andrea made the ground rules. No blow jobs, no anal, no eating pussy.”

      “But sex was okay?” Knox asks.

      “Missionary only—she felt like it wouldn’t be believable if we didn’t fuck.”

      Knox grins and looks over at me. “You two are diabolical.”

      Royer drops into the seat across from mine and opens his phone. “Shit, this thing went crazy. Not just local, but viral.”

      “Whittmore rush is a big deal,” Knox says, opening a can of seltzer. He’s not drinking, which isn’t unusual. He’s on the varsity rowing team and treats his body like a temple. “My little sister has been talking about it for weeks, and she’s still in high school. There are entire accounts and pages set up on social media to monitor it.”

      “Good,” Royer says, resting his head on the back of the couch. “God, she was a naïve little bitch.”

      “Didn’t keep you from popping her cherry.”

      “I told you, Andrea wanted her hooked in entirely. Totally blindsided.”

      I gently touch my split lip. “Mission accomplished.”

      “You guys are playing with fire,” Knox says, mostly looking at Royer. “You and Andrea are going to push this too far and it’ll blow back on you—”

      “Oh, it’s going to blow back on all of us,” I chime in, crossing the room to get another beer out of the mini-fridge. “The Chancellor is riding our asses and you and your little bitch just keep playing games.”

      “It’s tradition,” Royer says, as though that wipes away all sins. In his mind, it probably does. “The Chancellor is under control. Rush is going to be epic. The shit we have lined up for initiation… people will talk about this for years.”

      Knox and I share a look. The shit Royer has lined up; that’s what got us under investigation last year. Do I care? No. Not really. I’ve got a job at my father’s company regardless, but I’m here to party and bury myself in sorority pussy. I’m not here for lawsuits and jail time. Knox has the Olympic trials to worry about. 

      But we knew what we were getting into when we signed up. Hell, we went through it, and it was hell, but Royer’s right. It’s tradition. The strong survive. The weak fail.

      In the end, we find our brothers, our true family, and what happened today was just the first warning shot.
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      “No, Mom, I can’t stay.” I scan the room, looking for anything that can go in the suitcase. I spot a tank top on the back of the bathroom door and toss it in with the rest. 

      “Reagan, I know it’s a stressful week, but you can’t just leave school.”

      My mother is trying her best to sound rational and calm about the blacklisting, but I know better. She’s crushed. Probably as much, if not more, than I am. She’s a GE legacy, just like her sister, mother, and grandmother. 

      “I can leave, and I will.” I leave no room for discussion. “I’ll just take the semester off. Get a job or something.”

      “I just don’t understand what happened. Everything was going so well.”

      My mother isn’t on social media. She hasn’t seen the video—thank God. She’d never forgive me for doing something so foolish. I just told her that things went wrong. That the girls are tougher this year. They’re looking for something different.

      “Jealous,” she says, going back to her old standby. “They’re just jealous. It happened in my year, too. Some girls are just too intimidating. They probably saw your relationship with Royer and your blossoming friendship with Andrea and thought it was too powerful.”

      She launches into a story about some girl who did something her year and blahblah. It doesn’t matter, there are a few firm rules and trashing the president of the sorority while obviously drunk is breaking them. I continue to pack my things, ignoring the side glances from Janelle across the room. “Look mom,” I say, interrupting her, “I need to go get my laundry and there’s no service in the dorm basement.”

      “Okay, honey. I’ll support your decision. Maybe a fresh start is best. You could enroll at the University in the spring and—”

      “Gotta go, byeee.” I hang up and toss my phone on the bed. “God, my mother has no clue what a clusterfuck this is. There is no going to another school. Blacklisted is blacklisted. It doesn’t just apply here.”

      “Well, if you ask me, you dodged a bullet.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “I didn’t ask you.” She shrugs and I grab an empty laundry basket. At the door, I pause. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry that all of this screws up your life, too. I know you’ll have to get used to another roommate and deal with all that.” I reach for the pearl necklace, to worry it between my fingers, but there’s nothing there. Andrea snatched it off last night. “I just can’t stay here.”

      I don’t wait for her reply. Janelle doesn’t care that I got blacklisted. She doesn’t even really get the severity of it, but I’m not spending the next four years walking around this campus with everyone thinking I’m a reject.

      I’m half willing to forget my clothes down in the laundry room and leave without them, but my favorite blanket is in there. After the last twenty-four shitty hours, I’m not leaving without it. 

      There’s little risk anyone will notice me as I take the stairs down to the basement. Anyone that matters is out partying and celebrating their bids. Everyone else can go fuck themselves. The machines hum as I enter the room, dozens of washers and dryers working at once. I find the one with my belongings and rest the basket under the door, opening it as someone walks into the room. Hopefully, if I don’t make eye-contact, they won’t know it’s me. I won’t have to see the judgement and amusement in their eyes. I can get out of here and leave Whittmore behind me for good.

      I fill the basket and lift it off the ground. From the door, I hear, “I think you dropped this.”

      Fuck. I consider walking out completely but pause and turn. There’s a guy standing in the middle of the room holding a sock. The first thing I notice is his glasses, dark square frames highlighting the angularness of his face. Then his height—he’s tall, with wavy, disheveled, dark hair. Lanky, although his T-shirt stretches across broad shoulders. The main thing that catches my attention is the fact he’s too old to be down in the freshman dorm laundry room.

      He lifts the sock. “Yours?”

      “Yeah. Must have been bundled in my blanket.” He balls it up and tosses it in the basket. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” He rocks back on his heels, and I take a step toward the door. “Wait.”

      I sigh. “What?”

      “Can we talk?”

      “Sorry, I’m not into laundry room creepers.” 

      His lip quirks. “I’m not a creeper.”

      “No? You just make it a habit to troll around basements?” I settle the basket on my hip. “I’m not sure how old you are, but it’s too old for the freshman dorm.”

      “I’m just…” he starts, eyes darting over my shoulder toward the door, “look, I’m here to talk to you, Reagan.”

      He knows my name. Well, who doesn’t? The whole goddamn world knows who Reagan Lake is now that the video has gone viral.

      I let my eyes skim over him. Even under the best of circumstances, this guy is not my type. “There can’t be anything you and I have to talk about.”

      “Still a bitch, even after being taken down a notch.” He laughs darkly and shakes his head. “I knew this was a bad idea.”

      I drop the basket and cross over to him. He towers over me, but I pretend he’s not intimidating. He’s a nerd. Some lame guy that lurks around freshman laundry rooms hitting on girls. “Since you know my name, you also know this has been a shitty week. I don’t know who you are or what you want, but you need to leave me the fuck alone.”

      His eyebrow quirks. “Feisty. Maybe I wasn’t wrong.”

      I throw up my hands. “Wrong about what?”

      His eyes, dark like his hair, bore into mine. The flash of seriousness makes me pause, but it’s nothing like what he says next. “Getting you to take down the Zeta Sigmas.” 
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      “You’re crazy.”

      I believe it. He is. This guy, Grayson Hart, with his glasses and nerdy T-shirt, is completely deranged. 

      “I know they think they are just following tradition, but the Zeta Sig’s have gone somewhere dangerous with their hazing,” he says, taking a sip of his black coffee. After dropping the bomb on me in the laundry room, Grayson asked me to meet him at the Waffle Hut across town. I don’t know if it’s my exhaustion or bitterness or what that made me agree, but here we are. “Someone died last year, and they still won’t stop.”

      “That was an accident,” I say, repeating what I’ve heard from Royer. “That kid had undisclosed asthma. Zeta Sig couldn’t have known that.”

      The look he gives me is filled with pity—like he thinks it’s sad that I’m so dumb. “They forced Brandon Wheeler on a fifteen-mile hike with no water, no food, and zero supplies. He died on the trail, and no one found him for another twenty-four hours—after his roommate reported he didn’t come home.”

      I repeat what I’ve heard Royer say. “Three other pledges passed out but still made it. There’s always a risk.” 

      “That’s only the one infraction people heard about. There are dozens of other violations to the hazing rules at Whittmore.” His nose wrinkles. “Things too disturbing to speak of.”

      I tear the piece of paper securing the napkin around the silverware. “Well, whatever you want from me, it doesn’t matter. I’m withdrawing from school. I was in the middle of packing when you came creeping into the laundry room.”

      He ignores the jab, leaning back against the shiny red booth. “You don’t want to see these people go down—even after what they did to you?”

      “They didn’t do anything. I did it to myself. I opened my big mouth.” In more ways than one. “I knew the rules and broke them.”

      “You were set up.” I focus on his fingers tapping the sides of his coffee mug, trying to blink back tears. “These people are no longer about brother and sisterhood. They’re about power and fucking with lives.”

      I unspool my silverware, placing each one on top of the napkin. “Why do you know so much about it?”

      “I work for the Greek council, and,” he sighs, running his hand through his hair. “I was one of them.”

      My eyes dart up. “You were a Zeta Sig?”

      “Yep.”

      “Then why are you trying to destroy them?” Even after the hurt and betrayal, I still have feelings for Royer. He must have done this for a reason. Maybe Andrea has dirt on him, too? Even though it sounds crazy, I don’t know if I can hurt him. But Andrea… that bitch can die in a fire.

      “People like Royer and Miller are trying to destroy it themselves. The history and traditions mean nothing if the charter is revoked, and they lock the doors. Girls like Andrea are nothing but bullies, and trust me, people notice. All those connections they want mean nothing from a banned member or worse, from a jail cell. They won’t come out of this unscathed.” 

      “I’m blacklisted,” I tell him, picking up the knife and spinning it on the dull tip. “I can’t get near these people. No parties, no second chances. I have less than zero power.”

      “What if I told you there was a way in—a way to change everything—to get these groups back on track.”

      “You don’t want to shut them down?” I ask.

      He shakes his head, which makes his glasses slip down his nose. He pushes them back. “This is about saving the system, not breaking it. I want to get rid of the bad elements and start fresh.”

       I stare at the knife, spinning it around and around. Twenty-four hours ago, I would have laughed in his face. I wanted so badly to be a part of this world, but that girl is gone. Shamed and humiliated. If I close my eyes, I can still taste Miller on my tongue and feel his sticky warmth on the back of my throat. 

      So yeah, I want to take down this system, but I also can’t help but wonder if I helped this guy then maybe I can help Royer too. If I can’t get him back, at least I can save him from snakes like Miller and Andrea.

      Maybe, if I do this thing, Grayson can help me get the blacklist removed from my record and I can have my life back.

      I look up from the knife and say, “Tell me what I have to do.”
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      Resignation is the excuse I give to Janelle and my mother when I change my mind and don’t leave as planned. My roommate seems unbothered, barely looking up from her laptop. My mother just sounds like she’s had too many glasses of wine. 

      The truth is that Grayson told me to stay put and that he’d contact me in the morning. I didn’t sleep, tossing and turning, replaying every bad mistake and decision I’ve made in my lifetime. Meeting Royer that night at the party. Was all of it fake? Everything? The hardest one to reconcile is the first time we had sex. It was my first time, and Royer… he did everything to make it perfect.

      Can someone fake that?

      Buzz

      I grab the phone, making sure it didn’t wake Janelle, and read the message: Meet me in room 807, Corey Hall

      There’s no name with the text, but I can’t imagine who else would be up at 8 AM on a Saturday. I know Grayson said he was in Zeta Sig, but I’m not getting that vibe. He’s too skinny and well, nerdy, and he’s trying to take down the frat. 

      His full name is Grayson Pierce. He graduated from Whittmore three years ago and started working for the Greek Council. His job, he told me, is to help ensure the fraternities are adhering to University policy as well as the national policies set up by the Greek system.

      Do I trust him? I don’t know.

      Do I have a choice? I told him I did, but now I’m not so sure. I guess I need to hear him out.

      At least getting to the location isn’t a challenge. I live in Corey Hall but on the third floor. I quietly slide out of bed, pulling a big Whittmore sweatshirt over my head and sliding my shoes on. Knowing I look like a wreck, I avoid looking at myself in the mirror and carefully open and shut the door as gently as possible.

      Not wanting to run into anyone, I take the stairs, climbing the five flights to the top floor. It’s immediately obvious that the section of dorm I’m in is for male residents. There’s the ever-present stench of sweat and body spray. The dorms are co-ed, but still separated by a hallway. I’m still breathing hard when I knock on the dorm door. It opens a moment later and Grayson stands just inside.

      “That was fast.”

      “I was up.” I step into the room and take a deep breath. “Jesus, couldn’t find a room a few floors down?”

      “No, actually.” He shuts the door, frowning in concern. “Are you okay?”

      “I took the stairs, and my asthma kicked in. I’ll be fine.” I look around and realize the dorm room is vacant. Other than a suitcase on the bed, there’s nothing but the basic furniture every room comes with. “This your place?”

      “No, actually,” he says, “this is your place.” 

      “What are you talking about?”

      He picks up a folder off the desk and opens it. “Starting today, Reagan Lake is no longer a student at the university.”

      “But I told my mom I was staying.”

      “You are staying… just with a different identity.”

      Nothing this guy is saying makes sense. Maybe the glasses just make him look smart. “What are you talking about?”

      He gestures for me to sit in the desk chair. Reluctantly, I do. He holds up the folder and says, “I need you to have an open mind.”

      “The fact I’m in this room with you right now proves I’m willing to be pretty open-minded, Grayson.” 

      “Right.” He gives me a tight smile. “To bring down the Zeta Sig’s we need someone on the inside.”

      “Right. That’s you.”

      “No,” he replies, “that’s you.” 

      “We’ve been over this. I can’t get within a hundred yards of fraternity row.” 

      “Reagan Lake can’t but, maybe this person can.” He hands me the folder. I open it up and look at the photo of a man—a young man, close to my age with familiar ash blonde hair and blue eyes. 

      “Why are you giving me this?” I ask, holding up the photograph.

      “Because I did some research, and you have a stepbrother that is only a year older than you.”

      I wave the photo in his face. “Yeah, Theodore. This is who you want to infiltrate the system?” I laugh. “Good luck with that. He’s an idiot. A college drop out that doesn’t know the difference between a bong and a chemistry beaker—hence the failing out. He’s not even in the country. He went to Spain six months ago to ‘find himself.’” 

      I roll my eyes and use finger quotes. Jesus.

      “I don’t want your stepbrother to be our inside man. I want you to become Theodore and be our inside man.”

      I gape. “Me? We don’t even look that much alike. We’re step-siblings. Not half.”

      He snags the photo and holds it up to my face. “There’s more similarity there than you’d think.”

      “This is ridiculous.”

      “Actually, it’s not. It’s perfect.” He sits on the plastic covered mattress. “Theo is the perfect candidate for Zeta Sig. Good-looking, high-test scores, loves to party. He’s not in school right now, making it easy to use his identity for the next few weeks.”

      “You’re right. He probably would make the perfect Zeta Sig, but there’s a still a huge issue. I’m not a boy.” I tug at my hair and point to my boobs. “100% female.”

      He shifts and the plastic crinkles underneath his weight. “We need you to infiltrate the Zeta Sig’s, Reagan, by going undercover.” His eyes hold mine. Dark and intent. “I’ve already secured you a spot through the first round, but we need someone to go through the initiation process. To document everything leading up to the final night.”

      “All of that is top secret,” I argue. Sharing fraternity or sorority initiation secrets is unforgivable.

      “I’m already a Zeta Sig, Reagan. I know all of the secrets. What I really need is to know what else they are doing. What hazing have they implemented? How much drinking and what kind of drugs?” He pauses. “That means you’ve got to assume the role of Theodore Hart, by changing your hair and clothes,” his eyes drop, “your tits. They have to go. Or at least, be hidden.”

      My arms cross over my chest defensively.

      “Thankfully,” he continues, “you’re tall and athletic and not super small, like a lot of girls. That will make it easier.”

      “Did you just call me fat?”

      He stares at me but doesn’t respond. “You’ll move into this room and until this is over, you’ll present yourself as male at all times.”

      “No way.” I cross my arms over my chest and shake my head. “I didn’t think this through. I was too distraught yesterday, and you failed to mention a sex change.”

      I mean, how does this fix my problems? Save my reputation? Do anything other than make me look like more of a fool?

      “Fine.” He shrugs like it doesn’t matter, but I see the disappointment in his eye. “I guess I approached the wrong person.”

      He takes the folder from me, and I stand there, feeling a strange, overwhelming sense of loss and confusion. Yesterday my world imploded, but this morning I had a reason to get up—somewhere to go—and something to do, even if that thing was plotting revenge. 

      Grayson looks up. “What’s wrong?”

      “I just…” I stare at the Theo’s photo. We aren’t close. Our parents got married when we he was a junior in high school and I was a sophomore. He lived with his mom and barely came around. Royer never met him, but I’ve mentioned him. 

      Stupid Royer. My heart aches when I think about him and that urge to save him is still bubbling around the pain and humiliation. I can make sure he doesn’t get in more trouble and maybe he’ll thank me. And, more than anything, I’ll bring Andrea and Miller down. “I’ll do it.”

      His eyebrow raises. “You sure?”

      “No.” I chuckle darkly. “God no, I’m not, but I’ll try.”

      “Awesome.” He approaches the suitcase and unzips the sides. “I brought you a starter set of everything you’ll need. The council will pay for your expenses—stuff to outfit the room. Inside is a stack of men’s clothing and a few scented toiletries. 

      I flip through the clothes. “Did you pick these out?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “They’re not going to work.” I frown down at a T-shirt with a cartoon character on the front. “I need the type of clothes that a Zeta Sigma would wear.”

      “I’m a Zeta Sigma,” he says defensively, crossing his arms over his chest. “I don’t see anything wrong.”

      I can’t help but notice the surprisingly hard curve of his biceps. I drag my eyes away. “Yeah, well, Royer’s in charge now and I know what he’s looking for—and this won’t cut it. He’s an entitled snob. Kind of like Theo, honestly. He’d never be caught in anything like this, either. If you want me to make it to the initiation, you’re going to have to give me control over all of this.” I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror over the dresser. Even messy and unwashed, it hurts to think about losing my hair. God, my beautiful, perfect, amazing hair. “If that video hadn’t come out, if Andrea wasn’t fucking my boyfriend and I wasn’t some kind of pawn for them to toy with, I would have been the queen of the GE’s for the next four years. I know what I’m doing, Grayson, even when it’s something stupid.”

      Which is why this hurts so much. I knew that video was a mistake, but I trusted the wrong people.

      Which may be why this arrangement makes me feel uneasy. I don’t know this guy. I just have to trust that he’s legit.

      But seriously, what the hell do I have to lose?

      He pulls his wallet out of his back pocket. A moment later, a shiny gold credit card is in my hands. “Use it wisely,” he says. “You have two weeks to bring me everything I need to bring these bastards down.”

      “Got it,” I say, ignoring the dull feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach. I’ve never been one to take a risk, but everyone said college would be a challenge. I just had no idea it would be this.
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      Grayson gives me three days.

      To move out.

      To buy a frat-boy appropriate wardrobe.

      To cut and dye my hair.

      I won’t pretend it didn’t physically hurt to cut my hair. Watching the layers of platinum blonde pile up on the floor of the salon’s floor was like taking the point of the scissors in my soul. I’d worked so hard to perfect it. It was part of my identity. Now it’s garbage in a landfill.

      The style is short, cut above my ears, and trimmed to the nape. The front is longer—surprisingly curlier than I expected. All that weight had been holding it down. Now it’s a top-notch frat swoop that suits my feminine features.

      Grayson gawked at me for a full minute when I let him into my dorm that morning. The good thing about living on a hall with all guys is that they notice nothing and most barely get moving before noon.

      “Stop staring at me.” I grab his arm and pull him in the room. “And don’t lurk out there like some freak creeper.”

      He rolls his eyes. “I’m not staring. I just… you look so different.”

      “Don’t remind me.” I’m not wearing makeup and my boobs are smashed down with a compression tank top, the kind runners wear for races. My outfit is decidedly frat bro; a pink button down and baggy khaki pants. Footwear is a depressing pair of low top Chuck Taylor’s.

      “The meeting is at four. It’s a formality, really. All your paperwork is lined up. You’re a last-minute transfer, which is why you missed phase one of rush. The letter Royer received from the Council is enough to get you an invitation.”

      I don’t know exactly who on the council sent the letter, but apparently, they’re some God-like figure in Zeta Sigma. One word and protocol is completely forgotten. Theodore Hart is approved for initiation.

      Well, after I meet with the officers.

      “There’s no way I’m getting past them. They’re totally going to catch me.”

      Grayson’s eyes sweep over me, landing on my legs. “Not if you sit like that, you won’t.”

      I look down. “What’s the problem?” I ask, forcing myself not to ask what’s his problem.

      “You’re crossing your legs like a woman.” He pushes my top leg off the other. “Spread them out a little.”

      “You mean I need to manspread.”

      He laughs. “Yep. Own that chair and all the space around it.” 

      I let my legs droop apart, taking up more room. “Okay, what else?”

      The list is extensive. Apparently, even dressed as a dude, I have too many tells—I’m too feminine from the way I carry myself, the way I keep trying to touch my phantom hair is “girly” and I need to exude more confidence. We practice the way I walk and stand and how to force a lower octave to my voice. By the time I’m standing inside the front room at the Zeta Sigma house hours later, I’m exhausted, confused, and just hope I don’t sweat through my shirt. 

      There is no way I’m fooling these guys; two of whom I’ve been intimate with. This is a bad, stupid, insane idea. I’m staring at a portrait of some old guy—the founder of the fraternity or something, trying to figure out how to bail, when I hear, “You must be Theo.”

      Royer’s voice sends a multitude of emotions through me. Anger, sadness, fear. The flickering memories of the times we’d all hung out together, me, him, Andrea, and Miller, and realizing how they’d been playing a game all along. I take a deep breath and focus on the one thing I want the most: revenge.

      I turn and raise my hand to tuck my nonexistent hair behind my ear, but I stop, dropping my arm to my side. Words lodge in my throat and I just nod, trying not to notice the irony of us wearing nearly matching clothes.

      “I’m Royer.” He offers his hand. I stare at it and blink for a moment before thrusting out my own. “President of Zeta Sigma.”

      “Theo Hart,” I push out, keeping my voice under control. Or trying to. If he notices the size of my hand or the fact that it’s petite, I can’t tell. But if I’ve learned one thing about Royer in the past few days, it’s that he’s a very capable liar. “Thanks for meeting with me.”

      “I’ll admit it’s unconventional to allow someone to roll in after open recruiting, but your references are top-notch.”

      He ushers me to the small sitting room I’d been spying on him in just days before. My eyes flick to the butler's pantry, but the door is open, assuring that no one is hiding inside. I force myself to look at the other two men in the room, Miller and Knox, although I skirt over Miller as quickly as possible. I’m afraid that if I look him in the eye, I’ll break and fling myself across the room to strangle him. He possibly fooled me more than anyone. Holding the video over my head for months, knowing it made no difference. He’s the one that had me on my knees, lying and playing me for the fool. I swallow back the bitter taste of bile on my tongue.

      “Theo,” Royer says, “This is Miller Hansen our VP and Knox Bradbury our secretary.”

      I don’t know Knox well, but I’m aware that he’s on the varsity rowing team and a contender for the Olympics. I know Royer respects him, but that he has to split his duties with training and the frat. He doesn’t stand, thankfully, or it would be even more obvious how small I am. He’s over six feet with broad shoulders and an unnatural wingspan. I do know that I’ve never seen him with the same girl twice. 

      “Nice to meet you,” he says, giving me a friendly smile.

      “Hey man,” Miller says, lifting his chin in a bro-hello. At least I don’t have to shake his hand. My palms are drenched.

      “Theo enrolled late and normally would have to wait until the spring to go through rush, but I received a letter from the Council suggesting we allow him in for the initiation phase.” Royer gestures for me to take the seat across from him. Days ago, in that same chair, I was perched in his lap kissing him. I sit on the edge, then mentally scold myself, sliding back and letting my knees fall awkwardly to the side. “What makes you think you want to be part of this chapter of Zeta Sig?”

      “I’ve uh…” I swallow and run my hands down my thighs. I glance at Miller and see a small smirk toying at his lips as I fumble over my words. Asshole. “Sorry, it’s been a long week. I’ve heard a lot about your chapter. The dedication to tradition and legacy is something I’m interested in. Too many of these frats aren’t interested in having an elite membership.” I smile. “Oh, and I hear the parties are epic.”

      “I see your father and grandfather were both Zeta Sigma’s,” Knox says, looking over the file Grayson carefully cultivated for me. He gave me some of the buzzwords and phrases to use, but I know Royer. I know what’s important to him.

      “They were. At Hawthorne College. Which is where I was planning on going until I changed my mind at the last minute.” I force myself to look into each of their eyes. “I’d heard they’d watered down their recruitment system—pretty much letting anyone in. I knew the Whittmore chapter had higher standards.” 

      Miller leans forward and presses his palms together. His blue eyes sweep over my face, pressing beneath my skin, triggering every nerve to stand on end. I force myself not to shift or move when his gaze drops to my mouth for a long, uncomfortable beat. Has he recognized me? Figured it out? My heart bangs against my ribcage. “We were accused of a hazing incident last year—almost got kicked off campus. This year we are under tight scrutiny. One false move and we’re done.”

      The announcement is a challenge—a test. These guys don’t want to change anything about their initiation process. They want members that will keep their mouths shut. People who respect tradition as much as they do.

      “Then I guess Zeta Sig will have to make sure everything is locked tight, right?”

      Knox laughs first, a deep rumble in his chest, and Miller relaxes enough to settle back in his chair.

      “I’m willing to give you a shot,” Knox says, resting his biceps on the arms of the chair. “But once you walk through these metaphorical doors, you know there’s no going back, right?”

      “It doesn’t matter how many letters you have or who you know. If you go through initiation, you’re like every other pledge.” Royer watches me closely. “We don’t play favorites.”

      It’s all I’ve ever wanted, just flipped to the male side of things. I want that connection, that created family, the bonds, and secrets that we carry to our grave. I just wanted it with women who shared eyeshadow and shoes. If I can’t have it, then they don’t deserve it either.

      “Right,” I reply. “I’m ready for whatever you have to throw at me.”

      The three guys share a look and Royer says, “How about this? There’s a party tonight at ten. It’s basically the kick-off to celebrate initiation week. If you get through the night, you can continue on.”

      The offer sends a chill down my spine, but he’s right. If I can’t make it through this without being discovered or just not being able to handle it, I should be cut.

      “Deal.”

      Royer reaches out and again, we shake hands. I can’t help but feel the spark of energy that zaps up my arm—I won’t pretend I don’t still have feelings for him. Mingled with the hurt and anger in my aching heart.

      “See you tonight,” Miller says, standing and slapping his hand on my shoulder. The emotions I feel are the opposite of my ex; disgust and revulsion. He’s nothing but a predator hunting the weak. I’m going to enjoy bringing this bastard down.
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      I could get used to being a man. Getting ready for the party is a breeze. Jeans, shirt, shoes, a little product in my hair. It’s the fastest I’ve ever been ready for any event—the most comfortable, too.

      I practice holding my posture on the elevator ride down from my room. Loose hips, pushed back shoulders (but not too much because I can only keep my boobs so flat.) The car stops at the third floor. I hook my thumbs in the belt loops of my jeans as the door slides open in an attempt to look cool.

      I’m not expecting my former roommate Janelle on the other side. Predictably, she’s focused on her phone—clueless that anyone else is in the elevator with her. That doesn’t stop the sheen of sweat from rising on the back of my neck. At the bottom floor, the doors slide open, and I let her exit first. Even though it’s the longer route, I go the opposite direction.

      Zeta Sig isn’t the only house on the Row having a party. Every house is lit up as I walk past, the crowds big enough that I get lost among the other students. Most are females, walking around on shaky legs and six-inch heels. I stare as one girl helps her drunk friend up the steps. Her sparkly skirt barely covers her crotch.

      “Bet she’s not wearing underwear.” I spin and see Knox, or rather his chest, since he’s ridiculously tall. He’s wearing a Whittmore track suit jacket zipped halfway up his torso, rowing logo stitched over his heart. His chest is bare underneath. It takes me a moment to drag my eyes away from the smooth, rippled muscles to see him gesture to the girl with his party cup. “You could bend her over the couch and fuck her quick without even getting undressed.” His eyebrow quirks. “Don’t tell me you weren’t thinking about it.”

      “I uh…” I was actually thinking that I have a similar skirt and I wish I was wearing it instead of these baggy jeans. “Yeah, she’s hot.”

      “That’s Brianna. She’s a junior and Zeta Sig frat rat.”

      “Frat rat?” 

      “You know, they hang around all the time, act like we’re all besties, but really, she’s just the frat bike.” I raise an eyebrow and he quirks his lips in the kind of grin that makes girls crazy. “You know, anyone can take a ride.”

      “Ah, okay, right. That girl.” 

      “Oh yeah. The best way to get in her pants is neg her a little. She can’t resist it.”

      I stare at the girl. Someone pushed a cup in her hands and she’s leaning on a guy. His hand curls possessively around her waist, rubbing little circles into her skin.

      “Back handed compliments are like catnip to a girl like Brianna. Little shit that makes her feel bad and forces her into wanting your approval. Those girls will do pretty much anything you ask.”

      Jesus.

      “Oh here.” He reaches into a box by the front door and tosses me a button. It’s white with word PLEDGE written in black ink. Underneath are the Greek Zeta Sig letters. “From now on, you have to wear that all the time.”

      I push the pin through the fabric of my shirt. “All the time?”

      “Morning, noon, and night. In the shower, pin it to your dick. Although that may make it a little hard to jerk off.” He winces, then grins again, but I get no implication that he’s joking. “Just don’t get caught without it, or the consequences will be fierce.”

      “Thanks.” I step into the foyer, looking for some distance from Knox - or any of the officers. Getting past Knox isn’t my biggest concern. I only met him a few times since he’s so busy with rowing but now that I’m past the front door, my job is to blend in. It’s not hard with so many people. No, with so many drunk people. It’s like a completely different place than when I was here earlier, but it’s not my first party at the house. Royer brought me to a few in the spring. It’s where I first met Andrea. I felt so important and honored to be the high school girl invited to a college party. Now I realize all of that was a just part of the long-con.

      I pass through the hall and a member hands me a drink. “Drink up,” he says with a grin. “Initiation starts tomorrow. Enjoy yourself.”

      The first sip tastes like medicine, but I drink anyway. Not to enjoy myself, but to calm my nerves. What Royer would do to me if he found out… I wouldn’t just have to leave the school; I’d have to leave the country. The whole scenario freaks me out and I grab two Jell-O shots off a passing tray.

      I suck down one and pretend like I fit in, causally leaning against the wall alone. My eyes sweep the room, searching, I know, for Royer. Instead, they lock with a pair of watchful eyes by the fireplace.

      Miller.

      My stomach rolls, and he lifts his chin in greeting. I return it with a tight smile and grab two more shots from a passing tray. I wonder which one of these girls he plans on assaulting tonight? 

      “Can I have one of those?”

      I turn and see the girl from before, Brianna. Her cheeks are flushed, and she holds herself by propping her bare shoulder against the wall. Her skirt hikes up her thigh. “Sure.” Although don’t think she needs it. 

      Brianna holds the tiny cup to her mouth and flicks out her tongue, scooping out the yellow gelatin. She swallows it down and grins. “The Zeta Sigs have the best shots.” She narrows her eyes and pokes the button on my chest with her pointed, manicured nail. A small diamond is embedded in the tip. “I didn’t see you around during recruitment.”

      “I skipped that part.” I swallow my shot. “Got here late. They’re letting me initiate, anyway.”

      She snorts. “Good luck. I hear they’ve got an epic list of challenges this year.”

      “Yeah?” Maybe if this girl spills tonight, I can be done with this charade. “Like what?”

      “Well, I was in Royer’s room last night and—”

      “You were in Royer’s room?” I blurt, voice an octave too high. 

      Her eyebrows rise. “Yeah? So?”

      “Nothing. I just…” I swallow back pain, humiliation, and another shot. “I heard he was dating that GE. Andrea something.”

      A guy walks by with another full tray of shots. She grabs four and hands me two. 

      “Royer is the president of Zeta Sigma. He doesn’t just fuck one girl. He fucks whoever he wants, and it’s a goddam privilege to be in his bed.” Her eyes are unfocused, and I’m pretty sure she won’t remember any of this tomorrow. Honestly, with the way my head is spinning. I may not either. How much did I have to drink? Or is this what it feels like to have truth bombs thrown your way? “Since he can get whoever he wants, he’s sloppy about it. Leaves his shit around because I suspect he thinks we can’t even read. That’s not what we’re here for.”

      “We’re?” I ask, fingers moving anxiously to the side of my head, looking for my hair to fuss with.

      “Females. Sloots. Pussy.” She rolls her eyes at my startled expression. “Yeah, we know what we’re called. It’s better to know than to be blindsided.”

      “I guess?”

      “You heard about how they pulled one over on that freshman, right?” I nod, hoping the wave of nausea in my belly stays down. “God, that poor girl. Like Royer’s settling down with a high school girl. So fucking naïve.”

      Ouch. Another bomb. Another wound. “If he’s such a dick, why do you sleep with him?”

      She slaps her hand clumsily down on my shoulder and leans toward me. “Because if I’m giving him what he wants, he won’t humiliate me in front of the whole school like he does the other bitches around here.” She gives me a look. “It’s smart to stay in the inner circle.”

      Through blurry vision I stare at this girl, wondering if she’s really this clueless. Does she not know he’s already humiliating her? Or even more so, that she’s humiliating herself? What I know is that it’s not my problem.

      “Look, I like you. You’re cute.” She tussles the swoop of hair hanging in my eyes. “Let me suck you off—give you a good night before hell week starts.”

      Oh God. I knew I may get discovered. That Royer or even Miller would recognize me, but it didn’t cross my mind that someone may want to see my non-existent dick. “Uh…”

      “Oh shit.” She lurches back, stumbling on her heels and then bends. I reach out to steady her and her hand flies to her mouth. “Oh God.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “Bathroom. Now.”

      Oh fuck. She’s going to puke.

      I slip my arm around her waist and help her down the hall. “Bathroom?” I ask every person we pass. A few people look at us, but no one does much other than nod down the hall. “Hey! Anyone know where the bathroom is?” 

      As we get to the end of the hall, a door swings open and a couple stumbles out. She straightens her skirt while he buttons his jeans. I spot the toilet behind them. “Move!” I shout, pushing Brianna inside. 

      “Watch it, bitch,” the girl says, but I slam the door in her face. Brianna falls on her knees, forcing her short skirt over her ass. A thin strip of black lace is visible. I know it’s not the right time to think about it, but Knox is wrong. Brianna is wearing panties. 

      “Hooooarrrk.” She heaves into the toilet. A rainbow of colors comes up—all juice, Jell-O, and clear liquor. 

      Standing behind her, I pull back her hair as she rests her arms on the toilet seat and lurches forward, vomiting everything up. “Oh god,” she moans. “I feel like death.”

      Wrinkling my nose at the combined scent of fruit and bile, I reach over her to grab a roll of paper towels off the counter. She straightens and my crotch presses into her backside. I rest a hand on her backside to steady myself right as the door swings open.

      Knox stands in the doorway with a redhead. A smirk tugs at his lips. “Yeah, that’s my boy.” He makes a thrusting motion. “Oh.” He shoves his hand in his pocket and throws something at me. It bounces off my chest and onto the counter. It’s a square foil package. A condom. “Don’t forget to wrap up, otherwise it’s like fucking the whole frat house.”

      He winks and slams the door.

      “What a fucking dick,” I mutter, staring down at the condom. Then I realize… at least my cover isn’t blown?

      God, one party and I’ve already turned into one of these monsters. 

      “It’s coming,” Brianna announces from between my legs, before gagging and spitting into the toilet again. 

      I let her get out a few more heaves, but people in the hall start banging on the door, shouting for us to hurry. “We need to go,” I say, helping her to her feet. “Where do you want to me to take you?”

      “Sleep,” she mutters. “Put me to sleep.”

      “Okay. Where do you live?” Getting out of here isn’t the worst idea. My head feels heavy. Woozy. The alcohol pumping through my system.

      “Here. Wherever. I don’t care.”

      I think on it while every cell in my body fights against the urge to run. To call Grayson and tell him I’m out. To pack up and leave, but Brianna moans and leans her full body weight against me. I don’t like the idea of leaving this girl in one of the rooms, which means I’m going to have to stay with her. This night just keeps getting better and better.

      “I have an idea,” I tell her.

      It takes a few minutes, but I manage to get her up the stairs to the second floor. Thankfully, Brianna isn’t built like the captain of the volleyball team. She’s one of those tiny cheerleaders they put on top of the pyramid. 

      I mostly carry her down the hall, past what I know is a common area for the residents. I also know there are bedrooms on this floor. I know because Royer brought me through here on the way to his room. There’s a smaller kitchen, a game and entertainment room. I pass the open doors of the entertainment room where a video game is playing on one screen and a porno is on the other. The tables are littered with beer bottles and a couple of bongs. Weed smoke wafts into the hall. I hear a female giggle but keep going, refusing to look and see who is in there—if Royer is watching that movie or if he’s with the girl. I can’t decide what’s worse… that he’s a dick to me or that, apparently, he’s fucking every female he meets.

      A plaque is mounted to the door I’m looking for. I squint, trying to read the words: Study Room.

      With one hand I prop Brianna up against the wall, with the other I open the door. It’s dark inside other than the bluish-glow of resting computers. Across the room is a couch. 

      “Come on,” I say, dragging her inside. “You can sleep in here.”

      Brianna rolls onto the couch, and I try to pull down her skirt. It’s pointless—it’s too short and I’m pretty sure she doesn’t care. Exhausted, drunk, and worn out, I slump next to her, letting my eyelids droop closed. Darkness engulfs me like I’m being pulled under. Brianna shifts next to me and a moment later her breath is on my cheek. “Thank you.” Her voice slurs. “For being so sweet.”

      Her soft lips press into my cheek, then pepper along my jaw. “Your skin is so soft.”

      “Brianna.” I try to move, to tell her that she doesn’t want to kiss me, that I’m not sweet, I’m just not who she thinks I am, but the words are heavy on my tongue. I face her and our noses bump into one another. Her mouth is on mine, tongue slipping through my lips. 

      It’s not until her hand, warm and gentle, rests on my thigh, fingers inching toward the fly of my jeans, that I drag myself out of the abyss. “No!” My hand covers her. “No. No, I can’t.”

      “Oh.” She sighs, puffing her bangs out of her eyes, then sinks back into the couch. “You’re one of those.”

      “What?”

      “A nice guy.”

      That’s not the reputation I want to convey during this experiment, but there’s no other choice. “I guess I am.”

      A moment later, she’s slumped into the corner, curled into a tight ball, asleep. Again, I let my eyes flutter shut. I don’t know how long I’m out, if it’s a few minutes or hours, but I awaken to the feel of a thumb running over my bottom lip. “Brianna,” I mumble. “I told you, I can’t.”

      Blindly, I reach out for her hand. I come in contact with flesh, but it’s warm. And big. And a little hairy. My eyes pop open.

      Miller stands over me, a bottle of beer loose in his fingers. 

      “Wake up, Prince Theo.” His eyebrow lifts and his upper lip curls. “Or, should I say, Princess Reagan?”

      Fuck.
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      I’d been watching him since he walked in the door. It wasn’t anything in particular that gave him away. Knox didn’t notice. Royer was too busy getting his cock sucked in another room. To the rest of the party, Theo Hart looked like any other skinny freshman pledge. There was just something familiar about him that kept nagging at me all through our meeting.

      That mouth.

      My fraternity brothers think I’m just a player. A joke. They think I got into Whittmore on my family name and the fact the gym is named after my grandfather. It’s fair. I’m lazy. I didn’t do much work during high school, but my test scores are off the charts. Colleges care about numbers. Tests, GPAs, bank accounts. Two of the three is enough.

      And if I’ve learned anything in my twenty-one years, it’s that sometimes it’s better if people don’t realize you’re the smartest person in the room.

      If Royer hadn’t been so focused on initiation (and his cock) he would have been more suspicious of the letter we got, suggesting we give a pass to this kid, Theo Hart. I suppose he figured that if we agreed to take him, maybe the council would stop nosing around so much. It didn’t hurt that this guy, Theodore, is all about tradition. Just like Royer. I love my best friend, but he’s obsessed with the new members of Zeta Sig being forged by fire and committed by pain. We all went through it, the gauntlet, when we rushed, and I’m not ready to give it up either. I’m just not fixated on it like he is.

      When Theo walked through the door, Royer was still high from that stunt he pulled with Andrea. They destroyed little Reagan Lake. If I’d known that blow job would be the last time I saw her, I’d have raised the stakes.

      Knox walks up. “You look like you need another drink. Hey, Parker—” he shouts to a sophomore, chatting up a freshman on the couch, “get your VP a drink.”

      “Yes, sir,” the kid says, untangling from the girl. She pouts as he runs toward the kitchen, but Knox gives her a wink and her face lights up.

      “Why are you lurking over here alone?”

      “I’m not lurking,” I reply. “I’m observing. Getting a feel for the vibe of this new group.”

      “They seem solid enough.” A kid across the room bumps into a girl, spilling her drink down her white lace top. Knox snorts. “Well, most of them, at least.”

      I spot Theo Hart clinging to the wall across from us. “What about him?”

      “The late entry?” Knox shrugs. “I dunno. He was checking out Brianna earlier. I told him to go for it.”

      “How generous of you.” 

      We both know Brianna is as easy as it gets. No chase. No work, but she’s always down to suck cock or if she’s drunk enough, anal. Parker returns with not one, but two, beers and hands us each one. 

      “Good work, brother,” Knox says, taking an exaggerated drag. It’s mostly for show for the new recruits. Knox puts too much time into his sport to fuck it up with shitty beer.

      “My pleasure.” Parker looks between us. “Anything else?

      “Not now.” Knox grins over at the girl waiting on the couch. “Go lock that one down. She’s cute.”

      Parker takes off, grabbing the girl’s hand and pulling her toward the stairs. Knox looks at me. “That new kid. Theo Hart. You worried about him?” 

      Worried isn’t the right word. It’s more like a feeling deep in my gut. A twinge that I get every time I look at him. 

      “Nah,” I say, swallowing half the beer. “I just don’t like surprises.”

      “Dude.” Knox laughs and jabs me with his elbow. “You love surprises.”

      “Only when it involves pussy.”

      Last year, for my birthday, Royer and Knox surprised me with the trifecta. A Tri-delta threesome. He’s right. I love surprises.

      Across the room cheers erupt from the beer pong table and Knox darts off, leaving me alone again. My gaze goes back to Theo, who is now taking shots with a very drunk Brianna. When I look again, they’ve vanished down the hall.
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      I lose them in the crowd—possibly behind one of the closed doors. Maybe they’re fucking somewhere?

      For some inexplicable reason, I have to know where Theo Hart is. Maybe Knox is right. Maybe I am worried.

      After checking all the rooms downstairs, I head to the second floor. They’re not in the game or entertainment room. At Royer’s room, I carefully and quietly open the door. He’s in there, naked and sprawled on his back while Andrea, still in her heels, hoovers his cock. He sees me, winks, and props his elbows behind his neck to get a better view. 

      I shut the door behind me.

      The room across the hall is the study room and the only room I haven’t checked. I prepare myself to see Theo’s pimply ass as he bends Brianna over the computer desk. I open the door and the desks are clear—everything in order. Then I see them. Curled up on the couch. What the hell? They’re both asleep. I shouldn’t be surprised. They both had those shots. The guys know better than to drink the shots.

      Brianna is curled on one side of the couch, skirt bunched over her hips. Her black thong is still in place. I dip my fingers between her legs. She shifts, sighing softly, but I’m not interested in her pussy. She’s dry. Her inner thighs, too.

      I slide my gaze over to Theo.

      His body is leaning away from Brianna, elbow propped on the arm of the couch. His hair falls into his eyes, but not so much that I can’t see his long eyelashes. I take in his sharp cheekbones and chin, cupped in his palm. The position makes his lips form a pout.

      Again, that same strange unease twists in my lower belly. It’s buried deep and burns like a coal. I take another look at his mouth, those lips, and a jolt runs through me. 

      Fuck.

      My cock swells and Jesus Christ, there’s no mistaking the feeling, the urge. I’m horny as fuck, and I know it’s not about Brianna. And I sure as hell know it’s not about Theo. I’ve lived with forty guys for three years. Not once have I ever had an inkling of desire for any of them. 

      I bend over his sleeping frame and swipe my thumb over his bottom lip. I know it. I’ve felt it.

      Theo sighs softly, then blinks, grabbing out for my hand. I allow myself to be caught.

      Aquamarine eyes meet mine and everything slots into place. Why I’ve been so suspicious. Why my cock and the hair on the back of my neck rises every time I look at this kid.

      “Wake up, Prince Theo,” I say, watching the fear creep into her eyes. “Or, should I say, Princess Reagan?”
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      Before she can react, I grab Reagan by the arm and down the hall and kick open the door to my room, tossing her inside. She stumbles, woozy, I assume, from the shots, but I snag her before she completely falls. Swinging her around so that she faces me, I grip the collar of her button down and yank, ripping the front apart. The room echoes with the sound of the buttons clattering across the floor. Underneath is a tight tank, but I can see the restrained swell of her tits. Fucking bitch.

      “Miller—"

      “I knew it was you.” I laugh darkly, unamused. “I knew something was off when you came in today. That letter smelled like bullshit and you, honestly, smelled too good.”

      “I can—”

      “Shut the fuck up.” I grab her by the upper arms. “Do you want to know how I really knew?”

      She nods slowly. Reagan may have lost her mind, but she’s not dumb. Giving me what I want is the only way out of this room, and she knows it.

      “Those fucking lips.” God, I’ve fantasized about those lips for months and then I finally had them wrapped around my cock. I could pick Reagan Lake’s lips out of a goddam line-up. I run my finger over the puffy bottom one. “One of a kind.”

      She tries to squirm away, but I’m too strong and she’s too wasted. Beaker, a senior and chemistry major, learned exactly how much Rohypnol to dump in the shot mix to make the girls loose but not blackout. 

      “Tell me what you’re doing here?” I search her eyes. She’s scared. She should be. Desperate. Also not a surprise. “What’s with the bro clothes? The games?” I tighten my grip on her arm. “And don’t tell me this is to get back at Royer. He’ll shove his dick into almost anything but not another guy’s ass. This is the wrong move.”

      “You’re hurting me,” she says, eyes darting down to my hand. I loosen my grip a little, and she relaxes. “I just wanted to come to the party, see what I was missing.” She swallows. “I wanted to see him.”

      Him. Royer. This little cunt has been chasing him around for months, all while he was using the hell out of her and setting her up for an enormous, humiliating fall. “You’re not that pathetic, Reagan.” Although, at that moment she looks it. Tits smashed down, God awful haircut, dressed like my younger brother in his boy band phase. “Who the fuck gave you that letter?”

      “I can’t tell.”

      I laugh. “Tell me or I drag you down the front steps, naked, and I’ll make up my own story about what Reagan Lake is doing, sneaking around a Zeta Sig party after being blacklisted.” 

      She reacts to the word ‘blacklisted,’ wincing like she’s been slapped. After blackmailing her for the past four months, she knows how far I’m willing to go. That awareness flickers in her eyes and she sighs in resignation. “The Greek Council got me that letter. They want evidence to take you down.”

      “Because of the hazing?”

      “Yes.” She rubs her arm where I held her. “They’re determined to stop Zeta Sig and want hard proof. After they saw my video and what Royer and Andrea did to me, they figured I’d be ready for some revenge.”

      “Looks like you jumped on it.” 

      Tears fill her eyes, and it makes me think about her being on her knees, her eyes watering as she gagged on my cock. I shift, feeling the swell in my pants, getting hard thinking about it. 

      “I just…” 

      “You just what?” I snap.

      “Want my life back.” She wipes her cheeks. “I want all of those stupid mistakes to go away. For Royer to love me. For Andrea to be who I thought she was.” She looks down at the floor, but I tilt her chin upward.

      “And me?” 

      Her voice sounds far away when she answers. “I want you to go to hell.”

      “I bet you do.” 

      Loud voices bounce off the walls in the hall, followed by drunken footsteps. Her shoulders tense, afraid she’s going to get busted by more than just me. I stare at her for a moment, trying to figure out what to do with her. I could expose her right now and she’d be gone from this campus for good. Or…

      “What?” she says warily.

      I nod at the couch. “You’re in no shape to walk home. That roofie is going to kick in soon.”

      “Roofie?”

      “Yeah, never take a drink from a frat boy, Reagan. Especially a Zeta Sig.” 

      She sits on top of the pile of clothes on the couch and pulls her knees to her chest. “Are you going to tell Royer?” she asks.

      “Not yet. You’ll sleep here tonight, and in the morning, we’ll figure out how we’re going to handle this.”

      She seems too exhausted to argue and the drugs kick in just like I expect, her eyelids fluttering shut despite her efforts to stay awake. I leave the room, locking the door behind me with a key. I’m still not sure what I’m going to do with her.

      Or for how long.

      But if anyone is going to benefit from her betrayal, it’s me.
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      Get up.

      Get up.

      Get upppp!!!

      The voice in my head screams at me. Makes commands. Demands. But none of it processes to my limbs. My brain feels like soup. Swimming in soup. Is that why I can’t move? Can’t think? Can’t breathe? 

      Something heavy presses on my chest. I fight for air. To see. I force my eyelids open. Nope. They crash shut. 

      Weight clamps against my sides. I’m in a coffin. Dead? Again, I try. Blinking. Forcing. An image flashes in front of my eyes. Skin. Slippery. Sweat. 

      I fall back under. Or I try.

      “There she is,” a voice cuts through the haze. “Thought you were going to sleep right through it.”

      I blink, this time managing to get my eyes to stay open for longer than a second. The room is dark, but there’s someone on top of me—male. A man. 

      “Miller?”

      That’s when I realize his hands are on me, pushing and pulling at my skin. My shirt is gone, and my breasts exposed. His thumbs roll over my nipples. I feel his weight on my lower body—my arms and legs trapped by his knees. He bends, tongue licking a hot path between my breasts.

      He smirks down at me. “I knew your mouth was fuckable, but your tits… I have a feeling they’ll be just as good. Maybe better.” 

      I fight against the pounding in my head, the confusion, and the loss of control, and get a good look at him. He massages my breast with one hand and holds onto his cock with the other, sliding his hand up and down the shaft. The memory of him forcing it down my throat hits hard, and a wave of nausea rolls over me. Oh god. “Miller, stop.”

      “Not until I’m done, kitten.” The nickname rolls easily off his tongue. He’d called me that in the pantry. “And not until you’re covered in my cum.” I struggle against him, but he’s too strong and I’m hungover or still drunk from the night before. He slots his cock between my breasts and lurches forward. “You owe me for not throwing you to the wolves last night.” He pulls back, humming in the back of his throat. “Instead, you’re just indebted to one wolf—me.”

      My eyelids droop and he snaps. “Look at me, Reagan.” I force them open, and he laughs. “Good girl. Look at me while I fuck your tits.” He picks up the pace. “Don’t give me that broken, sad face. You’re the one that snuck into my house in disguise, looking to bring me and my brothers down.”

      He’s right. I did do all of that. This is one punishment, by one man, not dozens of Zeta Sigs or the whole Greek community. All I have to do is survive this and leave. Tell Grayson I’m out. Go home like I planned and reevaluate my life. Or just crawl into a hole and stay there for the rest of my life.

      While Miller violates me, my future flashes in front of my eyes. Every dream shattered. Now I’m a loser. A victim. The stupid girl who thought she was better than everyone else. I stare at Miller’s chest, at the hard muscles tensing with every push and pull. The carved V that points down to the weapon he wields like a knife. He’s perfection, cut from marble, forged by wickedness, emboldened by power and privilege. No wonder he thinks he can take what he wants—he can. He does. 

      “Your mouth, those lips, these tits,” his blue eyes, dark with revenge, roam down my body. He grimaces and squeezes my breasts tighter, pinching my nipples and pushing his cock against my skin. “I bet your pussy is just as sweet.”

      My lower body clamps up and fear runs through me. Would he? Of course he would. Why wouldn’t he?

      Miller laughs, showing those white teeth and his boyish grin. “Don’t worry, kitten. Not today.” His neck muscles strain and his jaw tenses. He pounds into me, pinching and squeezing my skin. The valley between my breasts is slick with his fluid and his breath comes out in short, tight bursts. He grinds out. “This summer should have taught you that I’m patient. I can bide my time until I get what I want. I’m not fucking you… yet.”

      His back tenses, spine going rigid. One hand shoots out and grabs my throat. The other, the base of his cock. I fight for air as he lifts the swollen appendage, shooting cum all over my chest, breasts, and nipples. Warm, slippery, heat slides down my skin and I ignore the feeling deep in my belly. The shameful, dark one that spreads down between my legs.

      He releases me and smiles down, eyes hard and cold. “I knew you’d look good marked with my cum.”

      I gulp for air, feeling the rush run down my throat. He climbs off me, freeing my arms and legs for the first time since I woke up, but I’m too frozen to move. I watch as he walks across the room, naked, smooth ass glowing in the faint light. He tosses a towel in my direction, stark and white against the fabric of the couch.

      “Clean up,” he says, tugging up a pair of joggers. “Then we need to talk.”
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      His eyes are hard as he watches me wipe his cum off my skin. 

      I dig in the crevice of the couch, the sunken area between the cushions to find my tank. I’m too numb to feel the right emotions. Humiliation and shame are buried somewhere under the surface. I pull the shirt over my head and pretend I’m not dirty—covered in his filth.

      “I had all night to think about your betrayal,” he says, rubbing his tired, red eyes. “And the only thing I think will benefit me the most is for you to continue to go through initiation.”

      I pause. “What?” 

      He sits on a chair across from me, still shirtless, joggers slung low on his hips. A twist in my stomach thinks about him over me. I shudder and look for my shirt. It’s crumbled on the floor, near his feet.

      “I know you think he’s the golden boy, but Royer is a fucking tool. He’s risky and obsessed and it’s time for him to step down as president.”

      “He’s your best friend.” It’s a statement.

      Miller shrugs. “So? He’s too worried about his dick and becoming a Zeta Sig legend to see how he’s about to fuck everyone over.” He licks his lips. “He and Andrea have too much control. I don’t like it.”

      “So what, you want to stop the initiation? The gauntlet?” 

      “Fuck no,” he laughs. “I love all of it, as much as he does, maybe more. But believe it or not, kitten, I’m not all about the glory. I’m about the process.” He locks eyes with me. It’s impossible to look away. “And you’re going to help me.”

      “Me? How? I’m here to stop all of this.”

      “We’re going to make sure your boyfriend and his whore take the fall. Then I’ll claim the position of president and restructure things.”

      “Won’t you get in trouble too?”

      “Not if we play this right.” He picks up my shirt and walks over, holding it out. “I know everyone thinks I’m a slacker, but that’s just because that’s what I let them see. There’s more to Miller Hansen than people realize.”

      I stare at the shirt, the feeling in my skin, my brain, finally coming back. The nausea is still there. I’m not sure if it’s from the alcohol or from the assault. Probably both. “Why do you think I’m going to help you? I can walk out of here and go straight to my contact. I can leave this school. I’m already blacklisted. There’s no reason for me to do anything for you. Especially, not after…” I look down at the couch and swallow the lump in my throat, “after what you just did.”

      Miller’s hand shoots out, quick and forceful. He grabs my arm and lifts me to my feet. His lips curl into that scary, dangerous, smile. “I know you, kitten. I know what you really want. You help me, you do every single thing I ask of you over the next seven days, and I’ll make sure your social standing is reinstated. Sorority of your choice. I’ll get that video obliterated from internet history, and I’ll help you get revenge on the person you hate the most.”

      “Andrea?” My heart leaps at the idea. It’s foolish, but I’m desperate.

      He nods. “We’ll destroy her, and if you still want Royer after I’ve knocked him off his pedestal, then you can have him.” His hand cups my face and swipes his thumb over my cheek, eliciting a tremor that runs down my spine. “But the real reason you’re going to help me is that the alternative is worse than you can imagine.”

      “Worse than what you just did to me?”

      “The Zeta Sig’s have a tradition for everything, Reagan, including bitches that betray us.” His tongue darts out, wetting his bottom lip. “It wouldn’t have been just my cum all over your body. It would have been every single one of the men in this frat. In your hair, your face, your mouth…” His eyes sweep down. There’s no mistaking the hunger there. He must really want to displace Royer, because I get the feeling he would love to see me in that position. “You wouldn’t just be blacklisted. You’d be marked.” He pushes the swoop of hair out of my eyes. “But for now, you’re just mine. Which means I’ll protect you and make sure you get through the week, as long as you do everything I tell you.”

      So, there’s no choice. Every move I make, things get worse. I either get exposed to the whole group, or see this through, under Miller’s thumb. I’d already been busted on the first night. There’s no way I would have made it on my own, even with Grayson’s help. I need someone on the inside just to survive.

      “You promise to take down Andrea?”

      He makes an X on his chest. “Cross my heart.”

      “And you’ll help me get my social status back.”

      “Yep.”

      His hand thrusts out.

      “Fine,” I say, as though I have a choice. I slide my palm against his, prepared to shake, but he pauses.

      “Remember, you do everything that I tell you and you’ll survive. I own you this week. No arguments.”

      Working with Miller doesn’t exactly seem like the lesser of two evils, but at least he’s the devil I know verses a string of frat boys downstairs that I don’t. Getting my social standing back is a long shot. Taking on Royer without help seems even more unlikely. Destroying Andrea is my goal. Grayson… well, he’ll have to take what he can get.

      Our palms meet, and a wave of uncertainty rolls over me. I’m damned no matter what I do, and the glint in Miller’s eye tells me that he knows it.
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      The path I take from the Zeta Sig house to my dorm is beyond a walk of shame. It’s a fucked-up, twisted maze of insanity and desperation. The only solace I have is that no one on campus, other than Miller, recognizes me. For a girl, this is the walk of shame. A guy? A stride of pride.

      I stop and vomit in the bushes. Bent over and heaving, I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and continue home.

      In my dorm room, while the water heats in the shower, I rinse my mouth with mouthwash, letting the antiseptic burn. My tits ache. I think it’s from being in that compression tank all night, but when I pull it off, I see the bruises forming in the shape of fingertips. Bastard. Pushing open the curtain, I dunk under the stream of water. I have it up as high as it will go, trying to burn off Miller’s cum. I scrub and lather, but even after I’m dried off, and in my pajamas, I still feel dirty. Marked. Will that ever go away?

      I don’t even think about the rest of it. The way it felt to have Miller over me, forced to confront his ripped body and perfect face. The way his fingers closed around my throat and the way my body reacted. That’s the real shame. The true betrayal. The one I did to myself.

      Is that who I am? The girl that gets off on men treating her like shit? If the last week has proven anything, it may be that.

      Turing off the light, I crawl into bed, sinking into the clean sheets. I’ve never been so tired. So confused. Is any of this worth it? Royer? Andrea? Getting my place back in the social hierarchy?

      My phone buzzes.

      Grayson: How did it go?

      Reagan: Everything’s fine.

      Grayson: Are you sure? I came by last night to check on you. You didn’t answer.

      Reagan: I’m doing what you asked me to. 

      There’s a pause, the blinking gray dots of him typing and maybe deleting. Determining what to say…

      Grayson: Stay safe.

      I stare at the words. If he wanted me to stay safe, he wouldn’t have asked me to do this. The risk was too high. He knew it more than anyone. 

      Reagan: I’ll try.

      I could—should—tell him about Miller busting me, but I have no doubt Miller would expose me. I can’t risk it. I shove the phone under my pillow and crash. I dream of crowded hallways and shiny skirts. Black lace thongs and toilet bowls. Wicked grins and devil horns. The blast of a vibration under my pillow jolts me awake. I read the text bleary eyed. 

      Pledge Educator: Come to the house. Dress in semi-formal attire. Pack minimally, but for the week. Bring a sleeping bag and a backpack with your laptop, textbooks, and any other required schoolwork. Wait outside your residence. You have thirty minutes. 

      Turning on the bedside light, I look over at the supplies Grayson sent to my room. It’s all of those things, including the sleeping bag and an extra backpack. He knew this was coming and didn’t warn me. 

      All I want is to turn off the lights and pull the blanket over my head, but if I do, the world will know about Theodore Hart and the embarrassing way I got busted. Royer and Andrea will know, and neither of them will ever suffer a consequence for their shitty behavior.

      Resigned, I hop out of bed and do the only thing I can: pack.
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      They jump me the second I walk out of the dorm, coming out of the dark. Hood thrown over my head, arms and legs hoisted off the ground. My high-pitched yelp is smothered by the fabric. I should be afraid, and I am, but it’s not about being kidnapped. I’ve heard the horror stories about hell week and kind of expected it. No, I’m terrified and praying no one notices my boobs or the fact there’s no junk between my legs as they carry me off. 

      “Keep your mouth shut and hood on,” is all that is said after they toss me in the back of a vehicle. I land on another body; warm and bony. He grunts when my elbow slams into his gut.

      “Fuck,” he mutters.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      “Shut the fuck up or we’ll make a detour!”

      I clamp my mouth closed and try not to notice how little air is coming through the hood.

      The vehicle drives erratically, on purpose, flinging our bodies across the back of what I assume is a van. Loud music spills from the front and if the drivers are speaking, I can’t hear them. It’s not just the music. My heart pounds, heavy and loud, pulsing in my ears. This is really happening. There’s no going back.

      There’s another stop. Another pledge is tossed in the back. This one lands on my leg, forcing it into an awkward position. Tears burn at my eyes and my nose stuffs up, making my efforts to breathe worse. Get your shit together, Reagan, I tell myself. The consequences are too big for me to fuck up anything, including suffocating.

      I close my eyes and think about something else—anything. Last summer at the lake. Royer waving from the water as he expertly skied around the cove. Miller’s sitting in the back of the boat, sprawled out in the sun. The V dipping below his shorts. The taste of salt on my tongue.

      No!

      My heart hammers harder than before. The vehicle screeches to a stop, tossing all of us forward, and freeing my leg from under the other pledge.

      The music stops. The doors open. Hands grab me and drag me out, dropping me on the ground. 

      “Get the fuck up, asswipe.”

      I scramble to my feet, hearing the sounds of the others next to me. There are more vehicles pulling up. More orders are barked until I hear the shuffling footsteps of dozens of pledges. 

      Just when I think I may pass out from the heat and nausea and lack of air, the hood is yanked off my head. A rush of cool air hits my face and I gulp, taking in as much as I can. All around me are other pledges with sweaty hair matted to their foreheads, eyes wide and panicked. Lights shine from a building in front of us. Although it’s clearly a large house, it’s not the Zeta Sig house. Theirs is a mansion—this… it looks like a farmhouse. Grayson told me one work around Royer would employ is to have initiation off campus, at an undisclosed location.

      Before I can worry about it more, my belongings are tossed at me, slamming hard into my chest. 

      “Welcome to Education Week!” A voice blasts through a bullhorn. He walks into the glare of the light shining from the building. I don’t need to see his face to know who it is. Knox’s six foot plus frame gives him away. “That’s the name the Council wants you to call it, but that’s bullshit and we all know it. Fraternities have initiation week, or what most of them call Hell Week. Not at Zeta Sig. We don’t just drag you through hell. We put you through the gauntlet.”

      It’s not the first time I’ve heard the word. Miller said it in his room—that I’d never survive without him.

      “Tonight, you cease being individuals. You’re just a bunch of goats. A piece of shit. Dried cum on the athletic sock in my drawer. If you make it through the week, you’ll have the honor of being a brother. For life.” Knox says it all with passion and intensity. Like it’s the most important speech of his life. “If you don’t? That’s a mark of shame you’ll bear until you die.”

      A fraternity brother, dressed in all black, walks through the crowd, handing out Zip-lock bags. Knox speaks again. “Put your phones, ID, wallet, and ego in the bag. Don’t plan on seeing any of those again for seven days.”

      A sense of intense dread pools in the pit of my stomach, but I grab the items he listed and put them in the Zip-lock. In the crowd of pledges surrounding me, I hear, “Fuck this shit,” and then, “I’m out of here.”

      There’s collective shift in the group, a moment where everyone sees an escape. If they go, we can go. Knox must sense it, too.

      “You leave,” Knox says, “don’t come back and don’t even think of rushing again. Zeta Sig isn’t interested in cowards.”

      The threat is obvious. They’ll be blacklisted, like me. Unlike me, there’s no vibe of the humiliation that brought them down. Also, unlike me, they don’t want it enough.

      Two people end up leaving, grabbing their things, and walking down the dark road alone. Knox mocks them until they’re out of sight, calling them babies and pussies and cum-soaked-vaginas. When he’s satisfied no one else is leaving, he turns his focus back on us. “The building behind me is where the current members of Zeta Sig will be staying. We’ve rented it out for the week. You shitheads, who we will be referring to as goats from here on out, will be living over there.” A bright light swings across the yard to reveal another building. It’s immediately obvious what that building is. Or was. A barn. “Other than going to classes, your days and nights will be spent in the barn. You’ll eat, sleep, shit, and jerk off in there.” He jabs his thumb at the faded red building. “You’ll also have every opportunity to become a man. A brother. A family.” He scans the crowd. “If anyone else wants to quit, now is your chance, because once you enter the doors, there’s no leaving with your integrity or reputation intact.” 

      No one else moves, although I can almost taste the apprehension in the air. Independence has never been my thing, but when they line us up, take our belongings and herd us into the barn, I’m pretty sure the cowards that left are the smartest ones of the bunch.
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      The barn smells exactly like you’d expect: thick dusty hay, oily gasoline, and the unmistakable scent of manure. The expression on the goats’ faces as they enter are priceless. Welcome to the gauntlet, bitches.

      “I can’t believe you found this place,” Royer says.

      “My dad’s company buys up a lot of foreclosed property,” I reply. “This one went for a steal. As soon as I saw it in his portfolio, I knew it was perfect for the gauntlet.”

      As the goats pack into the center of the barn, clutching their belongings to their chests, I scan for Reagan. I know she got picked up. Was she one of the ones that left? If she was smart, she would’ve taken the public humiliation and walked away, but there’s something about this girl. She’s not a quitter—continuing long after it’s prudent for her to cut her losses. Of course, that’s one of the things that makes her so much fun. There’s nothing I like more than a feisty, determined girl.

      It’s way more fun to break them down.

      Knox takes a position on a stack of pallets. “This will be your living quarters for the rest of the week. You’ll sleep here. Food will be delivered here. There’s an outhouse around back and a stall for showering. You will do those things when given permission. You may go to your classes, but otherwise, your ass is ours. Understood?”

      There’s a murmur of yeses among the group, and I finally locate Reagan. It’s weird how much a haircut and a change of clothes altered her appearance. If I hadn’t been obsessing over her mouth for the last six months, I don’t think I would’ve made the connection. Royer should have, but he’s a self-absorbed asshole. He probably never really looked at Reagan’s face. Her tits, sure. Her eyes? Doubtful. 

      Like everyone else, she has a number taped to her shirt, #47. Her eyes are red from lack of sleep and her hair is a mess from the bag. The dark curls hang over her forehead, and she tries to hide behind it, using the swoop of bangs to cover her eyes. 

      I jab Royer and ask, “Any idea who you’re going to pick?”

      Officers traditionally choose one pledge to champion, harass, and bet on during the gauntlet. It’s a good excuse to keep Reagan close.

      “I’m torn between eighteen and six.” Hawthorne and Thompson. Both solid picks. Legacies, athletes, rich and smart. He looks over at me. “What about you?”

      I pretend to search the crowd, like I’m still thinking about it. I’m not one to tip my hand, but I need to know if he suspects anything. “I kind of want to see what forty-seven is all about.”

      “The one with the letter? Theo?” Knox asks, walking over and resting the bullhorn on the floor. “Seems kind of weak, although he was quick to hook up with Brianna last night. Dude doesn’t waste time.” He laughs. “Do you really think he’ll make it through the gauntlet?”

      I shrug. “I’m willing to take the risk.” 

      Royer’s eyes go to Reagan, assessing her carefully. “I don’t know. That letter still rubs me the wrong way. Who is the council to tell us who to let in?”

      It’s clear he doesn’t realize who Theo really is. Probably because he’s still bitter about the council getting involved. Royer isn’t used to people telling him what to do or setting limits on his actions. None of us are really, but he dislikes it more than anyone. I just choose to find my own way around the rules. I watch Reagan unroll her sleeping bag on the dusty floor. “If this kid is so important to the Council, then I feel like I should give him special treatment. Make sure he’s really up to the standards of being a Zeta Sig.”

      Royer laughs. “Good point.”

      I rub my hands together, thinking about the potential. When I locked Reagan into this agreement, I wasn’t sure how it would work out. If she’d even show back up, but now that we’re here, I’m excited. The possibilities for the week are endless. To the rest of the frat, it will just look like I’m molding a pledge into a brother, but in reality, I’ll be breaking down this little bitch who thinks she can get one over on the Zeta Sigs, and, taking out our current president. 

      For the next week, Reagan Lake, or as she’ll be known for the rest of the week, number forty-seven, is mine. 

      And I’m about to make her life hell.

       

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

       

      It’s late when the goats finally get settled. Most are probably still hung over from the party the night before. I know I’m running on fumes, but that doesn’t mean it’s time for a break. 

      Most of the pledges have just settled into their sleeping bags when bright lights click on and one of the gauntlet runners shouts over the bullhorn, “Baaaaaaa baaaaa,” he bleats, “Get up! One more task before the night is over.”

      The room groans, but everyone complies, even if it’s grudgingly. 

      “There’s an old horse pen that circles the field out back. Complete four laps and then you can go to bed.”

      Across the room, Reagan’s shoulders droop. She’s exhausted. Worn out from the party, the drugs in her drink and what transpired between us.

      I grab the arm of one of my brother’s passing by. “Hey, Rat, tell forty-seven to come to my room.”

      Rat pauses. “And miss the run?”

      Rat got his nickname during his week in the gauntlet for cutting his long hair but leaving a sliver of a rattail hanging down the back of his neck. The hair is long gone, but the nickname stuck. Now he’s covered in tattoos, including a massive one on his chest of a rat chewing his way out of his ribcage. He’s worked his way up to Warden—the person who doles out the majority of the initiation activities. 

      “He’ll make it up,” I assure him. “I’ve got some work that needs to be handled. Worse than the run.”

      He laughs. “Gotcha.”

      I exit the barn and cross the yard toward the main house. It took me months to find this place, scouring through my father’s properties. Our family has lived in this area for a century and snapping up real estate is a tradition. This place is perfect. The house is in good condition, only recently sold off after the owners died. The furnishings inside are nice—better than the frat house. There’s a large kitchen, a living room complete with TV and gaming consoles, and nice bedrooms upstairs. There’s a bunkhouse adjacent to the barn where the non-officer members will sleep for the next week. By not having the frat pay for a separate facility for Hell Week, there’s no discernable paper trail. All things Zeta Sig needs to keep our chapter legal while we carry out our traditions.

      I stop by the kitchen to grab a beer out of the refrigerator and head up to my room. Knox and Royer can oversee the drama outside. I need to check in with my goat.

      Swallowing half the beer, I enter my bedroom and take in the queen-sized bed and comfortable furniture. Since he’s president, Royer got the biggest room, but this one will work. Knox is next door, on the other side of a shared bathroom. I stop at my suitcase, unzipping it and rummaging under the clothes.

      I barely hear the tapping on my door, but call out, “Come in.”

      The door opens with a soft creak. “You wanted to see me?”

      My fingers graze the wooden box at the bottom of the suitcase, and I grab it. “Yeah, I need you to do some work in here.”

      Reagan swallows anxiously, the Adam’s apple noticeably missing from her throat, along with the telltale stubble that should shadow her chin at this stage of the day. She’s wearing baggy sweatpants that manage to make her look even skinnier and an oversized Whittmore hoodie.

      “Close the door.”

      She shuts it, and I note her stiff shoulders and trembling hands. She thinks I’m going to hurt her. The realization sends a warm spark down my belly. Control is a very powerful, intoxicating thing.

      “It’s not just work,” I say, sitting on the edge of my bed. I open the box and remove rolling papers and a small baggie of weed. “I also didn’t want you getting busted.”

      “Did I do something wrong?” Her eyes follow my hands. Watch me place the items on the mattress.

      “Nothing that’s not nature’s fault. I’m not willing to risk you getting caught the first night because you’ve got a girly-run or something.” I nod at the suitcase. “Hang that shit in the closet. I can’t find anything.” 

      She frowns. Relieved? Disappointed? “That’s all?”

      “For now.”

      I roll the joint while Reagan hangs up my clothes one piece at a time. It’s not much—just enough to get me through the week. I lick the edge of the paper, securing the weed inside and wrap it tight, watching her as she methodically works.

      “I should go back.” Reagan says once the suitcase is empty. The clothes hang in an orderly line behind her, including my pants. She arranged my shoes in rows underneath. “Someone will notice I’m missing.”

      “Nah.” I pull my lighter out of my pocket and flick the lever. It sparks twice and then ignites. I light the end and take a deep drag. “Part of the gauntlet is people vanishing here and there. Everyone has a different journey. Officers pick different goats to monitor.” I take another drag and feel the burn deep in my lungs. “Right now, I’m monitoring you.”

      “I wish you’d let me run,” she says quietly.

      “Why’s that?”

      “I don’t want to owe you anything.”

      Lifting myself off the bed, I stand and cross the room. I hold the joint out to her, but she shakes her head. I touch her cheek, but she turns away. “You became indebted to me the minute I caught you at the party last night.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      I grip her chin and force her to look at me, rubbing my thumb over her bottom lip. “You know what I want, Kitten.”

      Her expression remains blank, but a wet glimmer fills her eyes. She sighs, and starts to drop to her knees, but I grab her arm, stopping her. Her eyes dart up.

      “Remember? We’re in this together. I’m helping you and you’re helping me.” I lick my bottom lip. “I may be an asshole, Kitten, but I’m not selfish.”

      She frowns. “What are you talking about?”

      Stubbing the joint out on the wall, I grab the zipper of her hoodie and yank it down. The heavy sleeves drop off her shoulders and fall to the floor. She’s wearing a T-shirt underneath and I push that over her head. She’s in another compression tank, this one the color of her flesh. I go to remove it, but it’s tight, like it’s glued to her skin.

      “Take it off.”

      “Miller, you don’t have to do this. Let me just suck your—”

      I snort. “You can suck my cock later, Kitten, but right now, I’m getting a look at you.” I rake my eyes down her tanned, flat stomach. “All of you.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Good.” I push my fingers under the elastic of the tank. “That rage just makes you hotter.”

      She pulls away from me and bites down on her bottom lip, working her way out of the tank. It’s sexy. There’s no way for her to hide herself from me. With her tits on full display, that’s when I notice the bruises.

      They’re all over.

      Some, I realize, reaching out to touch the soft skin on the side of her breast, I definitely made.

      “Do these hurt?” I match my fingertips to a bruise on the side.

      “No.” It’s a lie. I see it in the way her chin lifts. The defiance in her eyes. She covers her chest with her arms, making her tits rise in a ridiculously appealing way. Every move this girl makes is the wrong one. Everything she does makes her sexier. More appealing. “You can’t hurt me.”

      Oh, little Kitten, how I wish that were true. How Royer could pick that bitch, Andrea, over this spitfire, is beyond me.

      “Get on the bed,” I command, kicking off my shoes. 

      The façade drops, and a flicker of fear rushes over her face. I use the momentary distraction to my advantage, pushing her toward the bed. She stumbles, the back of her knees hitting the edge of the mattress. I close the space between us, towering over her, forcing her onto her back. “You tasted me. Now I’m going to taste you.”

      Confusion and horror spread across her features, but I grab her waist and pin her to the bed. Control requires a semblance of balance. Giving as much as you get. Luring in your prey just before you pounce. But right now, I just want to taste her. Feel her heat on my tongue. Watch her squirm, even if she hates every second of it.

      I inch down her pants and take exactly what I want.
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      His fingers push under the waistband of my sweats, pulling them down over the hidden curves of my hips. 

      “Miller, don’t,” I plead. Pretending like every time I speak, the bulge in his pants doesn’t grow bigger. “I’ll do whatever you want. Just… please don’t.” He ignores me, going for the black boxer briefs, the front packed with a pair of socks. He yanks them down to my knees, the socks falling to the floor. 

      He laughs, that wicked smile cutting to the bone. “Guess you can’t beat a classic.”

      I curl inward, futilely trying to block my exposed body. 

      “Don’t worry,” he places a hand on each thigh, “I’m not going to fuck you.”

      The way the word ‘fuck’ rolls off his tongue is less than reassuring. My inner thighs clamp close. “Please…”

      His hands clamp down on each thigh, and his thumbs dip down between the gap, sweeping upward. “It’ll be a lot more fun if you don’t fight it.”

      His grip loosens just a little. His touch is softer. The burn in my lower belly flickers and flares. I’m not ready when he drags my hips to the edge of the bed and drops to his knees. “What are you doing?”

      “I told you, Kitten, I just want to taste you.”

      His lips burn into the flesh of my inner thigh, licking and sucking. He makes his way to the crux of my legs, and I jolt when he touches me, thumb swiping against my heat. I hear a laugh. “I think you protested a little too much.”

      Every muscle in my body tenses, and the heat that spreads across my skin is one of humiliation. It’s one thing for Miller to toy with me. It’s something else for him to know…

      That I’m wet.

      That he turns me on.

      That I’m afraid that I’m just as sick and depraved as he is.

      The self-flagellation ends when his warm breath blows over me, and his tongue, flat and slow, swipes along my pussy. My body shudders. Instinctive and pure. Belly twisting with want. 

      “Royer ever eat you out, Kitten?” I feel his eyes on me, but I keep mine clamped shut. “He ever make you feel good like this?”

      He flicks his tongue over my nub, catching a rhythm, then abruptly stops. 

      “Did he?” he asks again.

      I open my eyes and see him staring at me with his own liquid blue ones boring back. He’s handsome as sin. Mouth wet and slick. His eyebrow is cocked in question. It’s obvious he’s not going to continue until I answer, and I should use the opportunity to run, to get the hell out of here, but desire burns in my skin. Tickles in my belly. Beats in my chest.

      “No,” I tell him. “He said it’s gross.”

      He licks his bottom lip, tasting me. “He’s missing out. God, you taste good.” His tongue flicks again, drawing me back into a trance. I didn’t know a man could want you like that. I thought it was something they did out of obligation—or to get what they want. Miller’s hungry sounds make my thighs fall wider apart, and my hips rise to meet him. 

      He sucks me in, laughing against my clit. “No wonder you’re so pent up. So bitchy. You’re horny as fuck.”

      Caught somewhere between his mouth, my body, and my brain, I realize that’s what this is all about. Messing with Royer. Getting me off because Royer didn’t. It rubs me the wrong way, but it doesn’t matter because Miller’s tongue is rubbing me all kinds of the right way. As much as I try not to, I hum from the feel of his mouth, reaching out and grabbing the back of his neck to pull him closer. My legs clamp around his ears and I ride his mouth, rutting against him, seeking the friction and wetness and heat until I’m on the pinpoint, shattering around him. 

      “Oh my god,” I breathe, writhing against his mouth, bucking into him with pulsing energy surging through every nerve and inch of my skin. We stay this way until the feeling dissipates, leaving me spent and limp. 

      Fucking hell, I think, staring up at the cracked ceiling. Miller Hansen just rocked my world.

      Blissed out, I don’t move as he steps back, taking his heat with him. I should cover myself. I should be ashamed, but all I feel is warm all over. I’m trying to get my arms and legs to cooperate when I hear the metal tines on his zipper. I look up and see him standing over me, cock hard in his hand. He strokes up and down the length, the muscles in his forearm tense. 

      It’s the third time I’ve seen Miller come, and I’m starting to recognize the signs of when he’s close. His forehead creases, and his eyelids get heavy. His breath grows ragged, mingled with a deep rumble in his chest. His cock is thick, swelling fat and long in his hand, and the way he moves—it’s obvious he’s done this many times before. He’s an expert, pushing and pulling at the skin, the muscle underneath. I should be disgusted. 

      I’m enthralled.

      I sit up to get a better view, but his hand shoots out and pushes me back. 

      “Lie back, Kitten,” he bites out, the cords of his neck strain as he gets closer. The muscles in his lower abdomen cave and tense. Miller straddles my legs and gives his cock one last tug, then bucks forward, groaning.

      Cum shoots forward, hot and sticky, landing on my belly and chest, in thick ropey spurts. He milks it until there’s nothing left, just the shiny, red tip. There’s no noise in the room other than his breathing. The numbness has left my limbs, and all I feel his semen pooling on my belly.

      “Goddamn,” he mutters, “every time is better.” He grins up at me. “Don’t you think?”

      “I think you’re crazy,” I blurt. It’s the truth.

      He grabs his shirt off the floor and wipes his cock. Then bends over me and cleans off my skin with a disturbing gentleness. 

      “You like it, Kitten. Your pussy was sloppy wet, and I felt you quiver on my tongue.”

      I cover myself and sit up, suddenly self-conscious. “You forced me.”

      “Sometimes we have to be encouraged to try new things.” He shrugs. “It’s not my fault Royer didn’t pleasure you.”

      “Don’t talk about Royer.” I’m standing now, grabbing my clothes. Looking for an exit. Being around Miller is dangerous. “You’ll obviously do anything to bring him down.”

      “The weird thing,” he says, pulling up his jeans. “Is that you’re still protecting him. Why? What did that man give you?” His lips curve upward. “Definitely not an orgasm like that.”

      “I don’t owe you an explanation.” But he does have control. Once I’m dressed, I stand by the door. “Can I leave now?”

      He stares at me for a long moment, working the tight muscle in the back of his jaw. He walks over and opens the door. A member walks by and he says, “Number forty-seven is finished helping me unpack. Take him to the field so he can do his laps.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Wait… what?” I stare at him. “You want me to—”

      “Talk back to me, forty-seven and I’ll double it.” The soft, post-orgasmic glint in his eye is gone, and it’s been replaced with the mean cold gaze of entitlement. He took what he wanted and is done with me. 

      I step into the hall, following the member toward the stairs, hearing the firm click of the bedroom door as it shuts. If I thought Miller was going to be an ally in here, I was wrong. He’s the same thing he’s always been: a fucking asshole.
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      The next morning we’re given a pager, blindfolded, and herded onto a shuttle. We’re dropped on the outskirts of campus, near the campus bus stop. 

      “Remember, goats, what happens during the gauntlet stays in the gauntlet,” Rat says from the front of the shuttle. “Squealers get eliminated.”

      He doesn’t say more, but the implication is there. No second chances.

      A yawn rips through me, and I cover my mouth. After leaving Miller’s room and doing my run, I only got three hours of sleep. I’m barely functioning as we’re told we can remove the blindfolds. I follow the line of pledges out down the middle of the shuttle, tripping on one of the steps. A hand reaches out and grabs my hip.

      I turn back and see Miller sitting in the front row. I didn’t even realize he was here. “Be careful, goat.”

      I blink and continue off the shuttle and onto the sidewalk. Everything in my life has been turned upside down in the last week. New school, blacklisted, dumped, humiliated, and given an entirely new look and gender. But the worst part is Miller Hansen entering my life. 

      At least I know he can’t hurt me out here—or force himself on me. Not in public. Not on campus. I look up at the window and see him staring down at me, winking when he catches my eye.

      At least I think he can’t do any of those things.
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        * * *

      

      “Mr. Hart, I’m sorry you’re finding the material this morning so boring. Mr. Hart… Mr. Hart!”

       A foot slams against the back of my chair and I jolt awake, gripping my pencil in my fingers. My professor, with his graying hair and Coke-bottle glasses, is two feet away, staring at me intently. A quick glace around tells me everyone else is too.

      “Thank you for joining us. I know molecular biology isn’t the most enthralling subject, but generally my students at least pretend to pay attention.”

      “Sorry,” I mumble. I catch the eye of the girl next to me. She’s pretty. Long hair. Stylish clothes. Shoes to die for. Two weeks ago, she would have been me. She wrinkles her nose points at my chin. I touch it, realizing it’s wet with drool, and quickly wipe it away with the sleeve of my hoodie. God, what’s happened to me? 

      “Thank you,” Professor Dawes replies, his smile tight and condescending. “Maybe you can tell us what you see on the next slide.”

      I manage to fumble through the answer and stay awake through the rest of the class. When we’re dismissed, I stand up and look to see who kicked my chair. I’m shocked to see it’s Janelle.

      “Thanks for that,” I say, avoiding her eye. 

      “Yeah, I did it as much for myself as anything.” She slings her black messenger bag across her chest. “The professor had been staring you down for most of the class, which meant he was basically only focused on this section of the room. It was stressing me out.”

      “Oh, well, thanks anyway.”

      She eases out of the row of seats. “It’s just so fucking dumb.”

      I look around and see that she’s still talking to me. “What is?”

      Her eyes flick to the numbered pin on my shirt. “This Greek thing. Going through all this bullshit to pay for friends. It doesn’t make sense.”

      I barely know Janelle, but I do know the look in her eye. She doesn’t just think it doesn’t make sense. She thinks it’s pathetic.

      “People have a lot of reasons for joining a fraternity.” Like getting back at the bitch who blacklisted me. “No one gives a shit if you don’t join. Why do you care what anyone else does?”

      She rolls her eyes and walks off. 

      Hitching my backpack over my shoulder, I walk out of the room and into the hallway. Unfortunately, the first person I see is Andrea surrounded by a group of GE’s. I stare at them for a long, wistful moment. None of them have rings under their eyes, giving the implication they’re getting a full night’s sleep, and not having to deal with dried cum on their stomach, because even if they did have a guy jerk off over them, they at least took a shower afterward. 

      That could have been me. Should have.

      “Theo.”

      It takes a second for that name to process, but it finally does, and I turn. Grayson is a few feet away, casually lurking behind a column. He jerks his head for me to follow him. Ignoring the peel of laughter coming from the group of sorority girls, I walk down the hall, aware of Grayson vanishing behind a closing door.

      Resting my hand on the doorknob, I take a deep breath and open the door.

      “You look like shit.”

      That’s the first thing he says. 

      “And you look like a dork in those glasses,” I retort, not in the mood for any of this.

      “Ouch,” he says, pushing them up the bridge of his nose. “Okay. I guess I deserved that. I wasn’t trying to be a jerk. I was just… noting how hard the past few days must have been.”

      I look around the room. It’s not a room, really. It’s a closet. The walls are lined with shelves. Supplies are neatly arranged on each one. The unexpected thing is Grayson. He’s not in his nerdy T-shirt or worn-out jeans. He’s in a jacket and nice pants—dressed for work at the Greek council. The glasses… well, they don’t look dorky at all. They look—dammit—a little sexy. 

      Exhaustion wells in my chest and, embarrassingly, tears prick at my eyes. I rub them with the base of my palms. I’m losing my mind. I know I am, because Grayson is not sexy. Are my standards collapsing already?

      “You okay?”

      I refuse to look at him, but answer, “It definitely hasn’t been a cake-walk.”

      His hand rests on my shoulder. Gentle and supportive, or at least that’s the impression. I tense in response and shrug him away. I’m not in the position to trust men at the moment.

      If Grayson notices, he doesn’t say anything. “How’s it going? Besides the sleep deprivation. Any intel on where they’re keeping you? I know the frat house is empty other than a skeleton crew of members.”

      “We’re off campus at some farm, complete with a barn.” I raise an eyebrow. “That the recruits sleep in.”

      “Ah,” a smile twitches at his lips, “because you’re goats. Royer’s clever.”

      “It’s degrading.”

      “Of course. The whole point is to break each of you down into a shell of your former selves and then rebuild you into the perfect Zeta Sig.” He straightens, raking his fingers through his hair. “Any idea where it’s located?”

      “No. We’re blindfolded to and from campus and they took our phones.” I unclip the pager from my waistband. “They gave us these.”

      Again, he looks impressed. For the first time, I think I can accept he’s one of them.

      “They’ve definitely covered their bases. Unfortunately, we need to catch these guys in the act.” He rubs the thin layer of stubble on his chin. “No other specifics?”

      “There’s a big farmhouse the officers and upper classmen are staying in. The guys have nice rooms. The pledges are out in the barn.”

      He frowns. “You’ve seen the rooms?”

      I force my voice to stay level. “Miller made me put his clothes away.”

      “Hansen?” he asks, and I nod. “Well, that sounds right. He’s never been one to allow an opportunity go by that he can’t exploit.”

      I snort. “Seriously.”

      He frowns down at me. “You sure none of them have figured out who you are? I know it’s risky. You’ve been around all three of the officers.”

      “I’ve kept my distance from Royer. He’s not interested in me.” The room feels warm all the sudden. The sweatshirt I’m wearing is too heavy. “Knox thinks I’m just another goat. Entertaining to boss around. And Miller…”

      His eyebrow raises and lips purse. “What about him?”

      This could be the moment I get out of this—break free from the chains of my own doing. I could tell Grayson about the abuse, about how he’s using me as his plaything—continuing to blackmail me like he had from day one. But there’s no proof. Just my word against his and if it gets out the lengths I’ve gone to in order to get revenge? Well, I can’t handle another blow like that.

      Still, I tell him a semblance of the truth. “He’s chosen me as like… his little bitch for the rest of the week. Made me clean up his room. That kind of thing.”

      “It’s common for the officers to pick a pledge to kind of monitor. I guess you got on his radar when you skipped the recruitment process.”

      “Great,” I say with a tight smile, “just what I need, another target on my back.”

      And Miller pointing his locked and loaded weapon at me. 

      “Reagan,” Grayson says, taking a step closer. It’s not like the room isn’t tight enough as it is. The space between us cramped. I get a waft of his cologne. It doesn’t smell terrible. “Are you sure everything is okay? If things get dangerous, or too intense, you can let me know. We can call this off.”

      I don’t want to call it off. Not now. “I want to see this through,” I tell him. “It’s exhausting and smelly and completely deranged, but I just want to get back at them, and move on with my life.”

      He nods, but I see the worry on his face. I may look like a guy, but Grayson thinks I’m weak. I can sense it. And that’s what I’m tired of; these guys thinking I can’t handle anything, that I’m stupid and not strong enough to take what they can dish out.

      “I’m ready,” I tell him, giving him a defiant grin. “Bring it on, right?”

      Before he can answer, the pager vibrates, and I lift it up to read the screen.

      816 Elm Street

      2 PM

      “Any idea what this is about?” I ask Grayson.

      He shakes his head but memorizes the address and time before looking back at me. “Hopefully, it’s something we can use.”
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        * * *

      

      Staring at the storefront, I check and recheck the address.

      Dale’s Barber Shop 

      Complete with red and white spiral pole.

      “Move, goat.” The words are followed by a firm hand landing between my shoulder blades, and I stumble forward. “Time to get shorn.”

      I look over my shoulder and see the tattooed, punk-rock looking Zeta Sig, named Rat. “Don’t worry. It’s just hair. It’ll grow back.” He grins. “Hopefully.”

      I touch the swoop, the only thing that made this new haircut acceptable. It made me feel less exposed. Even cut and dyed, it was something left of who I used to be. 

      Another Zeta opens the door and impatiently gestures for me to come into the shop. I can hear the hum of clippers before I cross the threshold. Standing behind three barber chairs, dressed in white barber coats, are the officers. Royer, Miller and Knox.

      My lungs get caught somewhere in my chest, wringing out every last bit of air. I glance over my shoulder, searching for what? Who? Grayson? Do I think he’s going to come in and stop this?

      “Ah, number forty-seven,” Knox calls, giving me a welcoming grin. “You’re up next.”

      No. If the last week has taught me anything, it’s that I’m not that lucky. And no one is coming to save me.

      Three other pledges squirm in their chairs. One rubs his hand over his scalp. Another looks stunned, staring at himself in the mirror. The third just looks pissed. Oh, and they’re all sporting shaved heads. 

      “That’s it, boys,” Royer says, whipping the cloth smock off the pledge. All three leave, and it’s just me and two other goats behind me. Another member scurries around with a broom, sweeping up the hair. The whole thing is ludicrous. 

      “Are you serious with this?” The question comes out in a croak.

      “All animals need a haircut. Keeps the barn healthy and hygienic.” Miller spins his chair and pays me little attention. For a second, I wonder if this will make me less attractive to him, but then I remember he’s not attracted to me, anyway. He’s addicted to power and abuse. He stops the chair and waves his hand in front of it. “Ready?”

      “You take twenty-two,” Royer says, eyeing me. “I really want to be the one that gets rid of that stupid-fucking boy band swoop.”

      Miller pauses and looks between me and Royer. “Uh, sure.” He shrugs. “Twenty-two, get your ass in the chair and prepare to have a head as smooth as a baby’s ass.”

      Royer slaps the back of the chair and gives me a smug grin. My spine tingles. Does he know it’s me? Is this where he lets me know that I’ve fooled no one? Has Miller been playing with me this whole time? The paranoia rolls in thick, like a dense fog, and I barely remember getting in the chair.

      Suddenly, I’m less worried about the haircut than being caught and exposed.

      I ease into the seat, trying to avoid looking at myself, Miller or Royer in the mirror. Try, but fail. I can’t help but check out Royer. I know I shouldn’t, but I’ve missed him. I liked him—loved, really. We had fun together, or I thought we did. I know that person is still inside there. I also know he’s a liar, but can someone fake it that much?

      “How many ‘ho’s do you pull with this pussy hair?” he asks, laughing. “Not many, I suspect.”

      “He hooked up with Brianna the other night,” Knox comes to my defense. The kid in his chair next to me watches the exchange. “Fucked her in the bathroom.” He raises his fist—which is filled with a pair of clippers. “Ballsy freshman move.”

      “Please,” Royer says, draping the smock over my upper body. His fingers graze my neck and the barest flicker of a spark shoots through me. I freeze, hoping he didn’t notice. Also, hoping he did. “Hooking up with Brianna is like riding the campus bus—free, readily available, and lots of room inside.”

      He grins down at me, and I wait for it. The moment he recognizes me. I almost want it. I want him to know. I want him to see me. I don’t see a trace of recognition. Just the obnoxious expression of a guy used to getting everything he wants—when he wants—no matter whose life he destroys in the process.

      “Like Andrea’s any better,” Miller says, covering his own victim with the apron. “The only pristine pussy you’ve experienced lately was your little blacklister.”

      My cheeks, neck and ears burn red. Fucking Miller.

      “Hey,” he says, shooting Miller a glare. “I took one for the team. You know that.”

      Knox snorts. “Let’s not pretend you dumping your cum in that tight pussy was a hardship, bro.”

      I want to vanish. To die. To get swallowed up by the earth. Deep inside, every female knows that guys talk like this. That they’re the worst, but to actually hear it?

      “It wasn’t the fucking that was the problem. It was all the emotional hand holding. The assurances.” He grabs the clippers off the workstation counter. “‘Don’t worry baby. Only if you want. We’ll take it slow. Tell me if it hurts. I love you.’”

      It’s not the mocking way he says it, it’s the way he knows the lines by heart. He’d said all of that to me. Word for word.

      Bile rises in the back of my throat and I’m one second from bolting when Miller catches my eye. He shakes his head slightly—in warning.

      “I know we’re pretending to be barbers, but let’s not actually gossip like them.” He flips on the clippers and a loud, vibrating buzz fills the room. The kid in the chair eyes them warily.

      “Say goodbye to that bush on the front of your head, forty-seven.” Royer says. I hear the snap, then vibrating buzz of the clippers in my ear. My hands grip the arms of the chair as the first swipe runs over the back of my head. It was short back there already, but not that short. Every pass of the clippers feels like another violation. Royer moves to the front of the chair, and I close my eyes. He grabs the longer hair and collects it together before sheering it off. Hair sprinkles across the bridge of my nose and long after vibrating stops, I still haven’t opened my eyes.

      I can’t look.

      The smock is ripped away and Royer barks, “Forty-seven! You’re done and you look fucking magnificent.” I blink and see his smug, smiling face. He palms my head with his hand and roughly rubs the top. “You can head back to the barn with the other goats.”

      Lifting myself from the chair, it spins, giving me a glimpse of myself in the mirror. My hand instinctively goes to my head, running over the short bristles covering my scalp. Staring at the reflection, I realize that I don’t recognize myself. Not just the hair, everything. Who I am, and who I’ve become. 

      That girl is lost for good.
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      “Now that everyone has spiffy new haircuts, it’s time to clean up!” The announcement echoes on the high barn ceilings. Rat claps his hands to get everyone’s attention. “You get thirty minutes.” 

      The goats perk up, suddenly aware of what’s happening. A shower. 

      “That means thirty minutes for all forty-seven of you!” He grins in a way that’s both wicked and fun. “You can go one at a time, lather one another together, clean each other balls, or whatever equation you can come up with, but everyone gets wet.” 

      The barn reeks. Not from the former occupants—from the pledges. Two days of nervous sweat and anxiety has turned the room noxious. It’s common for the goats not to bathe during the gauntlet, but it’s also fun just to fuck with them a little. It was Royer’s idea. Go figure.

      The cocky guys hop up first, peeling off their clothes before they even get to the bathroom, cocks and pale asses disappearing into the next room. It’s not actually a shower. It’s a stall for hosing off horses and cattle. A couple of long arms that swivel around a concrete floor area with a drain. 

      The next phase of guys moves quickly, just less enthusiastic, leaving the remaining goats behind. Rat runs behind them, corralling them like livestock. The other brothers, here mostly for the show, form a funnel for them to channel through. Rat runs around waving his tattooed arms.

      “Come on little goats,” Rat calls. “Baaaa, we’re family here. No one cares if you have a tiny cock.” 

      “Jesus,” Royer laughs. “This is hilarious. Picking Rat for Warden was an excellent choice, Hansen.”

      They all herd together, but there’s one dragging. Shuffling slowly behind the others in oversized sweats, while anxiously rubbing his hand over his shorn hair. That one little runt that maybe isn’t going to make it with the rest of his brothers. 

      “Who’s that lagging behind?” Royer asks, narrowing his eyes. “Fuck. It’s forty-seven.

       He jabs me with his elbow. “Not sure your precious Theo is going to make it.”

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” I reply nonchalantly. 

      Unfortunately, Rat is the next one to notice Theo falling behind. A dark expression crosses his face, shifting from fun to mean. My spine straightens and I watch closely.

      “You afraid of water, number forty-seven? Worried about showing your tiny, limp dick to the other goats?” His hand shoots out, grabbing Reagan’s arm. To her credit, she keeps a straight face, but there’s fear lurking in her eyes and a guy like Rat can smell it. “Or maybe you like dick so much you’re scared to go in the room with forty-six of them. Afraid you’re going to get hard?” He looks her up and down. “What’ve you got hiding under all those clothes, boy?” 

      He lunges for her hem, and I push off the wall.

      “What are you doing?” Royer asks.

      I don’t answer. I don’t have a good one, but I know that if Rat gets that shirt off, my plan goes to hell. I stride across the empty barn and step between them just as Rat’s hand goes for Theo’s crotch. I stop him midair.

      “What the fu—” Rat’s expression transforms in a heartbeat when he sees me. “VP.” He straightens. “What’s up?”

      “Just came down to see what’s the problem.”

      “It seems like forty-seven is afraid of the shower. I was just encouraging him to get in with the rest of the goats.” He looks over my shoulder to where I know Royer is watching. “Pres said, everyone gets wet.”

      I nod and spare a quick glance at Reagan. She looks exhausted and harsher without the hair. It also highlights her features, the sharp cheekbones, and long eyelashes. Those goddam lips. She’s kept it together better than I expected, even though I thought she may break when Royer was talking about all the lies he told her. That’s the only time I saw a crack in her façade.

      “You get in there and deal with the others.” I let my lips curl. “I deal with him on my own.”

      “But everyone—”

      “Gets wet. I know.” I let my eyes sweep over Reagan one more time. “Don’t worry, brother. I’ll make sure he gets a thorough soaking.”

      Rat’s eyes flick between me and Reagan. His urge to fuck with the runt is overwhelming. I get it. Before Rat, the goats had to deal with me. I was the Warden last year. That’s also why he knows better than to question me. I have seniority here. 

      “You got it, VP. I trust that whatever you have in store for him will be equitable.” A shout comes from the shower room, and it draws his attention away. “Sounds like my supervision as warden is needed elsewhere, anyway.” 

      Once he’s gone, I jerk my chin toward the wide double doors. “Go.”

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “Go to my room. Shower. Wait for me.”

      Those big eyes hold mine for a minute, like she’s trying to decide which punishment is worse. The shower full of degenerate recruits? Rat? Or me?

      I won’t lie and pretend like there’s a good choice here, but there is one that keeps us both from going down in flames.

      “Fine.” She exhales. “Thank you.” 

      I don’t know if it’s the softness in her voice or the words themselves, but something dark kicks to life in my chest. “There’s no need to thank me. I’m not saving you, kitten. If you haven’t noticed, when I adjust your hazement, I’m not giving you a break. Everything the other goats do, you do too—with an added twist.” I look down at her. “You reek. Clean up and wait for me.”

      She nods and takes a step back, grabbing her backpack and scurrying out of the room.

      I’m not the only one that watches her go—Royer’s gaze follows her from his spot by the door, forehead creased in curiosity. He knows well enough not to question me, but I sense the suspicion. It’s a lot of interest in one goat—one he should have recognized if he wasn’t so focused on his own getting his cock wet and making this the most insane gauntlet Zeta Sig has ever seen.

      I cross the barn, preparing my excuse along the way, but one of the members, Bushwacker, rushes up to Royer with a sheet of paper. 

      “I updated the schedule with the added hazement,” he says, pushing his wild, curly hair back. 

      Royer skims over the details and a slow grin spreads across his mouth. “Yeah, looks good. Tomorrow night. Midnight.” 

      No one told me about a change in the schedule. 

      “What is it?”

      Bushwacker shoves the paper at me, and I see the next item on the schedule. 

      Fucking hell.

      “Seriously?” I ask, because this is one of those things that will get us tossed for sure if word gets out. “You really want to go there? I mean, the pledge cocktail is basically an urban legend. No one knows if it’s even actually been done.”

      “Maybe it is, but not anymore. I told you, bro,” Royer says, “no holding back. This year is going to be epic.”

      He’s right, of course. It is epic, hilarious, and downright nasty all at once. But it’s also going to be a problem for me and Reagan. There’s no way she gets through this without revealing her true identity.

      “You better be sure this isn’t going to backfire,” I tell him, but I know it doesn’t matter. As deep as I’m in it with Reagan, Royer is just as obsessed with the gauntlet.

      All of this is on my mind when I get upstairs. Warm, soapy, moisture lingers in the air—the scent of my shampoo and bodywash. Masculine and spicey. The lights are off, other than the glow from the bathroom. I peer in, but she’s not in there. What the—?

      Then I find her. There. In my bed. Curled up in a tight ball. She looks like a kid; her features softened in her sleep, the dark circles under her eyes more pronounced. Her legs are bare, the hem of her—fuck! my ratty, worn sweatshirt grazing her upper thighs. Kitten thought she could borrow my clothing to snuggle into. Does she like my scent? My dick swells and I take a step forward. It’s going to be a pleasure to take that right back off. 

      She sighs, stirring slightly, grabbing the pillow next to her. She yanks it close to her chest and clutches it protectively—a shield against the bad things—bad men like me.

      I’d planned on coming up here and making her pay for getting her out of that jam downstairs. Forcing her to do her share of the hazement but looking at her like this… it feels wrong to fuck with her right now.

      I grab a pillow off the bed and a blanket, then stretch out on the couch. My legs are too long, forcing me to the side, positioning me and Reagan nearly face to face. I drift off, staring at her, taking in her features; those eyelashes, those lips, that fucking delicious mouth, pushing aside the worries about tomorrow’s challenge.

      I’ll figure something out. I always do.
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      The soft padding of the bed is the first thing I notice when I wake. It’s comfortable, warm, and my muscles don’t ache. It’s wrong. I jolt up, blinking at the room, paranoia creeping up my spine, and try to put the pieces together. Last night had been a close call with Rat trying to force me into the shower with the other guys. Miller stepped in and sent me to his room to clean-up and wait for him. I did what he said. I knew better than to test him, but he never came. I got in the bed just to rest for a minute—to wait for him and whatever punishment he planned for me. After that is blank.

      I look down and see that I’m in the same clothing as the night before. Miller’s sweatshirt and the boxer briefs I stole from his drawer. Reaching under the shirt, I touch my chest and it’s also clean. Whatever happened, Miller didn’t mess with me. I wish that made me less apprehensive, but I don’t like owing him any debts. I know he’ll extract payment when he’s ready, and it will be worse than before.

       I glance over at the couch and see a bunched up pillow and rumpled blanket. Is that where he slept? Doesn’t seem right. What time is it? I search for clock on the nightstand and stop. A plate sits on the table with a glazed donut and a note propped against it. In scrawled handwriting I read, Eat up, kitten. Tonight’s going to be a doozy.

      Ignoring the donut, I get out of bed. I take a second to straighten it up, giving the impression I wasn’t there, although clearly, that’s more for my benefit than anyone else. I pull on the jeans from the day before but keep on Miller’s sweatshirt. My other one has bits of hair in the collar from the barbershop, and… I pull the shirt up to my nose. It smells good. Clean. 

      A flash of Miller’s face between my legs brings a flush of heat across my body.

      Okay, maybe wearing the shirt isn’t a good idea.

      I strip it off, putting back on my dirty shirt. Footsteps sound up and down the hall. An alarm in the next room keeps going off every ten minutes. Snooze button, I guess. I’m not sure how to get out of here—when it’s okay to leave. I have two hours before my next class and a pile of homework to do. I haven’t even been thinking about all the schoolwork I’m falling behind on. My eyes fall on the desk in front of the window. Miller’s laptop and a few binders are stacked on the edge. I make a little space and pull out my assignments. There’s a speech in my marketing class, a paper in language arts, and three videos to watch for Spanish.

      We turned our devices in at the beginning of the week, so I snag Miller’s laptop. At least I can get the videos watched. A few quick keystrokes later I’m in my class website, learning how to conjugate verbs. Or trying.

      My stomach rumbles and I glance at the donut. Fuck it. I deserve it after that the last few days. I’ve just taken a bite of the sweet, sticky donut when I get an alert from my school messaging system.

      Grayson: I don’t know if you’ll get this but it’s worth a shot.

      Reagan: I’m here.

      The message sits for a moment, the icon blinking waiting for a response. Tiny bubbles appear.

      Grayson: I didn’t hear from you yesterday. Where are you?

      I look down at the bed and then over to the couch to the pillow and balled up blanket. How do I answer this?

      I’m in Miller’s bedroom.

      In was in his bed.

      Wearing his clothes.

      Now, I’m eating the donut he left me.

      Reagan: I’m fine. Yesterday was just busy. You know, getting all my hair shaved off.

      That’s right. I’m still pissed he didn’t save me from that.

      Grayson: I’m sorry about that. It wasn’t big enough to get the council to notice. Minor infraction at best. Are you okay?

      Reagan: Define okay.

      There’s a pause, then the little gray circles flicker at the bottom of the screen.

      Grayson: I really am sorry. You’re strong R. It’s worth it. We’ll bring them down.

      I look over at the note Miller left, the warning at the bottom. I’m not so sure Grayson is right. I’m not even sure if I’ll survive another day in this place. What would have happened if they’d forced me into that shower and seen that I’m not who I say I am? Every minute, it feels harder to breathe in here. Harder to survive without them knowing the truth. Every day that passes will make it more of a betrayal. Not just to Royer. To Knox, Rat, and all the other goats. I’m scared of what will happen when they find out.

      I type out a response. 

      Reagan: I hope so.

      I finish the donut and get back to work. I’m halfway through the second one when a notification pops up in the corner of the screen. An assignment for Cal 103. I click on it, and pop into the website. Somehow, in the span of three days, Miller has gotten behind on his math. Curiosity, and the love of numbers (and a deep dislike for foreign language) draws me in. I scribble down the work, answering each question in succession, too lost in the science of it all to notice that the door swings open behind me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      I freeze, pencil paused, then slowly turn around. Knox stands in the doorway, Whittmore Rowing T-shirt straining across his chest. His eyebrow is raised in question.

      “D-d-doing homework,” I stammer. 

      His long legs make his walk across the room short and a moment later, he’s towering over me. My heart pounds. It happens any time any of them get too close. Can they sense it? Or am I really just another goat in the herd? Knox shifts the screen so he can see it better, then snorts. “He’s got you doing his calculus?” 

      I shrug and make a neat pile with the papers.

      “Fucking bastard.”

      “Is that wrong?” I ask, pushing the words over the lump in my throat.

      “No, it’s freaking genius.” He shakes his head. “I knew he had something going on—some kind of scam. He had way too much interest in you.” He taps the computer. “This makes sense.”

      I try not to shift, to show any anxiety, but it’s hard. Knox is imposing, oozing confidence and security. Everything I’m not—at least not in this body.

      His big hand comes down on my head, and he rubs my shaved scalp. “The shuttle for campus leaves in ten minutes. You probably need to be on it.”

      I nod, grabbing my backpack, not looking back. My heart beats wildly. Frantically. What if Knox had come in a few minutes earlier? When I was asleep in Miller’s bed? Or God forbid, changing. 

      Adrenaline pumps through my veins the entire way to campus, continuing after I drop into my chair in class.

      I slink down, mimicking the way I’ve seen the other guys sit; legs sprawled, knees wide apart. A girl enters the room with her hair in two knots at the top of her head and her thick bangs are cut blunt across her forehead. Dark lipstick paints her mouth as she talks to another classmate. It takes me a second to realize it’s Janelle. She looks cute, in her own gothy-emo way, but it’s more than just the effort she put into her style today. It’s who she’s talking to.  

      Rat.

      A sick feeling swirls in my stomach. There’s something about him I don’t like, something different than the other guys. Miller is dark and wicked, but all he wants is sex and control. Royer a chameleon, and Knox is just all about the fun, but Rat? He’s too into his role as warden. 

      The uneasiness continues when he tucks a piece of her hair over her ear and bends, whispering something.

      Gag.

      When she climbs up the stairs, he goes in the opposite direction, sitting with a few other Zeta Sig’s across the room. We’re not to associate with the brothers during the day, not unless we’re summoned. I’m surprised when she stops at my row and sits one desk over.

      “What’s that all about?” I ask. 

      “All what?”

      “I thought you said all frat boys were losers.”

      She pauses. “He’s in a frat?”

      I laugh. “Big time.”

      She mulls this over for a second and opens her laptop. “Every rule has the exception.”

      I laugh. “You really think that guy is the exception?”

      “Hot is hot.” Her eyes flick across the room to where he’s sitting. “He’s hot.” She cuts her gaze back at me. “What do you care, anyway?”

      She’s right. Theo shouldn’t care that Rat’s a douche with a streak of hardcore asshole. Janelle is closed-minded and apparently a hypocrite. If she wants to go after a dick like Rat, then who am I to stop her? She’ll learn the lesson on her own that her instincts were right all along; frat boys are the worst.
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        * * *

      

      “Is that all you’re getting?” 

      I glance over at the guy next to me, number seventeen. He’s tall and lanky, having not quite grown into his arms and legs yet. He’s studying my plate as we go through the food line in the main dining hall. So far, I have salad and a piece of grilled chicken. Comparatively, his is loaded with pasta, fries, and something coated in a thick batter that may or may not be meat.

      “Um… I don’t eat gluten…” He gives me a blank stare. “It gives me the runs.”

      “Ah, right,” he nods in understanding. “That sucks.”

      I grab a bag of chips at the checkout counter in an attempt to allay suspicion. Number seventeen doesn’t seem to pay much attention anyway; he’s already stuffed a roll in his mouth by the time we reach the table.

      I sit between him and twenty-two, a boy with warm brown skin and a shiny silver watch on his wrist. The table is filled with recruits, all seemingly starving from the way they eat. I pick up my fork, hyper-aware of my choice in food, my mannerisms, and the fact that Andrea and a pack of GE’s just walked in the door.

      “Anyone have an idea of what’s going down at midnight?” a guy at the end of the table asks. 

      “Nope,” seventeen says from beside me. “No clue.”

      “I did hear a rumor about last year,” says another kid with a fine layer of white-blond fuzz covering his scalp. “They made everyone drink two bottles of scotch to see who was the last man standing.”

      Another guy chimes in. “I heard they made everyone do push-ups and then paddled you according to how many you did.”

      Twenty-two winces. “As long as they don’t make us circle jerk like the Alpha Ro’s do.”

      Seventeen chokes on his second roll.

      “Eh,” the blond-fuzz guy says, stabbing his fork into his mystery meat, “it can’t be that bad, right? They all survived it. I think they’re just trying to freak us out.”

      The table of guys nods their heads, feeling comforted by the words. I don’t know if it’s my own apprehension, or the fact I’ve had to keep on the downlow for so many days, but I look up from my uneaten salad and blurt, “Whatever you think it it’s going to be, it’ll be worse. Trust me.”

      All eyes swing to me. Heat rushes to my cheeks. I’ve made an effort to be invisible the last few days, and it’s been easy to do with so many other recruits around.

      “Oh yeah? Do you have some kind inside intel?” 

      Maybe? No, not really. “It’s just a feeling,” I say, picking up my fork. “Hopefully, I’m wrong.”

      But that’s the thing, I realize later that night when Rat stands on top of a stack of hay, shirtless and revealing his disturbing tattoos, and presses the siren on the bullhorn, gathering everyone in a circle.

      I’m not.

      “Tonight, goats,” he says, grinning darkly, “the gauntlet has no boundaries—no level too high. It goes to the place of urban legends. It’s a place of bonding. Revelation. Brotherhood.” The group of recruits shifts anxiously. No one in this room would admit they’re afraid, but there’s the scent of apprehension in the air. A drop of sweat slides down my back. He continues, “Tonight, we take part in a communion of sorts; The Pledge Cocktail.”

      The barn doors swing open and Royer strides in, holding something over his head. Miller and Knox follow, but every pledge looks to the president, trying to see what he’s holding. It’s a trophy? No. A cup? A mug? He moves to the middle of the circle. A few shoulders relax visibly—it’s just a drinking test. Barring alcohol poisoning, half the room has been priming for this challenge. 

      Until Royer spins the mug around and reveals the writing on the side. 

      “I Love Cumming.”

      The love is in the shape of a heart. On the other side it says, Cumming, Georgia. It’s tacky, hilarious and… confusing.

      “What the hell is that for?” the goat next to me asks.

      The smug look on Royer’s face makes me nervous. I look for Miller—for a clue—but his face is passive, bored even. This isn’t good.

      “Tonight, some of you will contribute to the Cumming Cup.”

      “Contribute?” someone says across the circle. “You mean…”

      “Jerk off into the cup, yeah,” Rat laughs. 

      “Shit.”

      “Ugh.”

      Everyone has an opinion. Not me. I’m just trying to control the wave of panic building in my chest.

      “Fuck. This is gross,” the guy next to me says. He’s right. It is gross. Again, I look for Miller, but he’s avoiding me entirely. It’s a smart move. My stomach drops and sweat accumulates under my armpits, but then I pause and thrust my hand into the air.

      “Yes?” Royer asks, shifting that dark gaze to me.

      “You said some of you…”

      He responds with a slow grin. “Very good.” He turns from me and faces the other side of the circle. “Some of you have been outstanding goats this week, others… not so much. We’ve taken note.” On cue, Knox holds up a sheet of paper. Even from a distance, it’s obvious it’s a list. “Those of you that have fallen short of your duties will be the ones to participate in this challenge.”

      The drop of sweat turns into a river.

      “There are twelve of you ranking at the lower end of our charts. Yes, we keep track.” People shift and squirm, giving away exactly who knows they’re being called out. “We know a few of you are going to feel inadequate. We’ve prepared for that. We’re deviants, not pervs. The mug will be in the back horse stall. You’ll go in, think of your mothers and leave your contribution in the cup.” Rat explains the rules like we’re about to play Monopoly. But this could work. If I’m in there alone, no one will know. “To keep you honest,” he continues, “there will be a monitor in the room, making sure every last drop goes in.”

      “And then what?” a voice asks. “Who’s going to drink this shit?”

      “No one,” Royer says, making eye contact around the circle, “if you finish in time.”

      I barely hear what he’s saying, instead trying to think around my thundering heart. This is it. Not only will I be exposed, but it’ll be in front of eighty other men. Eighty, exhausted, angry, horny men who haven’t had a chance to hook up, or masturbate, all week.

      Shit.

      “Forty-seven!” My eyes jerk up. Royer holds the mug out. “Since you specifically skipped out on the shower last night, you get the honor of being the cup monitor.”

      I blink down at the ceramic cup, then back at him. “Monitor?”

      “You’re in charge of making sure every goat dumps his cum in the cocktail.” He shoves the mug in my hands and slaps me on the shoulder. “Got it?”

      There’s a dark glint in his eye, one I’m not familiar with but suddenly it seems uniquely him. The other Royer. The one that had quietly lurked beneath the surface all that time we dated, and I never even noticed. For the first time, I realize that my ex is dangerous. Not just to unsuspecting sorority girls, but to everyone. He may know not who I am, but he’d noticed that I didn’t take a shower with the other guys, and now, twenty-four hours later, he’s making me pay. 

      “Oh, and if you need a little inspiration,” Royer adds, shoving me in the direction of the horse stall, “we brought a prime selection of the Zeta Sig spank wall.”

      I have no choice but to go into the room, repulsed and anxious. There’s a small table and a hard metal chair in the center of the room. I don’t fully understand the magnitude of the ‘spank wall’ until I see it. Dozens of photos are attached to the wooden boards, all of the girls in sexy or compromising positions. It takes me a minute to realize that most are of ‘real’ girls—not models or celebrities. There are blown up social media bikini shots, but a few are more candid, maybe even screen captures. Grainy and unprofessional. Those are the most revealing. Women having sex—all kinds—all angles. Open mouths, spread legs, tits, pussies, asses… it’s a lot. It all feels genuine, unposed, like someone took these photos in the middle of the act. I stand in the middle of the stall, gazing at all the photos when one catches my eye. The face is marked out with an ‘x’ and dark lettering covers the features. “Blacklisted.”

      My stomach sinks when I see the small birthmark on the right rib. My right rib.

      God.

      Touching the spot on my side, I stare at the photo, wondering how and when it was taken. I’m on my back, naked, nose wrinkled in what could only be called an ‘O face.’ I force myself to look past that, to the background. I’m on a bed. The pillowcase is trimmed in blue. A small anchor in the corner.

      The boat. Royer and I’d had sex on my parent’s boat when we went out with Andrea and Miller. I drag my eyes away, looking past the manicured or waxed pubic hair and seamless tans, until I see another familiar face, the one I know I’m instinctively looking for: Andrea. That one startles me. Royer cares so little about her that he allows her to be on display for everyone to see? Does he feel this way about all women?

      Andrea’s not on her back—the photo is taken from below—as she straddles a man’s body. Her tits are round and full, nipples darker than my own. There’s a hand on her hip, masculine. A ring on the finger. I recognize the hand immediately. Royer’s. Not a surprise. But what catches me off guard is something next to her thigh. The white sheet of the bed, also trimmed in blue. Those assholes had sex on my father’s boat—while I was there.

      I’d cry, but I’m all out of tears. There’s no time anyway. The door opens, and Rat shoves a pledge though the door, slamming it shut behind him. I turn and face him. He looks as uncomfortable as I feel. Or at least on the surface. Everything would escalate if they knew I was a female, but as it is, I’m just some poor other goat forced into the situation.

      He looks around, and his eyes brighten as they scan over the photos. “Nice.”

      I’m not prepared for how quickly he pulls out his cock, stroking it into a hard rod. I force myself to think of how a guy would handle this. Would he be grossed out? Maybe a little. Indifferent? Probably. Curious? Not visibly. 

      I decide to go with indifferent, even though it’s almost impossible. I’m not turned on, that’s for sure. Watching this kid, number six, yank and tug at his cock, takes the charm out of the action. He looks around the wall, avoiding eye contact with me, thank God, and zeros in on one of the photos a blonde with massive breasts. He stops in front of it, presses his palm flat against the wall and gets busy.

      I stand there, awkwardly holding the mug in both hands, trying to figure out exactly how my life turned into this. How I let Royer and Andrea and Miller drag me down. Why I agreed to go undercover and subject myself with this insanity.

      “Cup,” he grunts.

      I blink, coming back to the moment.

      Number six hums again and jerks his chin at me. “I need the cup.” 

      My eyes widen, and I shove it toward him. He doesn’t take it. Just shifts around until he’s positioned over the wide rim. His eyes flutter shut and his jaw slacks. I watch all of it in stunned horror as he grunts one final time and thick semen spurts into the cup.

      Jesus. 

      I’m still processing what happened when number eleven rolls in. And eighteen. My mind shuts off as they come through, jerking off one by one. I see all kinds of dicks. Big, small, wide, narrow, curved, stubby. Some guys need the spank wall. Others have their own system—efficient, like any other consistently used muscle. Others seem to have to work at it, telling me to turn around and not be a pervert. They sit in the chair, on the floor, lean against the wall, hunch openly. There’s no comfortable way to get through this. It’s just jerk, squirt, repeat. 

      By the time forty-four comes in, I’m numb to the smell of sweaty, nervous boys and the sight of cocks and jizz. I think I prefer the numbness to the ever-present ember of anxiety in the pit of my stomach. The end of this little game is coming. And when it does, I have no idea what I’m going to do.

      Forty-four dumps his cum into the cup and zips up his pants. He peers into the mug and says, “That shit is so nasty.”

      He exits, and it’s not long before the door opens again and Miller walks in.

      For the first time since I walked in, I breathe a sigh of relief. “Oh thank God, I didn’t know what to do—”

      “I told him I would monitor you.”

      “Okay, good.” I take in a few more breaths, settling my racing heart. “So what do we do? Just… wait? Pretend?”

      He chuckles. “I told you I’d make sure neither of us gets caught, but I’m not giving you a break.” He takes the cup from me and places it on the table, then sits in the chair. “You’re doing exactly what they did, getting off.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      He slouches in the chair, leaning back lazily, legs sprawled. He smirks up at me and adds, “You have ten minutes until that timer goes off out there. I suggest you get busy.”

      The timer. I’d been so focused on what I was going to do that I’d forgotten about it. With the way things have been going, the way Royer zeroed in on me, I have no doubt I’m the one that will have to drink the cocktail. The thought propels me, and I lean against the wall and push my pants over my hips. I fumble with the boxer briefs, removing the rolled-up sock.

      “You need me to hold your cock?”

      “Fuck you.”

      His eyebrow jolts up. “Happily.”

      I throw the socks at him and ignore it when he holds them up to his nose and sniffs. The warm rush of humiliation burns against my cheeks as I push my hand down my lower belly and beneath the waistband. I reach between my legs, feeling the warm heat. I’m not wet though. Not after the last hour of being surrounded by the spank wall and a dozen unappealing cocks. I close my eyes and push aside everything else, the photos, the cum cup and Miller’s watchful gray eyes.

      Well, maybe not the eyes. I think about them, how intent they are, how they spark to life when he’s fucking around. How they’re right above his sharp, slanted cheekbones and soft lips. The lips that worked me into a frenzy. The heat of his tongue. 

      The rush of heat surprises me, and my fingers slide easier, spreading moisture across my clit. 

      Come on, I think. You can do this. It’s not my first solo mission, after all.

      I try to focus but I’m too aware of him, and I sense his movement from the chair. I open my eyes and he’s standing in front me.

      “Let me tell you what, kitten,” he says, running his fingers down the column of my neck. “Royer is going to make you drink that cocktail, if you don’t beat the clock.” A sharp flash of pain, followed by the rush of warmth, runs through me as he tweaks my nipple. “But I’m not going to let that happen,” he continues, making a circle around the hard peak of my breast.

      The slick heat builds between my legs, his touch adding fuel to my smoldering fire. I catch a rhythm, the rhythm of his touch, and thighs spread. “Why do you care?” I ask, forcing out the words. I’m close to the edge, teetering really. Inching closer with every flick of my click, every circle of my nipple. “I’d think you’d want me humiliated.”

      He drops his mouth next to my ear. “The only cum going in your mouth is mine.” He nips my earlobe. “Do you understand that?”

      My hips buck forward just as dark fear twists in my belly, spreading out across my nerves. It mingles with the buildup in my core, the bundle of energy in my clit. This is more than a game for Miller. It’s an obsession. A possession. If I thought he was being nice or working with me, I was foolish and wrong.

      He grabs my chin and forces me to look at him. “Do you understand?”

      I stare into the molten steel of his eyes and do the only thing I can. I whisper, “I understand.” 

      “Repeat it.”

      I swallow, hating myself, but hating the idea of the alternative worse. “The only cum going in my mouth is yours.”

      “Good girl.” He runs his nose along the side of my face. “Let go, kitten, I’ve got you.”

      I open my eyes and his are right there, boring into mine. He moves his hands to my hips, holding me up. The rush trickles over me, starting low and burning, rising as it spreads. Miller’s lips part, mimicking my shallow breaths, as though he’s going through this with me. I ball my fist between my legs and moan, allowing him to hold me up as I shatter into a million pieces.

      “Beautiful.” He strokes my side, providing a strange soothing motion as I come back to my senses. “I knew you could do it—just needed a little help.”

      He pinches my nipple again and straightens, walking over to grab the cup. I watch him, trying to regain my senses, level my breathing, as he walks out the door, leaving me with my pants and dignity on the floor.
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      I know everyone thinks I’m a spoiled, entitled brat, but I can be grateful.

      Today I am thankful simply for the fact I didn’t have to drink a cup of fratboy cum. 

      If that doesn’t say everything about my life right now, I don’t know what does.

      I see him as I walk across campus, his tall, lanky body and mussed up hair. He catches my eye and jerks his chin toward the academic building.

      I triple check the hallway before I enter the same closet we met in last time. Grayson is there, dressed in those work clothes that don’t make him look completely stupid, holding a cup of coffee. His eyes dart to my hair and his jaw drops.

      “Holy shit.”

      “Yeah.” I rub my hand over the bristles. He hadn’t seen it yet. “Cutting edge, right?”

      “It’s—”

      “Awful. I know.” 

      “No. It’s—”

      “Stop.” I gesture to the coffee. “Got extra?”

      It takes him a second to drag his eyes away from the abomination that is my head, to thrust the cup toward me. “Oh, it’s for you.”

      I take the cup, feeling the heat burn through the paper. “Really.”

      “I figured you probably had a hard night.”

      I narrow my eyes at the word ‘hard,’ wondering if that’s a double entendre. He stares back blankly, and I sigh. “Why would you think that?”

      “I went through Zeta Sig initiation, Reagan. It’s mid-gauntlet. I know what happens.”

      Does he though? Does he know what I went through? A girl forced to watch twelve guys wank into a cup. A novelty cup from a discount store? My cheeks heat just thinking about it and tears prick in my eyes. At the time, it was about survival, but now…

      “Hey,” he says, expression softening, “what is it?”

      “Nothing.” I wipe at my eyes and stare at the floor.

      His hands cup my face, and he tilts my chin upward. “Tell me what happened.”

      “What’s the point? I didn’t get any proof, so why does it matter?”

      “The more information we have, the better, Reagan. I need everything.”

      I look past the glasses into the dark brown of his eyes. There’s not a trace of meanness there and, right or wrong, it makes me feel safe. This whole week is about bonding and brotherhood. I’ve never felt so disconnected and unstable.

      Grayson brushes a tear off my cheek with his thumb and I tell him everything that has happened the last few days—well, the official things. I still haven’t told him about Miller knowing my identity. As I describe the cocktail, the muscle in the back of his jaw tightens. He seems repulsed, maybe a little angry. The more I talk, the more horrified I feel. God, how could I sit through that? Why didn’t I leave?

      “It was disgusting,” I finish, leaving out the part about Miller making me masturbate.

      “But Royer didn’t make you drink it?”

      I shake my head. “No. They beat the time.” I laugh darkly. “Literally.”

      He doesn’t laugh with me. “I’m sorry this happened to you. I’ve heard about this ritual, but I always thought it was just an urban legend. It never happened in my four years at Zeta Sig.”

      “You know Royer,” I say, “he wants to be the best at being terrible.”

      “So far, it seems like he’s succeeding.” 

      “Well, it’s over. I survived one more day. Four more to go.” I take a sip of coffee. The liquid warms my stomach. I look up and see him watching me. “What?”

      “You’re pretty brave, you know that?”

      I’ve been called a lot of things, but brave isn’t one of them. “It doesn’t feel brave. Every time I don’t walk away, I feel like I’m the world’s biggest idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot. You’re strong, Reagan.” The wide curve of his hand cups the back of my head and rubs over the shorn hair. “And believe it or not, I like the hair.”

      I squirm away from the sensation and roll my eyes. “Yeah, right.”

      “No, really.” His eyes skim down my face. “You look badass and beautiful.”

      The sincerity in his voice forces me to look at him, and his expression matches his tone. My skin prickles and the air in the room grows thin. I should step back. The space between us is a little too narrow, but my feet are glued in place. 

      “I should go,” I force out, because I know I’m exhausted and deprived of genuine affection and vulnerable. 

      “Right.” Although he doesn’t move right away. “Oh, I have something for you.” He reaches into his pocket. “You’re right about proof. We need evidence—hard evidence.” He holds up a circular button identical to the one I’m wearing. My pledge pin, complete with the number forty-seven. “There’s a camera embedded in here.”

      A squicky feeling churns in my stomach. Grayson wants to see everything going on during the gauntlet. Including the stuff I’ve been hiding from him. “Seems risky,” I say, not entirely convincing. “If they found out…”

      “They won’t.” He reaches for the button on my shirt and unhooks it. Then replaces it with the new one. He must sense my skepticism because he rests his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “We need this, Reagan. We have to get them to stop.”

      I nod. I know he’s right; we need hard evidence on the Zeta Sig’s, but even after I leave the closet and make my way across campus, I know that the frat’s won’t be the only reputation ruined.
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      “Congratulations!” Knox yells from the front of the room. “You’ve made it halfway through the gauntlet! Only four of you have pussied out and quit and we consider that reason to celebrate.” He grins out at the bald, exhausted goats. “It’s time for the Liquor Run.”

      Knox is an enigma. A balance between hard partying frat boy and dedicated athlete. The pressure he gets from being a varsity level athlete with Olympic aspirations is intense. I think that’s why he needs to blow off so much steam. 

      The Liquor Run is Knox’s favorite part of the gauntlet, probably because it combines both of those things. Competition and a party. 

      “Each one of you goats will team up with a brother who will drive you around to five liquor stores. You’re tasked with purchasing five bottles of liquor in two hours and bringing them to the rendezvous point. Everyone who succeeds will throw down at the most epic party of the year. The rest of you?” He laughs darkly. “Trust me, just fucking succeed.”

      “What if we don’t have ID?” someone shouts from the pen. All of the goats are underage—that’s why this is challenging and hilarious. 

      “Tough shit,” Rat says, stepping next to him. “You better get good at sucking liquor store clerk cock.”

      Rat lifts a bullhorn to his mouth and begins shouting out partners for the night. I’ve already arranged it for Reagan to be my partner. Once Knox discovered her working on my homework, he stopped wondering why I had ‘Theo’ in my room so much. It surprised me when I found out what she’d done. I mean, why was she doing my homework? I’m not sure I care that much because I have an ‘A’ in math now. 

      Rat calls out my name and then forty-seven, and Reagan and I make eye contact across the barn. We haven’t spoken since last night, but I’ve thought about her. A lot. I just about rubbed my dick raw after going to bed last night, thinking about her getting herself off in the horse stall. Every time I think she’ll break, or that I’ll push her past her limit, she rises to the occasion. Reagan Lake is tougher than anyone thinks.

      She crosses the room, wearing loose Army green pants and a Whittmore sweatshirt, fussing with the pledge pin near her collar. We walk out to the parking lot and get into my Jeep. I’ve just slid the key into the ignition when she says, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

      “The Liquor Run?” I ask. “It’s a tradition.”

      “No, with me,” she says. “Look at me, Miller. I definitely have no ID and with this haircut I look, at best, like a fourteen-year-old boy.”

      I shrug. “You’ll figure something out. Everyone does.”

      “Everyone?” 

      I crank the engine. “Almost everyone, but I haven’t lost yet, and I don’t plan on it tonight.”

      Her eyebrow lifts. “You have something special up your sleeve? A fake? You know the clerk?”

      “No,” I say, backing out of the parking spot. “This is all on you, kitten, but I have no doubt you’ll pull this off.”
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      Okay, maybe I overestimated Reagan on this one. She does look younger with her hair shaved. Royer always bought her booze, so she doesn’t have a convincing fake ID. And whatever spitfire attitude that normally gets her though these rituals seems to have faded under the neon beer signs hanging on the liquor store walls.

      “I give up,” she says after the third store. “You need to go back and find a new partner.”

      Eight other teams have come and gone while we’ve been in this parking lot. I should leave, heading out to the next option, but I haven’t been able to make myself go. Gripping the steering wheel, I stare over her in the passenger seat, shoulder slumped, teeth worrying her bottom lip. She’s right. This is pointless. Except I think about what I would do if she was a normal guy—just a stupid freshman boy learning the ropes of Zeta Sig.

      I’d beat his ass raw if he pussied out like this.

      I’d drag him in there again. Humiliate him. Emasculate. I’d ride that kid until he was on the edge of a breakdown and then teach him how to be a man.

      I sigh heavily and then say, “Get out of the car.”

      She looks up, eyes shiny. God. She’s crying. “You’re leaving me here?” Her hands wring together.

      “Fuck no.” I open my door and step out, slamming it behind me. I circle around and jerk open her door. “Get out of the goddamn car. We’re not done here.”

      She stares at me but doesn’t move. I grab her by the arm and yank her out. She stumbles, but I hold on tight, keeping her from falling. “But he said no.”

      He is the greasy-haired guy behind the counter who took one look at Theodore Hart and denied his purchase.

      “It’s time to man the fuck up, Theodore.” She flinches when I use the male version of her name. “It’s time to get in there and prove you can do this.”

      “I’m not a—”

      “You are tonight. And I’m not going to embarrass myself by not winning. Straighten your spine. Grow a pair of balls.” I grab her between the legs, squeezing the lump of socks. “Get in there and buy me a fucking bottle of whisky.”

      She stares at me for a long moment, eyes wide and caught in some kind of battle. There are times I know Reagan is about to quit, where she’s about to get pushed too far. I’ve learned that her stubborn streak is higher than her need for self-preservation. Defiance flickers in her eye and she says, “Fine,” and turns stalking back toward the store.

      I follow her in, and this time she doesn’t roam around, taking a minute to gather up her courage like she’s done all the other times. She goes straight for the bottle, snatching it off the shelf and slides it across the counter.

      The clerk lifts his eyes from the magazine splayed on the counter before him. He looks like he’s in his forties, with gray streaks at his temple. A faded tattoo of a dragon peeks out from under his shirt sleeve. 

      “I’d like to buy this,” Reagan says, voice modulated lower.

      “I already told you. No ID, no booze, kid.”

      “I’m not a kid and I told you I left it at home.”

      “Sure, you did. With your algebra homework. You look like you’re twelve.” He picks up a magazine on the counter and starts flipping through it. “Stop bugging me.”

      I’m standing where she can see me, slightly behind the clerk, by a booze display. It has a sexy girl in a tight bikini holding a margarita. Reagan looks up at me and I give her a hard stare. 

      Her eyes flick to the margarita display, then back to the clerk. She straightens her shoulders and says, “I know I may look twelve, but looks can be deceiving.”

      He lowers the magazine and smirks. “Oh yeah?”

      “Yeah.” She takes a deep breath and reaches for the hem of her shirt. “How many twelve-year-olds have tits like this?” 

      She lifts her shirt and the guy’s jaw drops, eyes unblinking. I stare at her chest, at the brown of her nipples and the faint, remaining tan lines from a summer on the lake. My fingers twitch, wanting to feel their weight in my hands, but she drops the shirt and pushes the bottle toward the clerk along with a twenty-dollar bill. 

      The clerk doesn’t speak, but he does take the cash and slides the bottle into a paper bag.

      “Have a good night,” Reagan says with a cheeky grin. The overhead bell rings as she heads out of the store.

      The clerk looks at me, the glaze slowly lifting from his eyes. “Did you see the tits on that one?”

      “Yeah. And you know what?” I ask. “They taste as good as they look.”

      Exiting the store, I walk up to the Jeep where Reagan stands outside the passenger side, bouncing on her toes, grinning wide. Without warning, she rushes me and gives me a hug.

      “Oh my god, that was crazy,” she says, pressing those glorious tits against my chest. 

      I rest a hand on her lower back. “Unexpected for sure.”

      “You never said I couldn’t show my tits.” She pulls back and smiles. “You said I should man up, but I’m not a man. I saw that display of the woman in the store, and I just knew my tits are as good as hers. I figured at the very least I’d stun him and steal the bottle.”

      “I know for a fact your tits are better than that model’s, just saying.”

      “Yeah?” She looks up at me with those bright eyes, soft and genuinely touched by the compliment. 

      I nod, unable to figure out what to say next. My heart thuds in my chest, energized by the scene in the store, the closeness of this sexy, wild girl. I want to push up her shirt and suck on those nipples right here in the parking lot. I want her tongue in my mouth. My cock swells at the thought of her—all of her. I’m not supposed to want Reagan like this. Not for real.

      The rush of blood pounds in my ears, and I think that maybe I’ll tell her. I’ll just tell her that I want her, but then I realized the pounding wasn’t just my pulse. It’s the thud of bass from a truck barreling down the road. A truck I recognize as one of my frat brothers. I step away from Reagan and nod at the Jeep. “We’ve got an hour and four more to go.”

      “I’m ready,” she says, the adrenaline still running through her. I sense it when she sits next to me in the Jeep and as we drive down the road toward the next stop. But what I really notice about the girl next to me is that she’s full of surprises and for the first time in a long while, I’m eager to find out what comes next.
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      We’re not the first to arrive at the rendezvous point, but the important part is that we’re not the last. 

      “You know those clerks are going to talk about this for years,” I tell her, pulling into the sandy lot. Reagan repeated her tactic at four other liquor stores and came away successful at each one, the last a woman who winked and gave it to her for free. “This night is going to go down as the one where ‘the girl flashed her tits for a fifth of whiskey.’” 

      “Hey, I’ve been famous for worse things.” 

      Ah, the blacklist.

      Her smile drops, replaced with the same sadness and regret that has marred her expression for days. I feel the slightest regret over what we did to Reagan. She’s not as much of a prissy bitch as Andrea and Royer claimed. Or maybe this whole experience has just toughened her up. 

      “At least this one is a little more anonymous.” She runs her hand over her head, fingers lingering just above her ears. I snatch it from the air, twisting our fingers together. “I thought that one guy was going to try to reach across the counter to make sure they’re real.”

      My blood heats at the thought of it. Fucking pervert. Most of the guys were shocked and amused. That old asshole thought he’d take advantage. If he’d tried…

      “I would’ve cut his fingers off. One by one.”

      She stares at me for a moment, then down at our twined fingers, like she’s trying to ascertain if I’m serious. Trust me. I am. The thought of some jackoff touching Reagan… well. Just no.

      She pulls her hand away and quickly looks out the window. “So what’s next?”

      It’s hard to see from here, but there’s a dune just ahead that slopes down toward the beach. The property is owned by an alumnus, and we have permission to party here all we want. 

      “You get to celebrate your success with a beach blowout, booze and all the pussy—” I wrinkle my nose and she does the same. “Guess you’re out of luck on the pussy part.”

      “Guess so.”

       I pull out one of the bottles of whisky and unscrew the cap. I hold it out to her and to my surprise, she takes it, swallowing a gulp. “Oh god,” she says, wheezing from the burn. 

      I grab the bottle from her and take two gulps. “Tastes pretty fucking good.” 

      She shakes her head; the shadows highlighting her cheekbones. When it’s just the two of us together, she drops the male bravado and it’s easy to tell she’s a girl. “You’re…” she starts but stops.

      “What?” I take another, smaller swallow.

      “Wild. Fearless.” She looks at me from under those long eyelashes. “Fun when you’re not being scary.”

      My heart thuds from the adrenaline of the night—from the booze. I lean toward her and run my fingers through the stubble just over her ear. Her nervous spot. “You think I’m scary?”

      She doesn’t respond, and I continue rubbing my fingers over the soft fuzz. I can smell the whisky on her breath. See the plump swell of her bottom lip from where she’s been worrying it with her teeth. The urge to kiss her, lick my way into her mouth is all-consuming. It’s stupid. She tenses, reaching up to toy with the pledge button on her shirt. I drop my hand and pull back.

      “Seeing you flash your tits all over Whittmore was unexpected. Good, but unexpected.” I take one more sip and screw back on the top. “But you’re more fun than I thought you’d be.”

      I pop open the door and when I get to the front of the car she meets me, backpack over her shoulder. I take the liquor loaded pack from her and sling it over my shoulder.

      The party unfolds in front of us, the goats that successfully returned and all the brothers. Oh, and girls, a busload of them, all in string bikini tops and short shorts, have been brought from campus. Otherwise, what’s the point?

      “Forty-seven,” Knox says, voice a roar over the music and surf. “How’d you do?”

      “She—he—killed it.” Fuck! Reagan stiffens next to me, and I shove the bag at Knox, hoping he didn’t catch my slip. 

      He gives me a weird look, but opens the bag and pulls out a bottle, nodding when he sees the brand. “Good job.” He peers in again. “Wait. There are only four bottles in here.”

      “Oh, right,” I say, pulling the fifth out of my back pocket. It’s half full. “I may have started early.”

      I needed something to calm my dick down with this hot, unexpected girl next to me all night. 

      Knox nods. “Add it to the pile and celebrate.” He then grins widely at Reagan. “You’re one day closer, dude.”

      Another goat shows up with his booty, and Knox returns the bag before heading over to check. When he’s far enough away, Reagan punches me in the arm and hisses, “What the fuck, Hansen, you almost blew my cover.”

      I shrug. “I guess the sight of your tits multiple times tonight threw me off.”

      Even in the dim light, I can see her cheeks turn pink and I wonder how far that color travels down her body. The thought of seeing her naked, feeling her, sets my own body on fire. I pull out my half-drunk bottle of whiskey and unscrew the cap. I swallow a huge gulp and relish the burn spreads through my body. If we were back at the farm, I could command her to go back to my room and work off this boner. But we’re out in the open—dozens of brothers and recruits around. Everyone here thinks she’s a guy. 

      I’m stuck with a hard-on and a belly full of liquor.

      I scan the area and see a group of freshly minted sorority girls on the other side of the bonfire. Those are the girls I’m looking for. 

      The bottles clink together when I shove the bag at Reagan. “Go put those with the others and have a good time. You earned it.” She clutches the bag but doesn’t move. I stare at those red lips and swallow down another gulp. “Go.”

      “Thanks,” she says, “for helping me through that.” She spreads her arms. “All of it, really.” 

      My jaw clenches and I remind myself she’s just a goat, a fake one at that, one that’s a means to an end. “Don’t thank me,” I tell her. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      If I’ve hurt her feelings, she’s gotten better at hiding it. I cut my eyes away as she heads over to the bar.

       When her back is turned, I look at her again, knowing a tight ass is hiding under those baggy jeans. It’s harder this time to drag my eyes away, but I shift my focus on the sweet things across the sand, prepared to do whatever it takes to get Reagan Lake out of my mind.
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      After handing over the bottles to Rat behind the bar, I pick up one of the already poured cups and take a small sip. Gah. Awful.

      “That’s quite the haul, forty-seven.” 

      I brace myself before I turn to face Royer. He’s leaning against the makeshift bar, reading the label on one of the bottles. The clerk was so stunned at me flashing him that he’d handed over a bottle of top shelf without realizing it.

      I’ve never seen so many tit-matized men, and one woman, in my life. Thank God Grayson would be on the other side of that video—and it doesn’t record sound.

      “Guess I got lucky.”

      He opens a bottle and fills his red cup halfway to the top. “Seems like a trend with you.”

      I can’t help but gape. “You think watching twelve guys jerk off was lucky?”

      He swirls the liquid and takes a sip. “You didn’t have to drink it, which is what I had planned.”

      Behind me, Rat barks out a laugh. It’s not surprising that Royer admits this. He’s never been one to hide his motivations. I was just too dumbstruck to realize it applied to me as well.

      “But I guess it makes sense you’d be pretty good at rubbing one out.” A dark flicker crosses his eyes. “I talked to Brianna. She said you were quite the gentleman, even when she offered up her pussy to you.”

      “Just didn’t seem like the right thing to do,” I say. “Anyway, I like my women coherent when I fuck them.”

      A slow smirk tugs at his mouth. “I think you’re still a virgin. Don’t you, Rat?”

      “Oh, definitely.” Rat mixes drinks and pours them into orange cups. These he hands to a few girls that walked up behind me. “How about it, ladies?” he grins at them and nods in my direction. “Either of you willing to help this goat finally become a man?”

      I’m obviously not a virgin. The man smiling like a douche next to me is the one that had the honor of popping my cherry, but I still feel humiliated and belittled from Rat’s obnoxious tone and the girl’s critical gaze. It’s like… they’re considering it. They’ve been put on the spot too by this powerful Zeta Sig, and moments like this can make or break a sorority girl. Are you game? Fun? Discerning? 

      “Eh,” Rat says, cutting the tension, “don’t worry about him. I’ve got someone special picked out just for him.”

      Relief crosses their features, while confusion must mar mine. I clutch my cup and notice Rat staring across the beach. There’s a girl standing alone. She looks out of place, from her clothing to her makeup. She’s holding an orange cup and when the firelight flickers in the bonfire it catches the purple highlights in her hair. My stomach flips anxiously, but it’s not until she turns her head to the side and I see her profile, that I know for sure.

      Janelle.

      “I’ve been working on this one all week,” he declares, more to Royer than me. “Hates frats and sororities. Thinks she’s better than us. I’ve spent hours wearing her down and convincing her that not all of us are the same. What do you think?”

      “Feisty.” Royer shrugs. “But I’m not into that emo shit. She looks mean as hell.”

      “She is, but one more cup of that spiked punch and she’ll be tame as a kitten.” The name kitten catches my attention, but Rat’s still looking at Janelle and I realize that no, he doesn’t know Miller’s nickname for me.

      Where the hell is Miller, anyway?

      I look around the beach and see him over with a group of girls. Three, as a matter of fact, each with long wavy hair and barely there bikini tops. I try not to dwell on the fact that I would have rocked that look. They’re all in various states of flirting, touching his biceps, leaning close, pressing their tits against his side, and he’s just basking in it. Of course he is. Why wouldn’t he be? He can have any girl he wants in this place. 

      Why do I care?

      There had been a moment in the car where I thought he was going to kiss me, and it didn’t bother me like it should. But I was wearing the camera and Grayson could be watching. What would he say if he saw me kissing Miller?

      “Your mission tonight, forty-seven,” Rat says, drawing me back to their conversation, “is to take that independent, anti-Greek bitch down the beach, bury your two-inch dick inside her, and come back a man.”

      I laugh, trying to be in on the joke, but when I look at his face, and then Royer’s, he’s obviously not kidding. The pit of my stomach twists into a hard stone. “Is this an order?”

      “Either you do it, or I find someone else to.” His beady eyes hold mine. “I just thought you deserved a little reward for bringing in the best quality booze tonight.”

      My heart pounds because there’s no way I can have sex with Janelle. I’m lacking all the right equipment and it’s possible she’ll recognize me. I also can’t let her go off with another guy, drugged and vulnerable. I’m risking everything by getting close to her. Jesus. The whole situation is messed up. 

      “Yeah, okay.” I swallow the rest of the alcohol in my cup. 

      Royer digs into his pocket and tosses something at me. I catch it midair. “Make sure you wrap it up.”

      I stare at the condom for a moment, realizing it has the frats letters branded on the label. These guys are pigs.

      “With the sorority girls you can raw-dog,” he explains, “we pass out Plan B like it’s candy. But the Chits? You gotta protect yourself.”

      The hard feeling in my stomach loosens, and a wave of nausea rolls over me. These guys are monsters. Grayson is right. They have to be taken down. I finger the button on my shirt, realizing that all of this is being recorded. Every last minute. 

      “Good luck, forty-seven.” Royer claps me on the back while also pushing me forward. 

      Rat hands me another cup. “Don’t let her drink all of it. Maybe a few sips.” He winks. “Unless you’d rather her be unconscious.”

      Bile rises in the back of my throat, but I manage to reply, “Gotcha.” 

      I take the drink and walk away from the two of them as quickly as I can. I just want to get away from them, but more than anything, I need to get Janelle out of here. She’s standing by the fire, trying to stay warm. I feel a hot gaze on me and look over to see Miller with a girl tucked into his side, watching me. Did he drug her too? I turn away, not caring what he thinks or knows. This has nothing to do with him.

      I do one last thing before I approach my old roommate. I take off the button and slide it into my back pocket. What’s about to happen between us can’t be seen by anyone else. For her protection, as well as mine.

      “Hey. Didn’t expect to see you here.” She snorts, but I see her glassy, dilated pupils. She’s already super wasted, but not enough that she doesn’t recognize me from class. “Thought you hated frats and frat boys and everything to do with this world.”

      “Yeah, I thought I did too,” she replies, arm wrapped around her stomach. She looks around, but her gaze is completely unfocused. “Have you seen Rat?” She sighs. “He’s so fucking sexy.”

      I fight a gag. This girl has terrible taste in men. Maybe worse than me. “He, uh, told me to take you somewhere to meet him.”

      “Oh, okay,” she says, stumbling over the sand. I grab her by the waist before she falls, prompting her to lean against me. Leading her away from the party, I find a quiet area where I can try to figure out what to do next. Janelle grabs for the cup. “Oh, more drink!”

      “Yeah, no more for you.” I snatch it back, forcing the liquid to slosh out the side. Then I dump the rest on the sand. 

      “Why did you do that? It was so yummy and makes me warm.” She looks me up and down. “Aren’t you cold? You’re so skinny. I know! I’ll make you warm.”

      Her hand lands on my chest and I freeze, hoping she doesn’t feel my tits underneath, but she runs them up instead of down and wraps them around my neck. She sighs. “You seem like a good guy, Theo.” She presses her forehead into my shoulder. “Too bad I’m not into good guys. Where’s Rat? Is he coming?”

      She’s lucky he’s not, because he’d have no problem taking advantage of this wasted girl. I wrap my arm around her waist and say, “Come on, let’s get you out of the cold.”

      “Mmhmm,” she mutters, burrowing into my side. “You smell good.”

      “Thanks.” I sniff her head. It smells sweet, a little like candy, and nothing like a barn. “You do, too.”

      It takes a while, because she gets heavier with every step, but we finally make it to the parking lot. I dig into her pocket and find her phone. I need to call someone and get her out of here.

      There’s only one person I can trust, and I don’t have his number.

      I remember the button in my back pocket. I type a message in the phone and hold it up to the camera. If you’re watching, I need your help, it says. Miller says it’s some alumni’s property. Right on the beach. Secluded. Maybe you’ve been here?

      Janelle watches me as I shove the button and phone back in my pocket. I think she’ll ask me who I’m talking to or what the hell I’m doing, but she touches my lips and says, “I like your mouth.”

      “No, you don’t. You’ve been drugged. You like anything right now.”

      I move her between two cars, out of the line of sight if someone walks up—someone I don’t need seeing me. I lean her against a truck and brush her hair out of her eyes. “Just stay with me, okay?”

      “Sure,” she mumbles. “I told you. I like you.”

      “No, you didn’t.” She starts to fall over, and I lean against her to push her up right, leveraged against the car. “And no, you don’t.”

      “But I do.” She touches my face. “You have nice eyes, and you know, the mouth.” She falls forward, sloppily pressing her lips to mine. Her lips are cold and taste sweet like berry lip gloss, but her tongue is warm and shit. It’s not the worst feeling in the world. It’s also fucking wrong. “Janelle,” I say, trying to talk around her tongue. “You don’t want to—” Her hand shoots between us and before I can react, it’s wedged between my legs. She fiddles around for a second and then jolts back, eyes wide. “Oh my god.”

      “I can explain,” I blurt. 

      “Oh my god,” she says again, looking me up and down like she’s trying to figure it out.

      “It’s not what you think,” I start, but thankfully, I don’t have to finish. Not right then. Bright lights flash over us and a car comes to a stop a few feet away.

      “Theo?” I shield my eyes, recognizing Grayson’s voice.

      “Yeah, help me get her in the car.”

      A moment later, he’s next to me—his hair damp and smelling like soap. He shrugs her on his shoulder and gestures for me to open the door. Together, we stretch her out in the backseat. She passes out the instant her head hits the cushion. 

      “Does she need medical help?”

      “I don’t think so. I dumped out the second cup and no one touched her.” She doesn’t look as harsh like this, face slack and sleeping. Young and confused, like every other freshman. “Thanks for coming. I didn’t know if you’d get the message, but I didn’t know what else to do.”

      “Yeah, well, I’d been watching the whole thing and then the recording went blank. I was trying to figure out if it was a technical problem or something else. Then it came back on.”

      I feel a strange conflict about him watching me the whole time. Safer but… also intrusive? I force myself to remember that I’d agreed to this. Willingly.

      “I was trying to protect her privacy,” I tell him, glancing over my shoulder at a door slamming on the other side of the parking lot. “We need to get her back to the dorm before someone sees us.”

      “I’ve got her.” He jerks his chin toward the beach. “You can head back.”

      “Yeah, no.” I wrench open the door. “I’m not leaving her alone—with any of you.”

      I slam the door, and he walks around the car, getting in the driver’s seat. With both hands on the wheel turns to me and asks, “You think I’d hurt her?”

      I look to the backseat where Janelle has turned on her side and is curled into a ball. “You’ve told me yourself over and over. You’re a Zeta Sig too.” I snap the seat belt in place. “I don’t trust any of you.”
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      After a week of being exclusively around dicks, it’s nice to be surrounded by soft, sweet smelling female skin. Oh, and their tits. God. How I’ve missed them. Big, little, round, perky, heavy. I don’t give a fuck. I want to bury my face and cock in the soft flesh.

      It’s the downside of initiation week—the sheer intensity of the gauntlet. There’s no time for play, well, other than the hazing kind, which is what has made having Reagan secretly among the goats so enticing. I have had the chance to have a little fun. Watching her squirm with both discomfort and pleasure is worth the risk. And tonight? Her killing it with the challenge? I didn’t know she had it in her and fuck; it was hot.

      “So, what’s your major?” one of the girls asks—they’re all freshman and essentially look the same. One of the brothers is specifically in charge of invites—female, freshman, and from chosen, top-tier sororities. This one has stars pattern on her bikini, two strategically placed over her nipples. 

      “Finance,” I reply, resting my hand on her lower back. “What about you?”

      “Undecided,” she admits, “but I’m leaning toward education. I just love kids, you know?”

      I don’t, but whatever. I grab three orange cups from a passing tray and hand them to each girl. I hold up my own red cup in a toast. “To freshman year.” 

      They giggle and clink their cups, guzzling down the alcohol. If I know Rat, and God help me, I do, he’s made these strong and with an added kick. They’ll be loose and compliant soon and I can take all three of them to a quiet corner—or even a public one—and get them to do whatever I want. All I have to do is pretend to listen to their incessant chatter for just a little longer.

      “Eight AM classes suck,” another girl says. Her bikini is made of a check fabric, like a picnic blanket. I let my eyes linger over the supple flesh between her tits and consider that I’d like to spread her out and eat off her soft skin. “Going to class hung over… I’m probably going to drop it.”

      They continue talking about classes and professors and how challenging it is to figure out the bus system. I skim the crowd, eyes landing on Reagan standing by the bar. She’s blending in better, having adapted her posture and mannerisms. My eyes narrow as she talks to Royer and a weird feeling builds in my chest. Not quite apprehension, but something darker. Territorial.

      “Your hair is so soft. Touch it,” Picnic commands the others. Slim fingers with sharp pointed nails comb through my hair, while another hand pushes under my shirt and strokes the hair on my lower belly. 

      Star tits grins up at me, eyes glassy. “She’s right. All of it is soft.”

      I look back over at the bar and see Rat push an orange cup over to Reagan, which seems weird until she walks toward a girl standing alone. Fuck. That’s the girl Rat zeroed in on and brought as his chit. Shit’s about to get dirty.

      “Listen,” I say to the girls, pulling their hands off of me, “you three stay together. I need to go do something real quick.”

      “Promise?” the one with dark, warm skin and a gold top asks. “You promise you’ll come back.”

      “You bet.”

      Chits are girls brought to the party just to fuck with—or just to fuck. They’re outliers. Challenges. Not the standard sorority pussy that wants to be here. He had to cajole and flirt with her. Convince her he’s not just a dumb frat-boy. She’ll be humiliated, violated, and ruined by the end of the night.

      The problem is that he sent Reagan in to do the dirty work and that’ll get her exposed.

      I dart through the partiers, making it around the bonfire just in time to see her shaved head disappear into the dark by the dunes.

      “Dude.” Knox steps in front of me, his tall frame blocking my view. “Your goat killed it. The only one to come in with all five bottles. Premium shit, too.”

      “He’s good. Why do you think I backed him?”

      His eyebrow arches. “You sure you didn’t help him out?”

      I look up at him. “What? Why would you ask that?”

      “I know he’s doing your homework. You’ve got a reason to keep him around.” 

      I pause, wondering how or when Knox figured that out. He answers before I have to ask.

      “I saw him in your room doing it the other morning. I get you going easy on him for the extra perk.” His eyes flick over to the bar. “But you know it’s putting a target on him with Royer.”

      “Trust me. I had nothing to do with him getting those bottles of whisky. That was all him and sheer ingenuity,” I reply. Showing weakness with any of these guys… well, it’s like showing your weakness to me. “He’s tough. He can take whatever’s tossed at him.” 

      Unless it exposes who or what Theo really is.

      “See those girls over there?” I point to them and star tits waves back. 

      He grins over at them and offers his own small wave back. “They look fun.”

      “They’re primed and ready for you.”

      “Seriously?”

      “Yep.” I clap him on the back. “You’ve been busy all night tallying the score. Go for it.”

      “Thanks, dude.” Knox gives me two thumbs up and heads over to the girls. They squeal when they see him—they love how big he is and the fact he’s a varsity athlete. Never fails.

      Once he’s distracted, I go in the direction I last saw Reagan and wind back around to the parking lot. It’s dark, but there’s a car idling, lights on. I spot Reagan getting in the passenger seat and the outline of a guy getting in the front. 

      It’s one thing for her to talk to other goats or the freshman slags at the party.

      But leaving with another guy?

      That’s not happening.
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      “Thanks for helping me get her up here,” I say, pulling the quilt up to Janelle’s shoulders. 

      “You know I’m here to help. I’m just glad that you got to her in time.”

      “Yeah, well, I hope she doesn’t remember the fact that I don’t have a penis.” It’s not my biggest concern about the night, but now that she’s safe in her bed, I can’t help but think about it.

      Grayson crosses his arms over his chest, making his sweater taut across his shoulders. He looks down at Janelle. “I doubt she’s going to remember much. Make sure she drinks a lot of water when she gets up. She’ll have a killer headache.”

      “You know a lot about this.” My tone is hard and sarcastic. “Is there some Zeta Sig starter pack on drugging and assaulting girls?”

      “I won’t deny it’s part of the culture—one you and I are working hard to stop,” he says pointedly, but I notice the way he rubs the back of his neck. He’s uncomfortable. Good. He should be. “Are you sure you don’t want me to call the cops? We can blow this up now, even if you did turn the camera off.”

      It’s another pointed statement. He asked me a dozen times why I turned the camera off. He wasn’t just frustrated; he seemed angry about it, even after I explained that it wasn’t fair to Janelle to show her incapacitated like that. He’s right. I know we should call the police and end this once and for all. There would be enough at the beach party to get them shut down. If we reported it now, the police would find drugs, alcohol, under-aged drinking, and a slew of other crimes, but something holds me back. 

      “I don’t want all the goa—the pledges to go down.” Again, I look at Janelle, dead to the world in her bed. “And I don’t want her to be involved unless she wants that.” 

      It’s a semi-valid excuse, but it’s not all that’s nagging at me. For some reason, I want to see this through. I want to witness Royer’s shock when he realizes I’m stronger than he thought. 

      Grayson looks down at Janelle and back to me, worry etched on his face. “Are you sure no one did anything to you?”

      “Other than drive me around while I convinced clerks to sell me bottles of liquor? I’m currently not their primary target.” I grab my crotch. “I’m sorely lacking a vagina.”

      “Right,” he says, dark eyes sweeping over me. “If anything happens to you—”

      “It’ll blow up the whole thing. I know.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.” I raise an eyebrow and he thrust both hands into his hair. “If anything happens to you, if they hurt you or… figure it out to the point that you could be in harm’s way, I wouldn’t forgive myself.” Janelle shifts in the bed behind him, and he places his hands on my shoulders, pushing me away from her bed. In a low voice, he continues. “You’re a special girl, Reagan. Beautiful and strong. The day I met you? I never want to see that much sadness on your face again.”

      The words spill out in a rush and his hands move from my shoulders, cupping the back of my neck. I look into his eyes and feel a surging warmth. Of goodness and something safe. He releases a long shudder and tilts his head before brushing his lips over mine. His jaw is strong, powerful, but he isn’t forcing me. No, I’m stunned for a moment, brain ceasing to function, until the rush of want cuts through the fog. Pushing up on my toes, I kiss him back, fingers coiled in his shirt. Under my fingertips, I feel his heart race, my own pounding in my ears.

      Thud thud thud

       “Reag,” Grayson says, against my mouth. I bite down with my bottom lip, but he gently pushes me back, eyebrow arched. “Someone’s at the door.”

      Thud thud thud

      I wipe off my mouth and clear my throat. Leaning against the door, I ask, “Who is it?”

      “It’s Miller. Open up.”

      Fuck.

      I mouth Miller’s name like Grayson didn’t hear it. He moves quickly but shows no sign of the panic surging through my veins. Miller knows I’m working to bring down Royer, but he doesn’t know who I’m working with. I point to the space under my empty lofted bed—there’s room behind Janelle’s luggage. He frowns but crawls under, cramming his too big body in the cramped space. I arrange the suitcase to block him just as Miller says, “I know you’re in there, Theo. Open the door.”

      Taking a deep breath, I open the door. Miller stands in the hallway, jaw tight and gray eyes blazing. I’ve seen a lot of expressions on Miller’s face—but right now, he looks downright dangerous. My stomach flips as he pushes past me and scans the room. 

      “Where is he?”

      He peers into the closet, pushing aside Janelle’s clothes, then ducks in the bathroom, checking the shower and behind the door.

      I step between him, and Grayson’s hiding place. “Who are you looking for?”

      He looks down at me, eyes narrowed. “The guy you left with.”

      “There’s no one here but one very unconscious girl that got drugged at your frat party.”

      “What’s wrong with your face?” he asks, eyes narrowed.

      I force myself not to react, not to touch my lips or do anything. “I had to get her up here,” I reply. “Alone.”

      He finally looks over at Janelle. “You brought her home.”

      “Instead of violating her like Rat wanted or leaving her to get violated by someone else. Yeah, I brought her home. Do you have a problem with that?”

      He snaps his attention back to me. “I have a problem with you leaving the party with someone—” I press my fingers to his lips and shoot him a glare. He bats my hand away and adds, “without permission.”

      Grayson still doesn’t know that Miller is aware I’m a girl, but if he doesn’t shut his mouth, he’s going to blow everything up. I have no idea what his problem is or why he even cares, but Janelle shifts in the bed, and everything will go to hell if she wakes up. 

      “Come on,” I say softly, grabbing him by the arm and pushing him toward the door. I take one last look at Grayson, who I can make out under the bed, forehead creased, and go into the hall. 

      “Who—” he starts, but I keep going, walking down to the elevator. It opens automatically and I step on, pressing the button for my floor. Right before the doors close, I see Grayson slip out of my room and head toward the stairs. I exhale. Miller asks, “Where are we going?”

      “To my room. Where you can berate me in private and not wake up Janelle.”

      He snorts. “Kitten, she’s not waking up any time soon, not if Rat had anything to do with it.”

      It takes everything in me not to slap him across his pretty, smug face.

      He follows me down the hall and I pull out my ID and swipe it on the door lock. It clicks open. Once we’re inside, he looks around at my bare, gender-neutral room. I’ve only slept in it a few times before being sent to the barn. Before he can start again, I say, “The guy was just someone in Janelle’s phone. I called the last person she texted.”

      He mulls that over. “He just picked you up and left?”

      “God, yes, Miller. What’s your problem?”

      “I didn’t want you to fuck this up somehow,” he sneers, “and blow your cover and fuck both of us.”

      “What I did was cover Zeta Sig’s sorry ass by not letting them get a rape accusation.” Anger wells in me. I reach into my pocket and pull out the condom Royer gave me and throw it at him. “And what the fuck is that?”

      He catches it mid-air but doesn’t even look at it before he tucks it in his pocket. “Insurance.”

      “Royer said you only use condoms with ‘chits.’ What does that mean?”

      “It’s the girls lured in just to fuck with. They’re not the frat-rats who come to the party knowing they’re going to get laid. You wear a condom to make sure there’s no DNA left in her pussy if she tries to report it.”

      “God, you guys are sick.” The sound that comes out is caught somewhere between a laugh and cry. “No wonder you picked a farm. You’re fucking pigs.”

      The urge to lash out is strong, and I take both hands and shove them against his chest. He circles my wrists and holds me against him. “You’re the one that wanted to do this, kitten, to get your petty little revenge. Don’t act like anyone’s forcing you to do anything.”

      I look up at him, for once not afraid to meet his gaze. “You mean like sucking you off? Or letting you come all over me?

      “It’s not my fault you’re shitty at undercover. You agreed to that, too.”

      “If you believe that, you’re delusional.” I try to escape his grip, but he holds on tight. “I fucking hate you. I hate you. I hate Royer. I hate Knox and Rat. I hate how this whole fucking thing has overtaken my life!”

      He drops his head and speaks right into my ear. “Why? So you can go back to being one of those vapid bitches at the party tonight? Another girl flaunting your tits in a string bikini? Is that what you really want?”

      Yes, I want to tell him, but also… no. I don’t know, anymore. “I can’t ever be that girl again. Not after knowing who you really are.”

      “And exactly who is that, Reagan?” His lips curve in a dark grin.

      “You’re a soul sucking, manipulative, entitled, spoiled monster.”

      The grin vanishes. “What’s the point of being civil then?” he says, forcing my hands behind my back. His pelvis bumps against mine, and there’s no mistaking the hard bulge of his aroused cock. I struggle against him, but he only tightens his grip. “You want to see the monster inside?” He flings me on the bed and climbs on top of me, knees pinning me in. “I’m happy to let him loose.”

      “Miller no—”

      His mouth crashes against mine, lips rough and punishing. It’s a different sort of kiss than the one I just shared with Grayson—although equally thrilling. His hands push at the hem of my shirt, and he only backs off long enough to yank it over my head. “You call me manipulative,” he says, palms covering my tits, squeezing them together. “You used these to get exactly what you wanted tonight. Those clerks would have done anything to get a taste of them.”

      “That wasn’t—” he kisses me again, pinching my nipple between his fingers. I cry out, but he swallows it, sweeping his tongue against mine. After a moment of push and pull, of forcefully coaxing mine into compliancy, he eases back.

      His nose is inches from mine, and his finger gently runs between my breasts down to my navel. His tone is oh so innocent when he asks, “That wasn’t what? What bitches do to get what they want? Show off their bodies? Tease and taunt?”

      I clamp my knees shut, but he uses his knees to keep them open, grinding his pelvis against mine. Traitorous heat burns between my legs and my hips buck back on impulse, seeking friction. “Stop—” I cry, working my hands between us and trying to push him back. He’s too big—too strong. 

      To my shock, he jumps off, but it’s immediately obvious that he’s not done. He reaches over his head and pulls off his shirt, revealing smooth tan skin and the ladder of muscles running down his abdomen. I watch him, aware of the hot burn in my lower belly. Hating myself for it.

      “Tell me, kitten. Is that what you really want? For me to stop?”

      What do I want? When has that ever been anyone’s concern? But the dark glint in his eye, and the way his Adam’s apple bobs in his throat, brings about a wave of desire.

      I just want to make this night something other than a tragic shit-show.

      To feel something other than lost. I want to feel like a girl who is wanted, not just used. 

      A hot tear builds in the corner of my eye, and no matter how hard I try, I can’t keep it from falling. 

      He steps forward and wipes the tear off my cheek. Again, he asks, “What do you want, Reagan?” 

      “Don’t pretend like you care.” I look up at him, absorbing the warm skin and dangerous glint in his eye. “I know you’re going to punish me for leaving with Janelle. For protecting her and risking this whole mission. You should just do it. Punish me. I deserve it.” 

      He opens his mouth to speak but swallows the words back, reaching out and hooking his fingers in beltloops of my jeans. They’re loose, and he yanks them down, taking the boxer briefs with them, then tossing both on the floor.

      I should run, fight, scream, but I just watch as his thumb pushes at the button of his low-slung jeans and they drop, piling next to mine. He’s bare underneath, and he reaches for his cock. It’s blistering red, hard, and glistening at the tip. He strokes it up and down, pushing and pulling at the taut skin.

      It’s the last thing I should do, the absolute insane, wrong, what the fuck am I doing, thing to do, but I reach for him and run my fingers down his shaft. He hums, the sound coming from deep in his throat and bends, kissing me along my stomach, up my breasts to my neck. He’s so warm. Hard. Powerful. He’s exactly who he is and nothing else. He’s not hiding behind a mask, a position, or a calling.

      He's Miller Hansen.

      A monster.

      And when he touches me between my legs, I’m ready for him. Wet and hot. Knees falling to the side. I don’t fight him. I’m ready to be done with this—done with him. 

      “This isn’t a punishment for saving your friend. It’s for going off with another man—a man that doesn’t understand that you. Are. Mine.”

      The pads of his fingers brushing against my clit, sliding in the slick heat. There’s no hiding my desire. My body has betrayed me. I buck against his hand, and he rises to crash his mouth against mine. 

      This time there’s no resistance, just two bodies in synch. I fall into the taste of him, bitter liquor matched with something sweet. His touch is firm, but not the harsh punishment from before. He stokes the fire building inside of me, the one dying to let loose, the inferno waiting to explode, thrusting two fingers inside. They curve, applying pressure in places I didn’t know existed. 

      “Jesus,” I breathe, “God.”

      He chuckles against my skin. “You said it, not me.” He withdraws his fingers, forcing me to cry out, but I feel the hard press of his tip against my entrance. I wait for the invasion—the final barrier to be broken between us. 

      He hovers over me, forehead resting against mine, blue eyes blazing with an intensity I’ve never seen before. I freeze, terrified he’s changed his mind, that he’s just taunting and toying with me. Another twisted move in his fucked-up game.

      His fingers glide down my cheek. “What do you want, Reagan?”

      “I don’t know.” For a second, his determination falters, eyes shuttering. My belly drops, and that’s when I realize I don’t want him to stop. I arch my back and I grab him by the hips. “Fuck me, Miller.” I bite down on his bottom lip. “I just want to feel you inside.”

      “See? That wasn’t so hard, kitten.” He grins wolfishly, teeth bared, and his hips rear back before he plunges into me, stretching me from the inside, filling me to the point I can’t breathe.

      He stills as I adjust to him, watching me closely. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was waiting to see if I’m okay, but I bite down on my bottom lip and rise my hips to meet his, wrapping my legs around his back. It’s all the signal he needs, and he punches forward, once, twice, three times, each time going deeper. I lock my ankles together and hold on to this disturbingly delicious man as he drills into me.

      “So fucking tight,” he groans, dropping his face into the crook of my neck. I sink my teeth into his shoulder and that only seems to spur him on. “So goddamn, fucking, good.”

      The rhythm he sets is mesmerizing, different from Royer. He was in constant motion, shifting and turning, preforming chaotic acrobatics. My body could never catch up—was never satisfied. Miller dominates, his focus laser sharp. Every muscle in his body a part of the action. His biceps tense, the line in his forearm creasing as he holds his weight as he pulls almost all the way out before he fucks back inside. Each time is a little more tantalizing, more intense, sending a sharp jolt along my fraying nerves. 

      He lifts and watches where our bodies meet, the cut muscles of his lower abdomen tensing with each thrust. I close my eyes and hold on to the buildup, the way my body reacts to his. The feeling inches up my spine, flickers across my skin, and burns in the pit of my stomach. His tongue licks into my mouth and he grunts against my tongue, “Come for me, kitten. Let go for once in your goddamn life.”

      It's like I needed permission, because once he says it, my nerves pulse and unfurl, clenching around his cock, spreading throughout my body. It feels good; he feels so good, kissing me through my orgasm. It’s surprisingly gentle, although he never stops moving, and when my body stills, the warm rush fading, he picks up his pace and pounds into me like he can’t get deep enough.

      I tighten my grip on his body, digging my nails into his back to hold him close. I watch him. His face, the scrunch of his nose, the tension in his jaw, the way his tongue darts out to lick his bottom lip. He’s sexy and possessed. Abandoned and raw. When he pounds in his final thrust, his entire body shudders, starting with a groan erupting from low in his chest.

      He pulses inside of me, warm and slick. Filling me in a way I didn’t know existed. After he’s finished, he hovers over me for a long moment, keeping the connection, his eyes holding mine. I reach up and push a lock of hair off his forehead and they shutter, the icy blue returning. He pulls out and rolls off, taking his heat and weight with him.

      Absurdly, I cover my breasts and sit up, looking for something to clean off with, but his hand grabs my wrist, and he says, “Don’t.”

      I blink and watch as he runs his fingers in the sticky mess between my thighs. He scoops the cum with his fingers and pushes it back inside. It’s the moment I realize he didn’t use a condom and that he’d done it on purpose. The action is foreign, confusing, and a still numbness washes over me. I’m surprised when he drags me close to his body, tucking me under the crook of his arm and engulfing me in his warm, musky scent.

      What have I done? What have we done? 

      His fingers graze the heated skin of my belly, drawing tiny circles. “Sometimes,” he says suddenly, his voice quiet, “I wish things were different.”

      “I always wish things were different.”

      He shifts, looking down at me, his normally hard eyes soft. “What if you’d never met Royer? Never fell under his radar and just gone through rush like normal.”

      I peer up at him. I’ve replayed this scenario more times than I want to admit, but what is he talking about? “What do you mean?”

      “You would’ve been a shoo-in for GE. You would’ve been invited to our parties, come dressed in your tight bikini tops and I would’ve noticed.” He splays his fingers over my breast and sighs. “Things could’ve been different, that’s all.”

      His nose nudges mine to give him access to my mouth. My stomach churns, like a million beating butterfly wings. His kiss is gentle, warm, and despite every single reservation, I sink into it—into him.

      We stay like this for a while, kissing, touching, dozing off into sleep. I’m not sure how much time passes before he gets out of the bed and redresses. He’s terrifyingly quiet, and the only thing he says after kissing me softly on the forehead is, “Be back at the farm before dawn,” before walking out the door.

      Minutes pass and I finally get up. That’s when I see it. The Zeta Sig condom sitting on my bedside table. I stare at the shiny foil for a long moment, trying to process what it means. What I mean.

      I don’t know if there’s an answer.
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      I don’t need to see my reflection in the shiny metal elevator doors to know I look like shit. I barely slept, tossing and turning in the unfamiliar bed, thinking about what happened between me and Miller.

      What he did to me.

      What I let him do.

      How good it made me feel.

      My entire body aches, inside and out, a reminder of how rough he’d been. How big he felt buried inside of me, the burn from the stretch. All things that should have been a violation but feel like something else entirely every time I think about it—of how Miller felt over me, inside me.

      I move to push my hair aside, that habit impossible to stop. Although, for the first time, I’m glad to not have to worry about my hair or clothes. There’s no way I could have put in the effort. It’s just another way guys are lucky.

      I didn’t go back to the farm like Miller told me to. I barely made it out of bed. As far as punishments go, I think I’ve taken the worst of it, and I’m willing to risk not going back. For all they know, I slept with Janelle. That should count for something, right?

      The elevator doors slide open, and every nerve in my body tenses when I see my former roommate on the other side. She looks worse than I do. Pale. Red, dark-ringed eyes. I’m even surprised she made it out of bed today.

      She hesitates before crossing the threshold but ultimately clutches her backpack over her shoulder and her coffee cup in one hand. I want to say something—to check on her—but the words are stuck in my throat.

      The elevator doors shut, and the car moves. The bell chimes when we reach the ground floor and her finger shoots out and slams on the ‘close door’ button, trapping us inside. She turns toward me.

      “I know what you did,” she says quietly. The first thing I think of is Miller and what happened last night. There’s no way she can— “The memories are vague but there… at least until we got in the car.”

      Oh.

      My mouth grows dry. “I didn’t—”

      “I know. You helped me. You warned me and got me out of there.” She exhales. “I don’t know what the fuck you are up to Reagan, but thank you.”

      My eyes widen in surprise. “How did you—”

      “I knew you looked familiar in class. I just couldn’t put my finger on it. But it clicked after I kissed you.” She rolls her eyes. “You kiss like a girl.” Then her eyes drop to my crotch. “And your dick feels like a rolled-up tube sock.”

      I gape for a minute, caught completely off guard, but finally say, “I saw what they were going to do with you, and I couldn’t let it happen.”

      “Thank you,” she says again, the glint of a tear forming in the corner of her eye. “God, I knew frat boys were the worst. I fell for the fucking tattoos and that smug smile. I’m an idiot.”

      “You’re not an idiot. They’re assholes.” I touch her shoulder. “And I’m doing everything I can to take them down.”
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      I’m headed to class when I see him, no, them. Miller and Grayson are together in the hallway, talking. I skid to a stop and duck behind a pillar.

      A bubble of mixed emotions builds in my chest. What is Miller doing on this part of campus? Why is Grayson talking to him? I analyze their expressions and bodies for any signal, but they just both burst into laughter and Grayson claps him on the back.

      What the fuck?

      They go in opposite directions, but I follow Grayson. Miller is the last person I want to see right now. And Grayson? Well, I need to know what he’s doing. At least that’s what I tell myself as I push through the crowded hallway and grab a handful of his shirt. He looks down.

      “I need to talk to you,” I say quietly. “Now.”

      I walk past him and go straight to the storage closet we’ve met in before. This time it smells like floor cleaner—the odor wafting up from a bucket in the corner. The door behind me opens, and he slips in.

      “Hey,” he says, eyes skimming from my head to my toes. “How are you? I never heard back from you last night. I was freaking out—”

      “What the hell are you doing?” I snap. “Why are you talking to Miller?”

      “I was looking for you, you know, since I hadn’t heard from you last since last night, and he was there. I couldn’t just ignore him.”

      “Why not?”

      “We’re fraternity brothers, Reagan. Just because I’ve graduated, and on the council, doesn’t mean I don’t know current members. Especially the ones that pledged when I was still active.”

      Shit. I never thought about it. How close are they? God, what if Miller bragged about what happened last night? Or gloated or mocked me in some way. What if he told him—

      “Hey,” he touches my chin. “You don’t have to worry about me talking to Miller. These guys know I work for the Council. They don’t trust me at all.”

      “Right.” I give him a tight smile. “Of course.”

      His hand is still on my face, fingers splayed under my chin. His warm brown eyes hold mine, like he wants me to read the truth in them. I can’t do the same. 

      I look away, and his fingers drop. He asks again, “So what happened last night?”

      “Nothing.” Everything. “I needed to get him away from Janelle—and you. We just went upstairs to my room. Hung out for a while.”

      He nods. “He wasn’t suspicious?”

      My pulse races as the lies mount. “Nah, at first he thought I bailed from the party and came to drag me back. Then he thought I was hooking up with Janelle, but I told him she was too drunk. He wasn’t happy I didn’t go for it, but he let it go.” Lies upon lies. I move away from him and reach for the doorknob. 

      “Wait,” he says, hand flattening on the door, keeping it shut. “Are we okay? After what happened last night?”

      So much happened last night, but I know what he means. The kiss.

      “We’re good. I know things were just heightened emotionally and I don’t hold you to it.”

      “Hold me to it?” He dips his head so we’re eye to eye. “You know I’ve wanted to do that since we met, right?”

      “Grayson,” I say, resting my hand on his chest. “You’re a great guy, but I’m a fucking mess right now.”

      His hand snakes around my waist. “A sexy mess.” He bends, kissing the column of my neck. His stubble rubs against my skin, and it shouldn’t feel good, but it does. Deliciously so. As much as I hate it, I pull away and push him back.

      He slumps against the door. “Did you mean what you said?”

      I pause. “Mean what?”

      “That you can’t trust any of us?”

      I look at this man in his glasses and slightly too large sweater. His chin is covered in half-day-old stubble and his hair unintentionally messy. He’s cute in his own way, but it’s hard to think he’s a devilish-mastermind like Royer or a sadistic asshole like Miller. But do I trust him?

      “I want to.” It’s the most I can manage. 

      “I understand.” His hand lands on my shoulder. “You’re a special girl, Reagan. Stronger than anyone thought—definitely stronger than I thought. I know there are pledges that have dropped out this week. You made it to the end of the gauntlet and, honestly, it’s something to be proud of. The next few days will be intense as you go into the final tests. Be careful, okay?” His fingers stroke the back of my neck. “Wear the camera. I can’t help you if you take it off.”

      I nod, hyperaware of his touch and trying desperately not to sink into it. I lied when I said I didn’t trust Grayson. I do trust him, more than I should, but what we’re doing is bigger than the both of us. We’re going after an institution. I not only promised myself that I’d take them down, now I promised Janelle too, and I plan on keeping it.
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      I waited until dawn for Reagan to come back to the farm. I’d left her in her dorm room, fucked out and dripping with my cum. She’d wanted it—asked for it. I would’ve slept in her bed that night, spooned against her soft curves, but that’s not how Miller Hansen operates. Women come to me, not the other way around.

      Except she never came back and while I pour cereal and milk into a paper bowl, an unfamiliar niggle of worry worms into the back of my brain. 

      Did last night go too far? Following her home, questioning her motives… sleeping with her?

      No. I heard her ask me to fuck her. Begged me. Her pussy was wet and slippery, lubed up and ready. She wanted me. 

      God knows I wanted her.

      I fill the dark hole in my belly with another spoonful of cereal.

      “There’s my boy,” Knox shouts, strolling into the room. He grabs a plate and loads it with eggs and bacon, then carries it over to the table and drops in the chair next to mine. “Dude, thank you for handing over those three last night. They were very willing to let me break them in Zeta Sig style.”

      Anal. That’s our style. 

      I fish around for cereal in the pool of milk. “Yeah?”

      “They were game for just about anything. The blonde did this thing with her tongue.” He shivers and grins down at his food. “You should join in next time.”

      “Good to know,” I say, not sharing my own sexploits from the night before.

      Knox has a thing for group sex. He likes to watch, participate, encourage. The first time I agreed, it was a little weird. I wasn’t used to having another guy watch me get sucked off, but it’s his kink, and I’m not here to judge. Seeing him enjoy me get enjoyment? It was kind of hot. “Come find me next time.”

      Royer walks in looking rough, eyes rimmed in red from the late night. 

      “Find you for what?” he asks, going for the coffee. He pours himself a cup and grabs five slices of toast. 

      “A foursome,” Knox says through a mouthful of eggs. Royer frowns at his lack of manners. “My boy did me a solid by handing over a trio primed and ready.”

      “How generous of him,” Royer says, taking a sip of coffee. “By the way, number forty-seven didn’t come back last night.” He cuts his eyes over at me. “He’s your pet—where is he?”

      I shrug. “He took off with the chit Rat set him up with. I guess probably sleeping it off in the backseat of a car or something.”

      Royer responds by taking another long drink of his black coffee, never taking his eyes off me.

      I swallow the last bite of cereal and carry the bowl over to the trash and toss it. “Is there a problem?”

      He lifts a shoulder. “Seems convenient that your boy keeps getting out of complicated jams. Beating the Cum Cup time, winning the liquor store challenge, all while doing your homework and following you around like a puppy.”

      “I don’t back losers,” I say casually, leaning against the counter. “You know that.” 

      “You just seem a little overly invested in this kid.”

      “You play your games, I play mine. I didn’t get involved when you pulled that prank on your little Reagan. I’m not sure why you’re so worried about me.”

      “He’s right,” Knox says, chiming in. “Neither of us interfered with you and Andrea’s game. That was all you.”

      “Seriously?” he asks. “Don’t pretend like you weren’t involved with taking down Reagan. You fucked with her as much as me and Andrea.”

      “But it was your plan,” I point out. I’m not sure where this is going, or what’s got Royer in a snit, but I’m not in the mood. “I just did what you asked me to do.”

      “Right, and right now I’m asking you to tell me how you plan on dealing with forty-seven not coming back after the party last night. It’s a violation.”

      “I don’t see why this is such a big deal?” I ask. “And since when do you stay up all night waiting, taking roll?” I glance at Knox. “Sounds like I’m not the one obsessed with forty-seven.”

      Knox snorts and nods in agreement. “He’s got you there, dude.”

      “Not that I need to explain myself,” Royer says, “but Andrea made me come over last night. I got in late and did a bed check. Forty-seven is the only one that didn’t make it back before dawn.”

      “I’ll deal with it.”

      “No,” he says, swallowing the rest of his coffee. “Let Rat deal with it. He’s the Warden. The three of us need to get ready for the final initiation.”

      I open my mouth to argue—I don’t want Rat anywhere near Reagan, especially alone, but if I push this too hard, Royer will just keep asking questions. 

      “Sure. Whatever. Rat can deal with it,” I reply, grabbing my backpack and heading out the door.

      Reagan has proven she can handle herself around the Zeta Sigs. I have to trust she can get through the final two days without my help. And then, I’ll use her to overthrow Royer and claim my position as president.
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        * * *

      

      I don’t find Reagan on campus, but I do run into Grayson Pierce. I know the guy from the year I pledged. He was a senior—the president—the biggest partier of them all.

      Now he’s a council narc. 

      I keep appearances when I talk to him, brushing off any details about the current rush. It’s crazy he’s turned into ‘The Man.’ He’s the real reason Royer is so obsessed. He wants to surpass the legacy of Grayson Pierce. We bump fists and talk in “bro-speak” and off he goes.

      I park myself outside her class, but she never shows. Her old roommate does—the Chit from last night. She walks into the hallway looking like hell. Honestly, I’m shocked she’s out of bed. Rat doses the drinks liberally. 

      “Hey,” I say, stepping in front of her. Her dark lined eyes narrow. “Have you seen Theo?”

      “Theo.” Her voice is like daggers. 

      “Buzzed head. Skinny. Zeta Sig goat, er, recruit.” 

      “He wasn’t here today.” 

      I frown. Shit. 

      “You should leave him alone,” she says, clutching her laptop to her chest. “He’s a good kid.”

      “Yeah, okay.” I roll my eyes at this freshman chit, telling me what to do. “Not that you have any idea what you’re talking about.”

      “God, you’re a fucking idiot,” she mutters, walking away just as Rat comes out the door.

      “What did she say?” he asks, me. “Did she say something to you?”

      “No. Nothing. Just forget it.” 

      “No,” he pushes past me. “What the fuck did you just call my friend?” 

      She spins on her heel. “I called him a fucking idiot!” she shouts, stalking toward us. “He’s lucky I’m not calling the police on you assholes for what you did last night.”

      She’s pointing at Rat, and he grabs her by the wrist. “Shut your filthy loser mouth. You realize it was a joke, right? Chicks like you don’t get real invitations to parties like ours.”

      “Hey now!” I jump in, forcing him to release her. People are watching. Grayson could still be around here somewhere. I rest my hand on Rat’s shoulder. “She’s not worth it.”

      “You think I’m not worth it? Why? Because my asshole isn’t bleached, and my tits aren’t bought from the store? You guys are pathetic and you’re going down. Hard.” She smirks. “I’ll be there filming it when it happens.”

      There’s a certainty to her tone and Rat must hear it because he lunges at her. I lunge at him and push him down the hall. When we’re far enough away, I shove him into the wall. “What the fuck, dude?! If you hit a female, one that is accusing you of drugging her, don’t you see how much shit we will be in? Back the fuck off for once in your life.”

      He breathes heavily, eyes flashing with anger. I have no doubt that if I hadn’t been there, things would have escalated. I’ve known for a while now that Rat is a liability. When I take over, he’s the second to go—right after Royer. 

      He shakes me off and smooths down his shirt. “What do you think she meant by us going down hard?”

      “I think she’s pissed and mouthing off.” But I have the same question. Did Reagan tell her something? If anyone finds out what she’s doing—what I’m doing—being blacklisted is the least of both of our concerns.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-TWO

          

          
            Reagan

          

        

      

    

    
       

      I’m apprehensive about going back to the farm, but I know I can’t avoid it forever. I’m walking toward the shuttle pick up spot when a familiar black Jeep pulls up beside me. The window is open and Miller stares at me from the other side. He leans over, pops open the door and says, “Get in.”

      Looking around, I make sure no one is watching as I climb into the Jeep. He presses the gas before the door has fully latched.

      His hands grip the black leather steering wheel, and he faces forward when he says, “Look, about last night—"

      “There’s no reason to talk about it.” I lay my palms flat on my thighs. “Obviously, it was a mistake.”

      The Jeep lurches forward, tires screeching to a stop. I fling forward, but his arm flies out protectively against my chest. I open my mouth to scream at him, cuss him out for being so careless, but when I look at his face, he’s staring at me, eyes blazing.

      “That wasn’t a mistake,” he says, his voice low. “That was…” 

      A horn blares from behind us.

      “I’m doing something here!” he shouts at the car, flipping him off. The car swerves around us, and Miller moves to the curb. He shifts the car into park and faces me. “The only regret I have from last night is walking out on you.”

      My jaw drops. Actually drops. “What—what are you saying?”

      “I don’t know.” He takes a deep breath. “I like fucking you. I like driving around conning liquor off people with you. I worry about you, and when you didn’t show up, I was afraid…” He swallows and looks away.

      “Afraid of what?”

      “That I’d screwed this up for good.”

      I look around, searching for a camera or Royer or maybe Andrea. I’m waiting for the shoe to drop—the humiliation and pain that comes from me letting down my guard. Miller frowns, noticing my hesitation. “I just had to put that out there,” he says, hand gripping the gear shift. “I won’t retaliate if you don’t feel the same.”

      He restarts the car, jumping back into traffic. The ride is silent all the way back to the farm. My heart skitters in my chest. Did he mean all of that? Does he really care for me? It seems crazy and unexpected, but at the same time… not. 

      Miller doesn’t usually pay this much attention to one female, and he’s been following me around for months. Sure, some of that was for the prank, but… how much? I think of all the times on my father’s boat or the opportunities he took to corner me. The small touches and the hungry eyes. I know this man is awful. A monster. But sometimes monsters still have a heart beneath all the scales and claws.

      He pulls the Jeep to a stop before we get to the parking area, gravel kicking up from the tires. He parks and I sit there, heart stuck in my throat. I’m not sure why he’s stopped, but it gives me a moment to muster up the courage to say, “I don’t regret last night either.”

      He shifts to face me.

      “But?”

      “But I don’t know how to trust you, not after all of this.”

      “That’s fair.” He flips the beads hanging from his rearview mirror. “I don’t like it, but I understand.”

      The air in the car grows thin, the space between us almost non-existent. But the farmhouse is right in front of us. Anyone could see us sitting like this. It’s dangerous. I start to open the door, but he reaches across me and pulls it shut.

      “Royer knows you didn’t come back last night,” he says, eyes darting toward the house, the red rooftop visible through the trees. “And Rat and the chit, your old roommate, got into it after class. He’s on the warpath. You need to hunker down for a while.”

      The hair on the back of my neck stands on end. Having a run in with either of them is not on my list of things I want to do today. Not with so little time left. “What? How the hell am I supposed to hunker down?”

      His mouth forms a thin line, and he shifts impatiently. Finally, his expression clears, and he asks, “Do you trust me?”

      Do I? 

      No.

      Do I have a choice?

      No, again.

      I sigh and brace myself. “What do you want me to do?”
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        * * *

      

      “You do see the absurdity in this, don’t you?”

      It’s not just absurd, it’s surreal. Feeling the wispy locks of hair graze my chin. Having my knees exposed and, most of all, having cleavage again.

      Miller’s eyes are zeroed in on my chest. “It’s not absurd. It’s practical.”

      Yep, Miller’s big idea to get me in past the guys is to dress me up like a woman. Why does he have a red wig and minidress at his disposal? “It was on the list of hazement ideas. Forcing the goats to dress up like women and hit on guys from other frats. See how far it would go, but it got axed for the cum cup.”

      God.

      I look down at my shoes—five-inch platforms coated in a layer of glitter. “I fail to see how these shoes would be considered practical.” 

      He stops me just before we go in the back door. “I can’t take Theo Hart, number forty-seven, up to my room,” he looks me up and down, gaze once again lingering over my chest, “but no one will care that much if I sneak up a woman.”

      He opens the door, and we step inside. I haven’t been in the farmhouse kitchen. The goats eat on campus or out in the barn. He gestures to a back staircase, and I feel the brush of his fingertips against mine. A shiver runs up my spine that only spreads when he slides our hands together, fingers entwined. It’s a common, intimate gesture, one that implies our relationship has shifted from the day before. When we reach the landing, he keeps me close, going straight to his room.

      “Oh shit,” I cry, tripping over the heels and slamming into him. 

      He laughs and holds me upright, placing a finger over his lips. “Shh.” When no one emerges from any of the rooms, he adds, “You okay?” 

      Those blue eyes are cool for once. Soft.

      “Just clumsy.”

      “Come on,” he says, twisting the knob of his bedroom door. “Let’s get you inside before you break an ankle.”

      I exhale when the door is shut behind us, looking around his bare room. Now that I’m here, I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Did he really bring me up here to hide? Or is this a ploy to get me to have sex with him again? 

      I catch my reflection in the mirror hanging on the back of the closet door and freeze. I’d changed out in the Jeep, only seeing a sliver of my hair and face in the rearview mirror. Seeing my reflection—the girl—with long legs and hips and tits and long hair.

      “What?” he asks, grabbing a pile of clothes off the bed and tossing them in the corner.

      “I just look…” I toy with the ends of the wig. “I don’t know. Like me again.”

      He walks over and stands beside me, looking at my reflection. “All I see is the same hot girl that’s been driving me crazy for months.”

      I roll my eyes and catch his in the mirror. “Seriously? You want to pretend that I look the same with my shaved head and baggy clothes? I know you’re trying to convince me you’ve changed, Miller, but that’s a bit much.”

      He grabs my hand and pulls me to him, tilting my chin upward. “I’m not trying to convince you of anything, kitten. You’re sexy as fuck, no matter what you wear or how many hours you spend on your hair.” He runs his thumb along my bottom lip. “I love your mouth—the smile you get when you’re proud of yourself. I love your eyelashes and how thick they are when your eyes are half-closed and you’re about to orgasm.” His hands drop to my waist and slowly slide up my chest, cupping my breasts. “I like that I’m the only one that gets to see your tits.” He pulls down the top of the dress and bends, kissing each nipple. “It makes me feel like you’re mine.”

      If someone had asked me if Miller Hansen was capable of such romantic thoughts, I would have laughed in their face, but my body doesn’t care. My skin turns electric from his touch, my belly caves with every lick and suck of my nipple. I push my fingers into his hair, pulling his face to mine. We kiss, mouths hungry, breath raw, and he cups my ass and lifts me off the ground, carrying me over to the bed. He falls back, taking me with him, and I straddle his body. 

      I rest my hands on his stomach and ask, “Are you fucking with me?”

      He pushes up, kissing neck, and whispering in my ear. “The only fucking I want to do is in your pussy, kitten. The rest of this is completely, totally, real.”

      Suddenly, I don’t care what his motives are, I just want him. I push up his shirt, revealing his tan abdomen, running my fingers over the defined ladder of muscle. I bend and kiss his nipples, sucking and licking just like he’d done to mine moments before. His skin is warm, almost hot, and smells both clean and musky.

      “Jesus,” he mutters, as I kiss down his body, focusing on the soft hair trailing down his lower belly. While his stomach caves, sensitive to my touch, his cock presses against the crux of my body, eager and hard.

      I rise up and he lifts my dress, pushing it up and over my head. The wig falls off with it, and his hand rubs over the stubble, the desire in his eyes never wavering. He thumbs the button on his jeans, wincing from the strain and I hook my fingers in his belt loops, lowering them inch by inch. His cock springs forward, blistering red, and I bend licking the salty tip.

      I’m so caught up in this, in him, that I don’t notice the knock on the door until it’s too late, until it’s open and the shadow of a figure crosses the bed.

      “Fuck, sorry, dude,” a voice says—Knox. I freeze, face buried in Miller’s pelvis, his hand tensing over my skull. “Didn’t realize you were in here getting—” there’s a beat of silence. “Is that—"

      “Shut the door, Knox,” Miller says, lifting up on his elbows. I hear the door shut with a click and my shoulders infinitesimally relax. “Dude!” Miller shouts. “What the fuck are you doing? Get the hell out!”

      “You’re fucking forty-seven,” he says. I still haven’t moved. Miller’s cock is still resting on my tongue. “I knew something was up with you two, but I didn’t know you were into guys. I mean, no judgement, just… Royer is going to lose his mind when he finds out you’re fucking a goat during the gauntlet.”

      Miller groans and lifts my mouth off his cock, eyes meeting mine. I sense the apology before I can react, and he twists my face toward Knox. “Forty-seven is a chick. Not a guy.” He turns the rest of me around. “She’s got tits.”

      Knox’s eyes narrow, darting from my face to my tits, which I’ve attempted to cover with my arms. “Wait,” he says, the wheels turning in his head, “I know you.” I shake my head and Miller shifts beneath me, his cock still hard and erect between us. “You’re Royer’s girl… the ex. The one that got blacklisted.” He snorts. “What the fuck, dude?”

      “It’s complicated,” Miller says, “And I’d love to go into it, but we were in the middle of something.”

      I gasp and face him. “Seriously? You’re more worried about having sex than the two of us getting caught?”

      “That cat’s out of the bag,” he says, sliding his hand around my waist. “Knox isn’t going to go running to Royer. Not until we have a chance to talk.” He looks over my shoulder. “Right?”

      Knox stares at me for a long moment, well, at my tits mostly, and then nods at Miller. “Right. But…”

      “What?” Miller asks, his tone as if he expects something else.

      “I want to watch.”

      My jaw drops and I clench my arm around my body. “Excuse me? Absolutely—”

      “Sure, just stay over there.” Miller points to the couch and then adds. “Absolutely no commentary.”

      Knox gives him two thumbs up. “Gotcha.”

      “Are you serious right now?” I ask, turning to face Miller again. My nose crashes into his and he captures my mouth. I press my hands on his chest. “You’re really going to let him watch?”

      He sighs. “Kitten, you wanted to be part of this life. This is what frat life is all about; having fun, amazing, occasionally exhibitionist sex.” His fingers graze my neck, then trail down my chest to gently push aside my arms to free my breasts. “Knox just wants to watch. It’s kind of his thing.”

      I glance over my shoulder and see that Knox has settled on the couch. He gives me a friendly smile and a gesture that would be interpreted as ‘carry on.’ 

      Jesus.

      Miller tips my chin back toward him again and says, “Where were we?”

      I was about to suck his cock and the smirk on his mouth tells me he remembers it perfectly. My hands shake this time, anxious about being watched, although Miller is right. This is the life I’d wanted so badly. Sexy and a little wild. I shift back down, stroking his cock back to life. It hadn’t gone down much and I lift my ass in the air getting in a better position to take his cock in my mouth. 

      “Fuck me,” Knox mutters from his seat.

      “Dude,” Miller warns, his voice a little strained. “I told you.”

      “Sorry. It’s just her ass.”

      “It’s perfect.” Miller says, rubbing my head. “I know.”

      After a week of dressing like a boy and living in a barn like a farm animal, the compliments hit home. I lick and suck Miller’s cock, gliding my hand up and down the length for friction. He hums beneath me, fingers playing with my nipples. He grows bigger, tastes saltier, and I think he’s going to come in my mouth, but he taps my chin and lifts me, flipping us both over. His knees spread my thighs apart, and he hovers over me, one long body of corded muscle. His fingers dip between my legs, spreading the sticky warmth around. I shudder, the tingles I’d been feeling now full-on shocks. My cheeks burn at the obviousness of my want. He notices and says, “It’s sexy that you want me. Forcing it has its own pleasures, but having a girl spread out for you, wet and breathing heavy?” He kisses me, dragging his teeth over my bottom lip, and palms my breast. “It’s a different kind of high. You ready for me?” he asks, eyes meeting mine. He pushes in a finger, then a second. I mewl at the sensation. Pant for more.

      I stroke his cock and reply, “Yes.”

       He lines up our bodies and pushes in with a swift punch.

      “Oh,” I cry, loving the feel of him so deep. My knees drop to the side, wanting to feel the stretch. “God, yes.”

      Miller sets his rhythm slower than the night before. His mouth latches to my breast and over his head I see Knox slouched on the couch, hand pushed down the front of his joggers. Our eyes meet, and there’s this part of me that wants to recoil, to keep this moment private between me and Miller, but then he pulls out his cock and my breath catches.

      He’s huge—proportional to his height and size.

      I watch as he strokes down it leisurely, allowing it to bob in a slow, circular motion. The heat between my legs turns into an inferno. The sensation Miller is giving me amplified at the sight of Knox pleasuring himself. With his free hand, he pushes his shirt up and toys with his round, brown nipple. Our eyes hold and something deep passes through us, something that burns in my core.

      “You like watching him too,” Miller says, and I turn my gaze back to him. His jaw is tense—he’s close—but he looks between me and his brother. “Don’t you?”

      Knox’s motions grow less casual—more erratic. The skin around his nipple turns red, and he lets out a deep groan as he strokes his cock. I shift my gaze back to Miller. His eyes glazed with want. “I do like it,” I admit. Miller pulls out and punches in again, this time deeper. I exhale from the impact and close my eyes. I feel the both of them watching me. I hear their bodies and their grunts. The coil twisting in my core winds and winds, threatening to snap. Miller shoves his thumb in my mouth, and I suck on it. Drawing it back, he returns between my legs and presses it down on my clit. His teeth graze my earlobes, his breath hot and short. 

      “Come for me, kitten,” he says, and I can tell he’s waiting for me. They both are.

      He rubs his thumb in a furious circle and the coil breaks, unfurling in waves of hot, delicious heat. “Oh fuck,” I say, clamping my hands down on Miller’s shoulders. I dig my nails into his flesh. “Holy fu—”

      He swallows my curse, tongue sweeping against mine. His orgasm rips through him, cock buried deep inside. I wrap my legs around him, holding him close, riding it out together. I turn my head to the side, watchful and aware that Knox is still fisting his cock, still chasing the wave. His groan starts deep in his chest before exploding in a feral roar. Cum shoots over his fist, thick and wet, dripping over his knuckles. 

      He falls back, chest heaving. “Jesus Christ,” he mutters, wrinkling his nose. “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      The three of us catch our breath, each sweaty, sticky, covered in fluids. Miller rolls off my body, catching me in his arms and pulling me against his side. He kisses my temple. It’s soft. Sweet. Curious.

      What the fuck just happened?

      I want to ask, but I don’t want to break the spell. Outside these doors, Royer is still looking for me. Rat is on the warpath, waiting to dole out punishments. Knox knows our secret, and I still have two days left before the gauntlet is over. Oh, and these two men? They aren’t the only ones I had an intimate moment with today. I haven’t forgotten about my kiss with Grayson.

      All I can think as I curl up against Miller’s side is that I am truly and thoroughly fucked.
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      We’re in the process of cleaning up when Miller’s phone buzzes on the desk. He swipes the screen, frowns, and shoves it in his pocket. I pull the Whittmore sweatshirt over my head and notice the two guys share a look. 

      “What?” I ask, rolling up the sleeves. It’s Miller’s shirt. It’s too big, but soft, and smells like him. Something that has become more and more appealing.

      “Royer is looking for me.” He tugs up the zipper on his hoodie. “We have some set up to do before the final gauntlet.” He looks me over. “Finish getting dressed. Knox is going to run interference.”

      He grabs his shoes and stops in front of me to repin my number over my heart. “Be careful, okay?” he says, then to my shock, he kisses me on the cheek before walking out the door. 

      “What does he mean by interference?” I ask, ignoring the storm of butterflies in my stomach. The patch of skin Miller kissed is still tingling. I fuss with the pin, a reminder of how meticulous these men are all the time.

      “Just play along,” he says, “and everything will be cool.” 

      I shove my feet in the shoes Miller brought up from the barn. My brain is mush—still reeling from the orgasm, the inclusion of Knox in this game, Miller confessing his feelings to me. I don’t trust anything, or anyone, and my body and mind know it.

      “Are you really not going to tell anyone about this?” I grimace. “I mean, about me?”

      “If being friends with Royer for the past three years has taught me anything, it’s that one, he’ll stab you in the back in a heartbeat.” He gives me a tight, knowing grin. “And two, leverage is everything.”

      He has a point, and it proves to me that Knox is on the exec board for a reason. He may look like a dumb jock, but he’s playing this game as hard as anyone else. I may be safe right now, but does that mean I will be forever?

      I just have to survive through the end of the gauntlet, then none of it will matter anymore.

      “So what are you going to do to keep me out of trouble?”

      “Oh, sweet thing, I’m not keeping you out of trouble. In fact, you’re in huge trouble for not showing up like you were supposed to. Lucky for you, I’m a little less sadistic in my methods than other members of this frat.” 

      So I’m still being punished. I figured there was no getting out of that one. I sigh and say, “I’m ready when you are.”
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      Knox was right. He’s not as sadistic as the others, I think, scrubbing the brush in little round circles, trying to get off the caked grime. But like Miller, his sense of charity only goes so far. He pointed me in the direction of the downstairs bathroom, handed me a bucket, cleaning supplies and a scrub brush, and told me to get to work.

      Dozens of frat boys had come in and out of this bathroom for a week. The mud caked in their shoes from the yard is now ground in the white grout. The toilet reeks of urine, their aim woefully off target. It looks like someone may have actually bathed a pig in the sink. 

      With the scent of bleach already stinging my nose, I’m wondering if I can just douse the room with the rest of the bottle, shut the door and walk away.

      “Ah, forty-seven. I’ve been looking for you.”

      It’s the tone that makes the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Royer has that way about him, easy but smug. Casual but condescending. I get to my feet.

      He leans against the bathroom doorjamb, holding an apple in one hand and a pocketknife in the other. Slowly, he starts peeling off the skin. “You didn’t come back last night after the party.”

      “I was with the, uh,” I search for the word I heard Rat use the night before, “chit, and passed out after.”

      “Sloppy. Zeta Sigs aren’t sloppy. What if she’d woken up before you and called the police?” The blade pauses over the stem of the apple, and he looks up at me. “We’re collected and controlled all the time, even when someone is sucking our balls. It’s how we’ve managed to slip past the council despite our many traditions.”

      I hold back a laugh. Royer thinks he’s slipped past the Council, but he has no idea Grayson can see every moment of this exchange. He doesn’t realize that he’s being recorded right now. God, seeing him go down will be the highlight of my eighteen years.

      “I know Miller lets you get away with doing whatever you want, but not this time.”

      “You think scrubbing down this bathroom is what I want to do? Do you know how much pee and cum was stuck to the toilet?”

      “It’s women’s work,” he says, scoffing. “Appropriate for someone who spends their life on their knees. But I shouldn’t be surprised Miller gave you pussy work.”

      “Knox is the one that told me to do it.” I grit my teeth. “I don’t even know where Miller is.”

      “Well, lucky for you, I’m here now and I’m going to teach you how to be a man, a brother, and not a soft vagina.” He drops the peel on the floor, right on the clean tile.

      There’s a moment that ebbs between us, and I wonder if he knows the truth. If we’re both playing a game of cat and mouse, because his fixation on me is excessive. But then I remember how petty he is, how impulsive and childish. This is about the council pushing ‘Theo Hart’ through the Zeta Sig gate, and Miller daring to go against him by backing me. 

      This is about him being evil and looking for someone smaller, weaker, and less connected to fuck with.

      None of that makes any difference when I see the dark flicker in his eye. It sends a chill down my spine. “I think you need a little bit of brotherly love.” He jerks his head down the hall. “Go wait in the parlor.”

      “Brotherly love?” I clutch the scrub brush in my hand, my fingers raw and burning from the bleach. “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you should follow an order without talking back for once in your goddamn life,” every muscle in his face tightens, “or things are about to get worse than they already are.”

      He pops the rest of the apple in his mouth, then closes the blade shut with a loud snap. I drop the brush in the bucket and wash my hands, caught with a ball of dread building in my stomach. I’m so close to being done with this. So close to catching them. But maybe this is the opportunity I’ve been looking for. The camera is attached to my chest and Royer is pissed enough that whatever ‘brotherly love’ is, may be worth it. 

      I go straight to the parlor. Miller and Knox are both sitting on the couch. Miller’s legs are sprawled out as he checks his phone. Knox raises an eyebrow. “You finished already, forty-seven?”

      “No.” I step over the threshold into the room. It’s an old-fashioned room with painted glass lamps and a stone fireplace against the back wall. An uncomfortable-looking couch and chairs covered in a pale, floral print fill the space, along with a slant-topped writing desk tucked into the corner. “Royer told me to come here and wait.”

      Miller’s body tenses, the causal stance vanishing. The two men share an uneasy look.

      “Wait for what?” Miller asks.

      “For my punishment? Cleaning that disgusting bathroom wasn’t enough. He said something about brotherly love? I don’t know.” 

      “Brotherly love?” Knox repeats. “He said that?”

      I nod.

      “Fuck,” Miller mutters, fingers shoving into his thick hair. “Fucking fuck.”

      Knox just swallows thickly.

      “What?” His reaction makes me nervous. “What does that mean—”

      Rat stands in the doorway, a dark grin on his mouth. “Forty-seven. I’ve been looking for you all day.” He looks at Miller and scowls. “You’re not saving him this time, Hansen.”

      His wide hand pushes me deeper into the room and I barely catch myself before crashing into the coffee table. When I turn, Rat is holding a fraternity paddle in his hands. The Zeta Sigma letters are burned into the smooth yellow wood, along with dozens of etched names. He spins it around by the handle. For the first time in all of this, I’m truly afraid. Rat grins, baring his teeth. He can smell my fear.

      “This is the frat paddle,” he says, holding the long shaft at the end. “It’s only on rare occasions we have to bring it out and assert brotherly love. Usually it’s when a brother, or a pledge, is showing disrespect to the process. Or needs a little reminder of their place in this community.” He points the end at me. “This is one of those times.”

      “Because I was late?” I ask, my voice a squeak. “You’re going to spank me?”

      I glance at Miller for help. His expression is passive, but I see the tense set of his jaw and shoulders. This could blow everything for both of us. If I have to pull down my pants, I’ll be exposed and he will be, too. 

      “Son, you’re about to get intimately familiar with the Zeta Sig paddle.” He looks at my waist. “Drop your pants, forty-seven, or I’ll have these two assholes do it for you.”

      Terror cascades down my spine, paralyzing me. I force out, “No,” but I know the sound is weak. “Come on, we can talk this out. I’ll do whatever else you want.”

      “It doesn’t work like that.” Rat slaps the paddle against his palm. The crack a warning of wood against skin. “I’m about to show you what happens when you think you’re above the rest of the goats in the barn.” He tosses it in the air again, but this time Miller’s arm shoots out, grabbing it mid-spin. Rat reacts instantly, lunging for the paddle. Miller shoves a hand into Rat’s chest, holding the paddle out of reach until things escalate to the point that Knox jumps between them, pushing them apart with his long, muscular arms.

      “What the fuck, Hansen.” Rat attempts to grab the paddle from around Knox’s enormous frame. “I told you to stay out of this!”

      “And I know you’re pissed off and itching to get back at someone after what happened with that chit on campus!”

      “That bitch has nothing to do with what’s happening right now! Forty-seven thinks he’s special and I’m here to beat that specialness right out of him.”

      Miller holds up the paddle. “If you go after forty-seven like this, you’ll fuck up Zeta Sigma for everyone! This kind of shit always gets out. You’re too pissed.” He looks up at Knox, a dark pleading in his eyes. “We can’t afford any kind of incident.”

      It becomes obvious that, in this moment, Knox has become my lifeline. We’re connected, but only through a moment of delicious perversion. Now he’s the person between me and that paddle. Complete exposure. He could take me, or both of us down, in an instant.

      He holds out his hand, gesturing for the wooden slab. Miller hesitates but hands it over. Rat makes another grab for it and Knox pushes him back with a hard blow that sends him into the wall. A framed picture crashes to the ground, cracking the glass.

      “Dude,” Knox says to him, “you need to back the fuck off.”

      “Thank you,” Miller says, sneering over at Rat.

      Knox turns and points the end of the paddle at him. “And you need to chill out. He’s right, you’re too wound up in forty-seven for some reason. I know we pick favorites, but this… it’s gone too far.” 

      Bile rushes to the back of my throat while Miller argues. “It’s not about a fucking goat. It’s about the preserving our charter and not going to jail.”

      “Maybe.” For a moment Knox looks thoughtful, like maybe he’ll side with Miller on reason and self-preservation, but when he speaks, he adds, “but Royer is still our president and if he wants forty-seven punished, you have no right to interfere. He isn’t the first goat to receive brotherly love, and he probably won’t be the last.” 

      Miller allows more worry to slip through his façade than I’ve seen before. I know this isn’t about protecting me—it’s about protecting himself. If I drop my pants, everyone will know I’m not who I claim to be. Dominos will fall and I’ll be lucky to get out of this farmhouse alive. That paddle is the least of my concerns.

      “Whatever,” Miller says, moving toward the door. Good call. Run. I can’t even blame him. “This is going to backfire, and I’m not going to be here when it happens.”

      “Pussy,” Rat mutters.

      “Wait,” Knox says, voice urgent. Miller pauses as Knox turns to Rat. “He’s right about you. You’re too upset and too fucking power hungry. The Warden has to be cool-headed. There’s no way I’m letting you dole out punishment—especially not this one.”

      “That’s not your call! Royer said—” Rat argues.

      Knox shuts him up with a glare. “I’m on the executive board.” He nods at Miller. “And so is he. We’ve got a quorum.”

      I feel like I’m teetering on the tip of a knife. I’m getting hurt one way or the other—how badly is in Knox’s hands.

      “I’ll do it,” he says, holding his hand up to Miller before he protests. “I’ll maintain the integrity of the punishment and if I go over the line, I’ll take the consequences.”

      “You’re fucking with me!” Rat shouts. “I’m the warden. It’s my job!”

      “I’d watch how you speak to an upperclassman and officer,” Knox says, tone shifting dramatically. It’s the first real move of authority I’ve seen from him. “Get the fuck out of here before I turn this back on you.”

      Rat’s eyes narrow and for a minute I think he may lunge for the paddle again but grabs the doorknob and jerks the door open. “You’re going to regret this,” he says, looking between us. His eyes linger on me the longest, and I can’t suppress the chill that runs through my veins. Right before he steps out and slams the door he adds, “Fuck you both.”

       Knox walks over to the door and holds it open. He jerks his chin at Miller. “You, too. Out.”

      “What? No. If you’re going to— 

      “Out, Hansen,” he says, giving him a pointed look. “This is the only way, and you know it.”

      Miller’s jaw is so tight I think it may snap. He moves until he’s chest to chest with Knox, chin lifted. “I’m trusting you.”

      “I know.” He tilts his head. “Go and make sure they don’t come in here before I’m finished.”

      Miller exhales, hesitantly relenting. He gives me one last look before walking out of the room. Knox locks the door behind him. It’s just the two of us, the room quiet other than the pounding of my heart.

      “Please, don’t do this.” It comes out shaky and hot tears burn at the corner of my eyes. I can’t help but stare at the paddle in his hand. The thick handle. God. “You don’t want to do this. What about last—” 

      He closes the space between us, fingers brushing under my chin as he tilts it upward. “This is happening, Reagan. You’re just lucky it’s me, not Rat. He would have torn up that sweet little ass and there’s no way in hell I was going to let that happen.” His hand creeps around to my lower back and he pushes his fingertips under my shirt, warm against my skin. “Miller knows what I have to do.”

      “If you care so much about Miller, then why can’t we just pretend? How can you do this to him?”

      “We’re brothers, sweetheart.” His thumb makes soft circles just above my crack. “We share everything. He trusted me to stay in that room with the information about you. He’s also trusting me with your ass.”

      “You guys are crazy.”

      He shrugs but grins. “We’re Zeta Sigs, which means what I’m about to do to you shouldn’t be a surprise.” He uses the paddle to point across the room. I follow its direction and see the slanted wooden desk top. “Drop your pants and bend over. It’s time for some brotherly love.”
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      Like the rest of the day, the scene unfolds both fast and in slow-motion. Forty-seven is a girl. Not just a girl, but Royer’s ex, Reagan. Miller knew it and kept it from me and Royer. Kept it from everyone.

      Damn, he’s good.

      I knew there was some rivalry between the two—especially over how initiation and the gauntlet were being handled. I thought it was just petty dick measuring. I see enough of that on the rowing team and figured it’d pass once we got through recruitment. I’d been content to let them piss it out, but watching this unfold? God, it’s a new level of deliciousness.

       “Drop your pants and bend over,” I tell her. “It’s time for some brotherly love.”

      Reagan trembles in fear and a twist of desire flickers in my belly. Sure, she still looks like a boy, except when I walked in Miller’s room earlier and caught her sucking his cock, I knew something was off. The slight curve of her body. Her narrow, tapered neck. Her tits when I finally saw them, round and perfect. But right now, physical looks isn’t what stokes the fire licking at my balls. It’s the waves of apprehension rolling off her, the sheer terror. She’s afraid of the paddle—of me. And I’m here for it.

      Her eyes dart to mine as she reaches for the button on her jeans. I give her an encouraging nod. “Part of having a successful plan is knowing when to pivot. Miller and I both know that. We’re brothers. Sharing this—you—with him is just an extension of that relationship.” 

      It’s in that moment that the fear vanishes from her eyes and is replaced with something else—hard determination. I shouldn’t be surprised. Anyone that gets this far through the gauntlet is made of steel. Despite what Royer and Andrea thought about her, she must be tough as nails. It just makes me want to see how she handles being on the receiving end of brotherly love even more.

      Her jeans drop to her ankles, and I see her in a way that I couldn’t up in Miller’s room. The light in the parlor is bright, revealing the supple thighs and curvy hips she’s kept hidden underneath the fabric. The shorts go next, displaying the round swell of an ass only possessed by a woman. It’s instantly recognizable and my dick gets hard at the sight of the faint lines of her bikini tan. 

      She takes one last, long look at me, and I expect her to beg me not to do it, but her jaw clenches tight and she positions herself back against the wooden desktop, naked and sexy.

      Damn.

      “You’re such a pretty little thing, aren’t you? How did I miss it?”

      I move behind her, my movements stiff from my boner. I run a hand down her back, gently pushing her forward, and tuck the paddle between my knees. Using both hands, I spread the flesh of her cheeks. She flinches at the intrusion, and I notice how her fingers grip the sides of the desk.

      “That’s it, sweetheart,” I say, fingering her puckered hole. “Rat would have torn this tight little hole right up. I’ll get you good and ready first, okay?”  

      I spread her cheeks wider and bend, taking a long lick. She lurches forward, slamming her hips into the desk, a soft sigh floating back to me. Her reaction makes me harder than before, like I’d been when I’d jerked off earlier watching Miller fuck her. When she’s good and slippery, I lick my fingers and push one in slowly, easing my way inside. 

      “Don’t fight,” I tell her when I feel her tense. “It’ll hurt less.” She takes a deep, steadying breath. “That’s right. Fuck you’re tight,” I say, pulling my finger out and then pushing it back in again. “God, Miller said your pussy was good, but this? Jesus. Seems a stupid to waste it on the paddle.”

      A shudder runs through her, and a bead of sweat slides down her backside. I bend and lick it off her skin, and slowly add a second finger in, stretching her out. With my other hand, I reach between her legs. She’s warm, slippery and wet.

       My balls constrict. Damn. Despite the indignation and tears, this girl is hot for this. 

      “You like it, don’t you?” I ask, bending to speak right in her ear. “It feels good and exciting and new.”

      She nods her head. “Yes.”

      “If you want, I can fuck you instead of using the paddle.” I flick her clit. “You can feel me deep inside, filling you up. Is that what you want?” 

      Her forehead drops to the tabletop, and she turns her face to the side so she can see me. “You’re too big.”

      “Rat and Royer are going to expect you to barely be able to walk when you get out of here.” I catch her eye. “It’s me or the paddle. I know it’s scary the first time, but I can promise you one thing. I’ll make it good for you.”

      Her teeth bare down on her bottom lip, but she nods her approval—her want. I push down my joggers and pull out my cock, pushing it between her legs to get her juices over the head and shaft.

      I wiggle my fingers one last time, spreading her out, then press the tip of my cock right up to the hole. Fighting the urge to just fuck right in, pounding my way into her ass, I take it easy, as she clutches the edges of the desk.

      “That’s it,” I tell her. She has two dimples dotting the flesh. I press my thumbs into them. “Don’t fight me.”

      Once I’m all the way in, I pull out slowly, letting her get used to it. I’m not here to tear her up—not like Rat would have. I’m here to do my job, show some brotherly love and get my nut off in the process. But I don’t have to be nice like this. I could use and abuse her any way I want. 

      “How’s that feel?” I move quicker now, building a controlled rhythm. 

      “Wrong,” she admits, crying out when I push in harder. “It hurts, but… it also feels good.”

      “It’s okay to like dirty, painful things.”

      There’s a part of me that wishes Miller was in here now. She’s not the first girl we’ve shared, but this feels different. It doesn’t just feel good; it feels right. This secret girl hiding in our midst. The knowledge is deep in my bones, in the tight cinch of my balls, the hollow of my chest. I bite down on my bottom lip and hold in a groan, wanting it to last, but the tight muscles surrounding my dick are too much to bear and Reagan’s back arches, spurring me on. 

      “Oh god, oh god, oh god…” she chants, slamming her ass back against my lower abdomen. I wrap my arm around her waist, dragging my fingers back over her clit, pounding into her with deep strokes. 

      “Come for me,” I tell her. “Come on, I know you’re ready.”

      “I don’t—”

      “You do,” I tell her. “Stop fighting so hard and fucking come.”

      The command unleashes something from within. Her pussy quakes against my fingers. Her body slouches and she’s sweaty and loose. I angle her back over the desk, holding her up. The aftershocks of her orgasm ricochet through her body and I pick up the pace, punching into her until my balls feel like they’re being squeezed by a vise, and I come hard and relentless, filling her up.

      Even as I empty myself, my belly continues to twist at the scene in front of me. It’s a mix of emotion; desire at seeing her so sexy and spent, satisfaction at knowing I made her feel this way, but there’s the nagging concern that Miller and I are playing with fire.

      “You okay?” I ask her, pulling out and tucking myself in my pants. 

      “Yeah that was…” her eyes are glazed, and she’s at a loss for words.

      “For us? Epic.” I help her to stand, keeping a steady hand on her waist. “For everyone else, humiliating, horrifying, degrading.”

      Her knees are wobbly, and I help her back into her pants. “No one will know this happened except Miller,” I assure her, straightening her shirt. “The good news is that you don’t have to lie about what happened in here. I gave you a pounding. You survived. Now you’re one step closer to being a Zeta Sig.”

      A small, strange smile tugs at her lips and I can tell she’s proud of herself. She should be, but all I can think of as I unlock the parlor door is how fucking ruined we’ll be if Royer finds out the truth.
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      As I exit the room, I catch sight of myself in the mirror hanging on the parlor wall. It’s not my red cheeks or glassy, well-fucked eyes that catch my attention. It’s the round circle of the pledge button. The camera. How much of that did Grayson see?

      On one hand, I’d be enough to bring down the whole house, but it’ll also ruin me more than I already am. It would ruin what he and I have tentatively started.

      Did that matter now? God, I’m so confused. My complicated life just got a million times worse. Three complicated men. None of whom I really trust. I sniff, wiping my nose with the edge of my shirt, wincing with every step. I’m spiraling, I can feel it; the pain and humiliation—now and coming—too much to bear. 

      None of that matters, though. Just outside the hall, I see the three of them waiting. Royer and Rat look skeptical. Miller, like he may want to snap Knox’s neck. 

      Knox stretches out the paddle by the flat end and points the handle at Rat. “You may want to wear gloves before you touch that.”

      Rat wrinkles his nose and turns his gaze to me. “How’d he take it?” he asks.

      “Like a Zeta Sig,” Knox answers. “Like a brother.”

      “Good,” Royer says, “I want someone with him until the final phase. We can’t have him running off and squealing on us until it’s over.”

      “I’m not going to squeal,” I say, hating him even more. “I signed up for this, just like everyone else. I told you I wanted in on the traditions and yeah, that was a fucking awful one, but I survived it. How many other members can say the same?”

      There’s a beat of silence, the whole room engulfed in Royer’s paranoia. I force myself to breathe normally, and both Miller and Knox seem completely calm. The last person I expect to break it is Rat, but he slaps Royer on the ass with the paddle and says, “Dude, chill out. You don’t trust anyone, which is not the point of this exercise. He’s come this far; I think he’s pretty solid.”

      Rat thrusts his hand out and I shake it, using the skills Grayson taught me. Firm grip, eye contact. “I know your ass and your pride hurt right now, forty-seven, but trust me, one day you’ll see this for what it is: being a legend.”

      Miller grins, and Knox rubs the top of my head. A strange feeling fills my chest, one that horrifies me when I finally recognize it for what it really is: pride.
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      Although Royer backs down a little, he held firm on someone being with me all the time. Knox is the one that says, “Forty-seven, you’re coming with me.”

      I turn to Miller for confirmation. He nods his approval. “I’ve got a few things to do to get ready for tonight. Stick with Knox.” He gives his friend a pointed look. “Take care of him.”

      “Got it, bro.” They bump fists and I fight the apprehension of going off with Knox alone. I barely know him and have no idea what to expect. With Miller, it’s definitely a case of the devil I know. My body grows hot and anxious as we climb the stairs to the second floor. My heart pounds against my ribcage as we pass Miller’s room and Knox opens the door to his own. His space is clean—tidy—impersonal since it’s just a temporary lodging, but his bed is made and his belongings put in place.

      He unzips his hoodie and hangs it on a hook behind the door. “Get undressed,” he tells me, walking into the bathroom. A moment later, I hear the rush of gurgling water. 

      I’m frozen in the middle of the room, consumed by panic. I have no choice but to do whatever this man wants me to do, but also… I can’t help but wonder if Grayson is trying to find me. Does the whole council know what happened to me today?

      “Th—Reagan,” Knox says, sticking his head back in the room. “Strip and come in here. Now.”

      His tone is forceful enough that I snap into action, dropping my pants and pulling off my shirt and tank. Naked, humiliated, and feeling like my ass is on fire, I shuffle into the bathroom where Knox is bent over the full tub, pouring in a white powder from a box. 

      “Epsom salt,” he says, placing the box on the counter. His eyes stutter over my tits and pussy before making it back to my face. “It’s good for sore muscles.” He nods at my lower body. “It’ll help with the pain.”

      “Oh,” I say, completely shocked. “That’s… that’s very nice of you.”

      “I have some experience with muscle soreness. That’s why I insisted on the room with the tub.” He offers me his hand to assist me in getting into the tub. I take it, hissing when my toe hits the hot water. I try not to wince at how the high step tugs at my asshole and rely on him more than I want to keep steady. With his guidance, I slowly ease into the water, letting it come all the way to my neck. It both burns and feels good. Knox sits on the toilet, resting his elbows on his thighs, watching me.

      I cross my arms over my chest. His eyes narrow and he motions for me to keep them uncovered. Releasing them, my tits float just at the surface. He doesn’t stop staring at my face.

      “What?” I ask, feeling beyond self-conscious.

      “I’m just trying to reconcile you being a female.”

      “What we did in there wasn’t enough?” I lift my tits, pushing them above the waterline. “These aren’t enough?”

      “Those,” he says, with an amused grin, “are outstanding. No, just… I totally bought that you were a guy. Never crossed my mind.”

      “It’s not like we were around each other much,” I say. “Not like Royer. He seems clueless.”

      God, I hope he is or this whole thing is for nothing.

      “He’s got a one-track mind right now. Well, maybe two. The gauntlet and shoving his cock into warm pussy. That’s it.” I make a face and he shrugs. “I know he hurt you and obviously it was enough for you to come up with this crazy scheme. But if you thought you ever saw a good guy in Royer, you were fooling yourself. That guy is a supreme prick. One of my best friends, but when he gets focused on something destructive, there’s no stopping him.”

      “And that’s why you’ve agreed to work with Miller to take him down?”

      He stands and moves to the edge of the tub. My heartrate had finally slowed with the warm bath, but it kicks back into gear with him so close. He reaches over my head and grabs a bottle of shampoo. 

      “I love Royer, but Miller’s right. He’s out of control and he’s going to bring down this frat.” I hear the sound of him squeezing shampoo from the bottle and then the press of his fingertips as he starts massaging my scalp. “That stunt today with the paddle? He’s lucky it was you. Anyone else would have gone running to the council and burned us to the ground. We’re already on thin ice, but he doesn’t give a shit. He’s more focused on his vendettas than anything else.”

      His hands are big and feel so good. The tension in my shoulders and neck slowly unwinds. 

      “So what happens next?” I ask. “Royer gets kicked out and you and Miller take over?”

      I haven’t asked for a lot of details. It would only make me look suspicious. Also, it doesn’t matter to me. My plan isn’t to save Miller or anyone else. It’s to bring down the whole house.

      “I’m not sure, but Miller is the smartest son of a bitch I’ve ever met.” His hands move down my neck, rubbing circles with his thumbs. “Whatever you think you have on him? He’s got double.”

      A chill runs up my spin. It could be from Knox’s firm touch or the cooling of the water, but I know better. No one knows about Miller’s involvement but me, and now Knox. I never told Grayson. For some insane reason, I protected him, which means that he possibly has the upper hand. Why? Why did I do that?

      Knox’s hands travel down to my shoulders, fingers pushing into the upper part of my chest. The movement causes my breasts to bob in the water, nipples cresting the surface of the water before dipping back under again. The peaks are pebbled, hard and erect from the cool air and Knox’s strong touch. His wet fingers trail under my chin, tilting my face upward. I open my eyes, looking into his bold green ones. He thumbs my bottom lip, parting my mouth before bending and brushing his lips across mine.

      “Jesus,” he says, “you’re sexy as fuck, you know that?”

      There’s no response to that, and he doesn’t seem to expect one, kissing me again and dipping his hand under the water to cup my breast. His fingers discover my nipples, tugging and twisting the firm flesh. My back arches, heat building in my belly. I shouldn’t want this—or him—but my body never does what my mind wants. 

      Knox pulls away with a sigh, dragging his hand out of the water. “As much as I want to, I need to stop.”

      I try to calm my breathing. “Why?”

      “I didn’t clear it with Miller.”

      I blink. “That was for real?”

      “I promised him. He told me to take care of you. He didn’t tell me to kiss you.” His eyes dart to my tits. “Or touch you like that.”

      “Oh.” I slide back to a sitting position. “Okay.”

      He leans over, dropping his hand into the water at the end of the tub. The drain gurgles and bubbles under the surface. “Once this is empty, take a rinse off shower. I’ll send a goat to get your things from the barn.”

      “Right.” My skin burns and not just from the water. I feel it inside and out. “Thank you.”

      He stands. “This will be over soon. Tonight’s the last night. From there, we’ll figure out what we’re going to do with you.”

      He exits the bathroom, leaving me in the draining water. I pull my knees to my chest, feeling lost and confused. I thought I was in control of this, that I was the one with the power, but what Knox said about Miller is terrifying. 

      What if he has one up on me and Grayson? What if all of this has been for nothing?

      One thing is for sure, after tonight we’ll know. I just don’t know who will come out on top.
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      Clean and in fresh clothes, I curl up on Knox’s bed while he works on his laptop. I feel better since my bath, my muscles loose and the sensation in my backside less raw. I shouldn’t feel comfortable with this man—not after what transpired earlier in the day, but I’m too worn out to fight anymore. After tonight everything will be over, and I can move on with my life. I pull the blanket over my shoulders and drift off to the steady tapping of Knox’s fingers on the keyboard.

      It’s a creaking sound that wakes me, and I blink into the dark room. Knox’s room, I remind myself. I rise up but a gloved hand wraps around my mouth. “Don’t fight,” someone whispers in my ear, before wrapping a blindfold over my eyes and cinching my wrists with a tie. The words remind me of what Knox said to me in the parlor, telling me not to fight as he pushed inside. I bite down on a cry as the plastic cuts into my skin, but don’t struggle as I’m hauled out of bed and dragged into the hall.

      Footsteps echo in the hallway, but other than that, there’s no sound. I’m lifted off the ground by two strong arms and carried down the stairs. It’s gentler than I’d expect, and I wonder if it’s Miller or Knox. I say a silent thanks that whoever it is didn’t just kick me down the stairs.

      A moment later we’re outside, the crickets loud in the rural night. I hear the unmistakable sound of a van door sliding open, and I’m tossed in against the hard floor. Other than the sound of my body slamming into the floor, the men kidnapping me are completely silent. I wait, catching my breath, for other goats to get thrown in the back with me. After a beat, there’s nothing but the sound of the closing van door, followed by the two front doors slamming shut.

      I wait for anything—something to clue me in on what to expect, but the driver cranks up the car and the radio and blasts the music so loud that the walls of the vehicle shake. I can’t see anything or hear anything. I’m alone, but maybe this is part of the initiation. We go at it solo? We meet our new brothers at the end?   

      Gravel crunches under the tires and the van lurches to a stop, music cutting off at the same time. Outside I hear muffled voices—the first since I was told not to fight. I can only make out the scattered word… stupid. Bullshit. I told you…

      The door is thrown open, slamming into the jamb and, to my surprise, I feel my feet stuffed into my shoes, then I’m yanked out. The air smells clean. Fresh. Like nature.

      “Your mission tonight,” someone says, voice disguised so I can’t make it out, “forty-seven is to climb the mountain of brotherhood. The path, like life, is filled with obstacles. Overcome those, climb to the top and you’ll be rewarded for all your hard work and efforts this week.” 

      Someone touches my chin, and the scent of bitter alcohol assaults my nostrils. “Drink up,” I’m told, the rim of a glass—a shot glass—pressed against my lips. I open my mouth and accept the liquor, swallowing it down. It burns and I cough. For the first time, I speak. “Can I take off the blindfold?”

      “Once you get on the trail.” 

      A hand grips my forearm, and I take uneasy steps over the rugged terrain. Other than our footsteps, it’s hauntingly quiet. If there are other goats out here, they’re either silent or we’re doing this in shifts. That or this whole thing is some stupid prank. Whatever it is, I know this journey is the way out of here. It’s a means to an end.

      “Count to twenty and you can take off your blindfold. Follow the trail. Go off it, and it’ll be a long fucking night. There’s a pitstop halfway.” I’m not sure, but I swear I feel the ghost of fingertips graze the inside of wrist as they cut the binding. “Good luck, forty-seven.”  

      The voice and the person vanish, and while I rub my raw wrists, I count to twenty.

      “Fourteen, fifteen…” I say it loud enough that there is no way they think I’m cheating. “Eighteen, nineteen, twenty.” I push off the blindfold and, although it’s pitch black, it’s clear that I’m in the woods. I look up and around, trying to acclimate my eyes to the natural light. Overhead, in the spots where the trees have thinned out a little, the moon is bright. Otherwise, I have no light, no flashlight, no lighter, no torch of any kind.

      Fucking assholes.

      Taking a deep breath, I start up the trail, navigating the uneven ground step-by-step. The incline is steep, rocky, and filled with roots and other obstructions. I trip over a thick root, landing on my knees and palms. “Son of a bitch,” I mumble, wiping my scraped and muddy hands on my thighs when I get back on my feet.

      Throat parched and with sweat running down my back, I’m almost convinced that I’m lost when I see a flickering yellow light up ahead. It’s the first pit stop. I cry out in relief, picking up my pace until I reach the table. There’s water bottle and I lift it to my lips taking a huge swallow.

      “Oh my god,” I say, gagging on the liquid. I spit half of it out. It smells and tastes like rubbing alcohol. 100% proof, I imagine. Royer obviously doesn’t care that the reason they’re in all this trouble is for this very thing. I spot a note on the table. True brotherhood is full of sacrifice, followed by reward. Drink the entire container and you can take the lantern with you.

      Catching my breath, I consider it. Drunk in the woods or blind. Which is worse? Both seem suicidal, but my hands and knees are throbbing from the fall, and it’s taking twice as long for me to go without a light. I lift the bottle and wrinkle my nose, my stomach already rebelling from the idea. Slowly, I drink the rest of the grain alcohol. My stomach aches and my head feels woozy, but I take the final swallow.

      “Halfway there,” I remind myself, grabbing the lantern off the tree branch. My first steps are wobbly, no better than if I’d been in the dark. I steady myself and try to clear my mind, taking the path one step at a time. I make it several yards before my stomach gurgles.

      “Oh no.” I bend over and wrap an arm around my middle, desperately trying to hold it together. I fail miserably, falling to my knees retching up half the bottle, not making an attempt to move off the trail. 

      I become vaguely aware, as my skin turns clammy and my vision impairs and my body rejects the poison I’ve ingested, that I may become one of them. One of the recruits that dies during the gauntlet.

      I’ll die out here of alcohol poisoning, dehydration and from the elements and it won’t be Theo Hart, but Reagan Lake. I’ll die as I lived; as a fool.

      I yank off my pledge button and hold it to my face. “I don’t know if you can see me. I’m pretty sure you can’t hear me. But chances are I’m going to die out here, Grayson. Please don’t let them get away with it.”

      Saying the words out loud is the motivation I need to continue forward. I drop the button and crawl the rest of the way to the top of the trail, dragging my body up on my hands and knees. I don’t know exactly know how I know that I’ve made it, other than the trees are no longer overhead. The moon is visible and I’m in a clearing, the surface is made of hard, smooth rock. 

      “Forty-seven!” a voice booms and I look around, searching for the source. A figure cloaked head to toe in black emerges from the darkness. His voice is muffled behind the mask. “Congratulations. You made it through the gauntlet.” 

      Other figures shift behind him, dressed the same. I rub my eyes, trying to get an exact count. One seems smaller than the others, and it’s still eerily quiet. Where are the other goats? Am I the first one up here? The last? 

      Someone strikes a match, and it glows nearby, building until it forms a roaring fire. The yellow-orange flame provides brighter light, and carefully, I lift myself off the ground. “Am I done?” I sway and grab my head. “Is it over?”

      “Almost.” 

      The figures move toward me, each taking off their masks. The first is Royer, then Knox and Miller’s cut cheekbones, defined by the light. Rat shakes his head out, hair spiking in a dozen directions, grinning with amusement. I squint at the final person, and a wave of uneasiness rolls through my stomach when they finally reveal themselves. Andrea.

      “Love what you’ve done with your hair,” she says, smug expression in place. “How much did it hurt to shave it all off, Reagan?”

      The name, my name, hits as intended, like a punch to the gut. Royer reaches out for his girlfriend and kisses her on the top of her perfect blonde head. “You didn’t really think you’d get away with this, did you?” he asks. “That you could come into my house, a filthy loser, and make a run at taking me down?”

      He laughs and Rat laughs with him. Miller and Knox… it hurts to look at them—especially Miller. I thought we had a deal. That we had something… bigger. The cold glint in his eyes tells me that once again, I’ve been manipulated by the best. 

      “They know I’m here,” I blurt. “The council is the one that put me up to this. That wanted me to bring you down. They know where I am.”

      “You mean Grayson Pierce?” Miller asks. His voice is so calm. Scary. Knowing. “Have you learned nothing this week, kitten? Once a Zeta Sig, always a Zeta Sig. Grayson is a brother. You really think he’d turn traitor?”

      That I didn’t expect and my stomach drops, like I’ve just been pushed off a cliff. I didn’t just get manipulated by these people once. It’s happened over and over. And like a fool, I keep walking back into it. My desperation and need to fit in, to reach this rung on the social ladder, has turned me into something unidentifiable. Something pathetic and gullible.

      “I won’t say anything. If Grayson isn’t working with me,” ouch, that hurts to say more than I expected, “then what’s the point? No one will believe me. You’re right. I’m a loser. Petty and stupid. I’ll leave Whittmore. You’ll never see or hear from me again. I’ll become a ghost.”

      Royer pulls himself away from Andrea and walks toward me. “That’s a little too late, Reagan. Unfortunately, since you didn’t slink home like you were supposed to after being blacklisted, there’s only one way this is going to end.” A soft breeze blows, and I get a waft of his scent. His expensive, vile, cologne. I swallow back the rising bile in my throat as he approaches. “You’re not coming back down this mountain.”

      “W-w-what does that mean?” 

      “It means that when I’m through with you, you’re going to kill yourself. You’re going to write a note, slit your wrists and put yourself and everyone you know out of the misery of having known you.”

      My eyes dart to Miller’s, pleading. Hopeful. His stare back is like looking into a void. Whatever we’d shared, no matter how many times he saved me, that man is gone. He’s replaced with the Miller that hurts and takes for his own pleasure. With a sinking, desperate feeling, I turn to Knox, but he only watches Royer, too indifferent to spare me a glance.

      Cold reality washes over me, turning my limbs numb. I have no one. Nothing. Not Grayson. Not the backing of the council. Not even the thin cords that bound me to Miller, and later, Knox. I did all of this, went through the pain and assault and humiliation just to end up back in this terrible place again.

      “Fine,” I say, “you’re right. I’m pathetic. Give me the blade.”

      Royer smirks and jerks his head at the others. “I need a minute with Reagan alone,” he says. “Head out and I’ll catch up in a minute.”

      Andrea’s eyes narrow at her boyfriend’s request, but Rat nudges her along. Miller gives me one last look, his face shrouded in the shadows. I turn my head away. When they’re gone, Royer stands before me and pulls a knife out of his pocket. 

      He reaches for me, running his fingers down my cheek. “It didn’t have to be this way, you know that, right? You should have stayed in your place.” His touch moves to my neck. “I would’ve let it go if you hadn’t sucked off my best friend while I was in the next room.”

      “That’s what made you do this?”

      “Until that moment, I was undecided,” he admits. “I liked you more than I wanted to admit. I liked fucking your tight little pussy and playing on your father’s fancy yacht.” The thumbs my bottom lip. “But you let him in, you let him do something you’d never offered me, and that was unacceptable.” His hand lowers to my shoulder. “Before we’re finished, you’re going to give me exactly what you gave him.”

      He shoves me to the ground, hard, my knees crashing into the rock. Through the numbness, the strangest thing is that I’m not even surprised. Of course, Royer would turn all of this into being about himself, into being about his cock. He’s the most predictable, petty, entitled asshole I’ve ever had the misfortune to be involved with—and that includes Miller Hansen.

      The worst realization is that I’ve done this to myself.
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      “What’s he doing back there?” Andrea asks, trying to peer behind Knox’s large frame as Rat leads us down the gravel road to the van. There’s a service road up to the top of the mountain. After we dropped Reagan off at the bottom we drove up and waited for her to arrive.

      “Getting his final payback,” Rat says, chuckling darkly. “Shouldn’t take too long.”

      If Andrea thinks Royer is loyal to her, faithful, she’s more of a dumb sorority girl than I realized, and if I wasn’t focused on the same thing, I’d mock the hell out of her for it. But I am focused on it—on whatever it is that Royer wants to remain private between him and Reagan. 

      That and the overall feeling I have about seeing her like that, setting her up and leaving her… knowing what she’s going to do. 

      Fuck. When did this get so complicated?

      I check my phone, looking at the time, the blue light casting a glow over the dark trail.

      “It’s crazy, you know,” Knox says, voice low behind me.

      “What’s crazy?” 

      “That she made it all the way up there, drunk in the dark, bleeding.” I step over a log crossing the trail and he does the same. “Like, she survived the gauntlet.”

      “Yeah, well…”

      He grabs the back of my jacket and pulls me to a stop. “Well, what?”

      I shrug. “She’s pretty fucking badass.”

      He nods. Andrea and Rat’s footsteps getting farther away. “She is badass. And hot.”

      “Very hot,” I agree. All of this started out as a game, another classic prank, but somewhere along the way I came to like Reagan. Really like her. As Knox said, she’s hot, but she’s also brave and funny and fucking determined. Even looking like a skinny, ratty boy, she made my dick hard. And now…

      I check my phone again. Wincing when I see no notifications. 

      “What?” Knox asks, noticing me shifting on my feet.

      “Fuck it.” I push past him, picking up my pace to a jog. I have nothing but my phone flashlight to see the way, but the gravel road is wider and less bumpy than the trail. I hear footsteps behind me, but don’t look back. Knox’s long legs and physical condition mean he can catch up to me easily. I push myself as hard as possible, not stopping until I reach the clearing. In the flickering firelight, I see Reagan on her knees, dirty and tired. Royer stands over her, hand shoved down his pants. There’s no doubt where this is going, and fuck no, is anyone putting their cock near my girl without my permission.

      She’s mine.

      Using every ounce of jealousy, rage and adrenaline, I charge at Royer. He sees me one second before I pounce on him, but it’s not enough time for him to recover—to get his fucking hand out of his pants. We land hard, rolling around the hard rock. 

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he shouts, grappling with me. He grazes my chin with his knuckles, slicing the skin with the edge of his frat ring. I manage to pin him down. Using every ounce of my weight to hold him down. He grunts and fights against me. “What the hell, Miller?”

      “You had your chance, asshole,” I say, punching him in the face. It’s enough to get the upper hand, grabbing his shoulders and slamming them down on the granite. “And you fucked it up. You’re going to get the charter revoked, the frat shut down, the police knocking on our doors. Why? Just so you can prove you’re a better sadistic monster than the rest of us?” I stare down into his bruised, entitled face. “I’m not letting you take me down, Royer, and I’m sure as fuck not letting you put your dick anywhere near my girl’s mouth.”

      “Your what?” His jaw drops, and he barks out a laugh, spraying blood in the air. “Oh, this is classic Miller Hansen. Falling for my sloppy seconds. God, you’re fucking—”

      A foot slams into his side, knocking the breath out of him. I look up and see Reagan rearing back to kick him, or maybe this time, me. I hop out of her way and this one lands on his stomach. He rolls over to his side, groaning in pain. 

      She stumbles and I reach out to catch her, gripping her by the waist.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, wiping the dirt off her forehead. 

      “What did you say to him?” she asks. “What did you call me?”

      Footsteps echo off the rock and lights flash, glaring blindingly. 

      “Get your hands off of her!” a voice shouts—a man. I release Reagan and shield my eyes from the light, trying to see the man behind the glare. Grayson. I’d sent him my location an hour ago, but out here service is spotty. I had no idea if it went through.

      “I’m not going to hurt her,” I say, holding my hands up in surrender. “Never again.”

      A cop comes from behind, jerking me back, snapping cuffs on my wrists. Royer is dragged off the ground and I spot Knox, already cuffed, waiting at the edge of the clearing.

      Grayson rushes to Reagan, eyes scanning from head to toe. “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?” 

      “Don’t touch me,” she says, backing away warily. 

      “He didn’t know,” I tell her, realizing she’s afraid that he’s still one of us. “I just told that to Royer to try to get him to stop.”

      “I didn’t,” he promises. She holds out for one moment longer, then bursts into tears, lunging for him. My heart aches as I see her curl into him, jealousy stabbing like a knife. I’d told Royer she was mine, but I know it isn’t true. I don’t deserve her.

      “We got Rat and Andrea,” Grayson says to me. “Blocked them on the way down the road. It’s why it took us so long to get up here. We had to hike the rest of the way.”

      “Good.” I get out before the cop behind me wrenches my arms and drags me back. I catch Reagan’s eye, knowing whatever apologies, excuses, or bullshit I want to give her is never going to happen. I meant what I said: I’m never going to hurt Reagan Lake again.
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      “I brought you some clean clothes.” I look up and see Grayson in the hospital room doorway, holding a paper bag. 

      “Thanks.” 

      I’d been subjected to an exam. Not just for injuries, but for evidence, to confirm my side of the story. They checked for bruises, tested my blood alcohol level. They asked if I was sexually assaulted. I said no. What I did with Miller and Knox may have straddled the line of consent, but I accept my part. I wanted it. I wanted them and I couldn’t pretend differently.

      After a long week of raw exposure, lying under the harsh blue light and having nurses and detectives examine my body felt intimately worse.

      I peer into the bag, seeing a few items from my—Theo’s—dorm room. Grayson is quiet, but I sense the questions he wants to ask. Too bad for him. I’m asking first.

      “How long did you know?” I blurt. “About Miller?”

      He sits in the mint green chair in the corner. “I’d suspected for a while that something was going on. Miller isn’t especially altruistic. When it became obvious through the video feed that he was helping you through the tasks, I knew he had to be getting something in return. I confronted him that day you saw us together on campus, but he didn’t admit anything.” He picks at the frayed cuff of his shirt. “I didn’t know for sure until he sent me the message tonight.”

      “Did you see what happened in the parlor?”

      The tips of his ears turn red. “I think I have a pretty good idea. I saw them get out the paddle and then you were alone with Knox—at least until the video went black.” Only because the shirt fell over the pin’s camera. “I know the history of using that paddle on pledges and we tripled our efforts to find you. It gave me the evidence I needed to get the police involved, and they were able to track down the farm through property records. Miller’s father is good, but his fingerprints were all over the purchase of that property. Unfortunately, we just got there too late.” His expression is one of disappointment and frustration. “By the time we raided the farm, you were gone. The other goa—recruits—were clueless. When I got the video of you alone in the dark, I was terrified for you.” He tents his fingers together and stares at them. “I knew they were bad, Reagan. I just had no idea they would go to that level. Thank god Miller was able to send me the geo-tag with your location.”

      I think about it all, how angry Royer had been and how if they hadn’t shown up—honestly, if Miller hadn’t come back for me, what could have happened. Royer didn’t just want to hurt me, he wanted me dead. I shiver and wrap my arms around my waist.

      “Can I ask you a few questions?” Grayson asks. I nod, knowing I owe him a few truths. “Why did you go along with Miller?”

      I shrug. “He caught me my first night out. He didn’t give me much choice, and…”

      His eyebrow raises. “And?”

      The blush starts at the back of my neck, spreading across the rest of my skin. “It’s possible that I may have liked it—being with him.” And Knox, I think, but don’t add. “By the end, we were both getting something out of it.”

      He nods, his expression carefully arranged into something I can’t read. I’m just glad that if it’s judgement, I can’t see it.

      “That last time we met...” He looks at me, a bit shier than before. “We kissed. Was that just part of this? Just more pretend?”

      I shake my head. “It was a nice kiss. I needed it.”

      “But not the way you need someone like Miller.”

      “I don’t know what I want, Grayson, other than a shower and a cheeseburger.”

      “Fair enough,” he admits. 

      “What’s going to happen to them?” I ask.

      “The charter has been revoked, and the fraternity has twenty-four hours to vacate the property. Royer has been charged with kidnapping, hazing, attempted sexual assault and a slew of other charges involving the fraternity.” His jaw tics. “You aren’t the only one he tortured this week.”

      I shift, tugging at my hospital gown. “And Miller? Knox? The others?”

      “We have video and other evidence of Rat’s participation. Andrea and Gamma Epsilon are being investigated now for their involvement. Since they were already on probation, it’s likely they will lose their charter, too.” He leans back. “As far as Knox and Miller, we’re going to need your report to determine that. You’ve admitted some of this was consensual. You walked into that building on your own, negotiated with Miller and,” he swallows, eyes shifting away, “participated in a sexual relationship with him. I understand there was a power difference here and the police are willing to listen, but you’ll have to testify and try to prove the difference.”

      My skin grows sticky and warm thinking about it—about them. It’s a decision I’m not ready to make now—if I ever will. I slide off the bed and dump the clothing out of the bag. Grayson takes the hint and stands. “I can stick around and give you a ride if you want.”

      “Thanks,” I say, “but I already called someone.”

      Janelle had been the first person I reached out to and as far as I know, she’s down the hall giving her own report about what happened at the party to the police. Another nail in the Zeta Sig coffin.

      “Sure.” He doesn’t move. “I really am sorry this went so far, Reagan.”

      “Me too, Gray, but it’s not your fault.” I give him a tight smile. “We did what we set out to do. We brought Royer and Andrea down, although unfortunately, the houses weren’t salvageable.” 

      “Which means you won’t ever get to be a GE, like you’d hoped.”

      “I’m not that girl anymore,” I confess. “That whole world has lost its appeal.”

      He spreads his arms and I respond by tucking in against his chest, feeling comfort from his warmth. He squeezes me tight, and later, when I’m alone, I strip off the gown and pull on the clothes, feeling strangely comfortable in the men’s jeans and sweatshirt. Whoever Reagan Lake was before she got to Whittmore is long gone, a new person emerged in her place. This one is strong, determined, and resilient. 

      The woman I’ve become can bring down an entire system. She knows what it’s like to feel the pleasure of two men at once, and no longer needs a mirror to prove her worth. 

      “You ready?” Janelle asks as we walk down the hall. 

      My body aches. My heart hurts. My brain is a confusing bowl of mush, but I feel more complete than I have since I arrived at this school.

      “Yeah,” I reply, thinking of how far I’ve come and where in life I want to go. “I’m ready.”
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      Eight weeks have passed since the gauntlet, but that doesn’t stop people from looking at me as I cross campus. My hair is two inches longer and still my natural dark blonde. I no longer dress like a boy all the time, but I do have an affinity for hoodies with zippers and pockets. I’m grateful for pretty bras and panties. I never want to shove a tube sock down my pants again.

      It’s not my looks giving me stares, or even the blacklist. It’s the article.

      Decades of Hazing and Abuse Revealed in Undercover Greek Sting

      That was the big story around campus for weeks, well, until a new scandal came out about the football team violating recruitment rules. It wasn’t a good fall for Whittmore. My photo was in the article, along with images of Zeta Sig and Gamma Epsilon on moving day. They both lost their charters and houses. 

      And Royer? Well, it’s no surprise his father bailed him out and hired a prestigious lawyer to defend him from the charges. They’ve appealed his Whittmore suspension, and a hearing will be held before the end of the semester. I want to say he’ll never win, but guys like Royer Atkinson rarely lose. I’m just thankful he’s spending his time getting out of this mess and not making my life miserable.

      I arrive at the building and climb the front steps. The house looks the same, brick with white columns. The letters are gone, although the faded imprint is still visible. There’s a chain and padlock looped through the brass doorknobs. A lone figure waits on the front porch—tall and lanky, glasses perched on his nose.

      My heart flip-flips in my chest.

      “Hey,” Grayson says. His eyes scan up and down my body. “It’s still weird seeing you like… you know.”

      “A girl?”

      “Yeah.” We meet halfway up the steps, and he hugs me, pulling me close. He smells great. “How are you?”

      “Nervous.”

      “Any chance you want to tell me what this is about?”

      “Not yet.” I look back over the yard. No one else is here yet. There’s no guarantee they will show. All of this is a long shot.

      “Our job is to monitor and encourage Greek life on campus,” the Chancellor said. “Obviously, we’re down two at the moment, and that doesn’t look good to the national Council in terms of philanthropy and funding.”

      “It looks better than being in the news for abusing recruits,” I shot back. “But I guess what you’re saying is you don’t like empty houses. You want to add them back.”

      “Well,” she said, giving me a small smile, “we want to add something back. Something a little different.”

      I tilted my head. “Different how?”

      She rests her elbows on her desk. “A co-ed group, focused on networking and service. No formal rush, just applications. Zero tolerance on hazing.” She must see the skepticism on my face. “The goal would be to recruit students that have no desire for typical Greek life.”

      “Why are you telling me about this?” I ask. The dust may have settled, but my nerves are still raw. “I have nothing to do with Greek life or building occupancy.”

      “Because the Council wants you involved—they’d like you to be on the executive board.” She gives me a confident grin. “They think you’d be the perfect face and stamp of approval for this new venture.”

      At first, I said no. Who wants the hassle? And it felt like a slippery slope back into trouble. But later, after I’d thought about for a while, a plan started to formulate. If the Chancellor really wants this to happen, she’ll go to someone else—someone who isn’t as invested in making a change. Why not take the opportunity for leadership to do this the right way—my way? So, ultimately, I agreed.

      But with some stipulations.

      I glance at the time. Two minutes until this meeting is supposed to formally start. I think for a minute none of them are going to show and I’m going to have to go back to the Chancellor and tell her it’s off.

      “It may be easier if I knew who and what was about to happen,” Grayson prompts, resting his hands on my shoulders. His thumbs make tiny circles to relieve the tension. I almost cave, but I know if I do, the whole thing will blow up, more than I already expect it to. 

      I take a deep breath and look up at him. “I need you to be patient, just for a few more minutes.”

      He nods, but his eyes flick over my head and he mutters, “What the fuck?”

      I spin, heart already pounding in my chest before I even see them. Miller and Knox are at the end of the sidewalk. Miller’s face is expressionless as he pretends he didn’t just miss a step when he sees the two of us on the former Zeta Sig front steps. Knox is the opposite. With his hands tucked in his pockets, a small, curious smile tugs at his mouth. 

      Grayson, on the other hand, has pushed past me and rushes down the steps. “Leave now or I call campus security.”

      Miller nods at me. “She invited us, isn’t that right, kitten?”

      The nickname lights my spine on fire, but I do everything I can to maintain composure. What happens in the next five minutes could change my—our—lives.

      “Is that true?” Grayson asks, but he already knows that it is.

      “Yes, I asked you all to meet me here.” I stay on the step, liking the way it keeps me elevated. “The Chancellor has asked me to start a new organization, non-Greek, one that brings out the best in Whittmore. There would be a focus on service and philanthropy. She’s given me this house to run it out of.”

      “So what?” Knox asks. “You brought us here to rub it in our faces that you’re creating a little club in our old house?”

      “No, actually.” I take a deep breath and then exhale. “I’m inviting you to join.” I look at Grayson. “And for you to be our on-site liaison to the Council.”

      “You’re serious,” Grayson says. 

      “A hundred percent.”

      Knox lifts his chin. “Would there be parties?”

      “Sure,” I reply. “But no drugging girls. Or forcing people to consume half their body weight in alcohol. Or any of your other hazing bullshit.”

      He wrinkles his nose. “I don’t know. I kind of liked that stuff.”

      Miller touches Knox’s arm and asks, “What’s in it for us?”

      “A chance to repair your reputation for being members of a disgraced frat.” His blue eyes hold mine and I see the question in there. The one he isn’t asking, the one I feel in the pit of my stomach every time I think about him. “The Chancellor will expunge any connection to the hazing charges from your records.”

      “And?” he prompts.

      Grayson shifts next to him, looking up at me in curiosity. Knox—he’s still amused—clearly along for the ride. “And, uh, I’d like the four of us to work out an arrangement.”

      “An arrangement,” Grayson repeats. “What the hell does that mean?”

      Finally, Miller’s expression softens. “She wants to fuck us,” he says. “All of us.”

      My cheeks burn, but he’s right. That’s exactly what I want.

      “Move in with me,” I say. “We can run the organization and turn it into something awesome, while also, I don’t know, having something else awesome, too.”

      “I’m in,” Knox says. 

      “No other girls,” I stipulate quickly. “No chits or bicycles or whores or sorority girls.”

      “Done.” Knox walks over, kisses me on the cheek, and whispers, “I’ve been thinking about being with you again for weeks.”

      I look up at him. “Me too.”

      Miller watches the two of us and says, “Fine, but you sleep in my room.”

      “Okay.” It’s a big ask, especially with the other guys, but we all know Miller has to at least pretend like he’s setting the rules. “I can do that.”

      He grins with achievement and approaches me, giving me a deliciously hot kiss. I feel it everywhere, in my toes, between my legs, in the rapid pounding of my heart. 

      With the two of them by my side, I look down at Grayson. He was the first to have my back, but this is a big ask. Risky for him in a million ways. Knox and Miller are used to sharing and depravity, but I bank on the fact Gray used to be a Zeta Sig too.

      “What about you?” I ask. “You want in?”

      He looks up at me with that sweet face, his hair messy and glasses a little askew. He takes the first step and says, “I want to keep you safe and see you succeed.” He climbs another step, our faces level. “And I know that I want you, I just…”

      “I want you too.” I look at the others. “And them. I can’t be that stupid girl that walked onto this campus looking to be a robot like every other girl. I’m not her anymore. This is who I am. I’m a woman who doesn’t want to choose.”

      His hand rests on my waist, thumb pressing into my hip. “You shouldn’t have to.” He tilts his head in that way that tells me he’s going to kiss me. That he’s saying yes. When our lips meet, it feels like an explosion. So good. So sweet. The best of all worlds.  

      I’m no longer limiting myself to one ideal, one dream. I’m ready to take it all.
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      He could have been my hero.

      He saved my life that night, a beautiful dark angel slicing through my fear and the water, dragging me from its deadly clutches.

      He should have been my hero.

      I thought maybe he was.

      

      Villains aren’t supposed to win, and good should always conquer evil, but in the elite coastal town I live in, the only purpose a label has is letting you know what something—or someone—costs. Good, bad; it’s all relative, and it hardly matters. Baymont, California is a land of beautiful villains and happy-ever-afters that are just out of reach.

      

      Especially for me.

      

      Until Dare moves the world beneath my feet, and even though I’m afraid to trust it—to trust him—boy, am I tempted.

      In more ways than one.

      Being with Dare is scary, but being without him is impossible.

      He makes it impossible.

      

      Dare’s no hero, that much is clear, but maybe…

      Maybe he’s mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Before we dive in, I figure I should get some warnings out of the way.

      If you’re here for a lovely, upstanding hero, you have come to the wrong place. This isn’t the book for you. This one’s a real bastard. He’s manipulative and spoiled. He’s fickle and controlling. He does what he has to do to get his way. He will do shit you will not like. This is not a healthy relationship. I do not condone these things in real life (IRL, I’m actually a pretty big stickler for being a good human), and if you meet a Dare in the real world, you should run like the wind.

      This is not real life, it is fiction where we are totally free to safely (and without guilt) have experiences outside of our own and enjoy the thrilling ride of being with batshit crazy heroes we would actually throat-punch and/or call the cops on in the real world. I write a lot of bad guys, but I feel like this one really sneaks up on you. It’s sinister the way things unfold. Is it romance? Not in the traditional sense. This is a very dangerous, toxic relationship. But I love dark romance, and I feel like the bully genre lends itself to a bit of dark romance. I will never apologize for writing bad guys. It’s fun to dream up psychos, and I write to entertain—myself and you. I write for adults who I expect to have their own good judgment and not use my books as relationship manuals (and that is especially true with this one). Want to know what it’s like to bang a villain? Get it, girl. No harm done. None of these people are real, so they can’t cause any real damage unless you have triggers.

      So, let’s talk triggers. If you don’t want any spoilers, skip the rest of this note.

      YES. There are triggers. A grocery list if I itemized them all, but let’s suffice it to say shit in here is DUBIOUS, twisted, toxic, disturbing, occasionally violent/abusive, and morally sketchy at best. I’ll add a TW in this one you don’t usually see in my books because even for one of my manipulative heroes, Dare is… a lot. If you have been in an abusive relationship with someone who teeters on the brink of violence and find reading about them triggering, please skip this book. Is there cheating? Technically, kinda, but there’s a big asterisk next to it which I won’t explain because it’s part of the plot. There is no cheating between the hero and heroine. I do not personally like cheating between the hero and heroine in books. I like my hero willing to do anything for his heroine, not out there betraying her. If the “cheating” in this book made you want to throw your kindle, I would be surprised. That said, there are plenty of other things that might make you want to throw your kindle! This is not a story for the safety squad. Like I said, this hero isn’t a nice person, and he does some pretty ruthless stuff.

      This book is a spinoff novel of my upcoming Coastal Elite series. It can be read as a complete standalone, but my main purpose in writing it was to deepen that world. There are a couple of characters (not the hero or heroine) you will see again in that series which takes place the school year following this one.

      This book is intended for a mature, adult audience. I hope you enjoy!
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        Aubrey

      

      

      

      This is the story of an absolute psycho.

      A pair of them, actually.

      It all started one day while I was at work, and the school mean girl Anae came in with a return I couldn’t process.

      The article she brought in wasn’t even from our store. I turned over the fuchsia top and looked for a tag anyway, but there wasn’t one. The top had clearly been worn, too. There were faint pit stains underneath each arm.

      Pushing the mound of material back across the counter, I told her politely, “I’m sorry, this item isn’t eligible for return.”

      She had been talking to her entourage while I did my thing, but when I effectively told her she couldn’t have her way, she turned, her glossy strawberry blonde locks catching the light, and stared at me as if I were a lower life form. “Excuse me?”

      I offered an apologetic look. “I can’t give you a refund for this.”

      “Why?”

      “It wasn’t purchased here.”

      “Yes, it was.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      Her eyes narrowed at me. “Are you calling me a liar?”

      “Of course not,” I said, equipped with my best customer service smile. “Maybe you bought a lot of things that day and some were from here, but this wasn’t. We’ve never carried this top before. And without tags or a receipt, a return is pretty much impossible. I’m sorry.”

      She didn’t touch the lump of material on the counter. She continued to glare at me coolly before saying, “You go to our school, don’t you?”

      Anae has never spoken to me before, so I was honestly surprised she even knew that. “Yes.”

      “Then you know who I am.”

      “I do.”

      “Is that why you won’t put through my return? Is this some sort of pathetic jealousy thing?”

      “No,” I said, hating life and my need for a job. Why couldn’t I have just been born rich so I could live large on Mommy and Daddy’s dime like she did?

      That was the most insane part of all of it. Anae's rich! She didn’t need to return the top, yet she made such a big deal about it.

      “I want to speak to the manager.”

      “The manager isn’t in right now,” I told her. “But if she were, she would tell you the same thing. We can’t return a shirt that wasn’t purchased at this store. We literally cannot do it. If you take the top back to the store you did buy it from, maybe you can return it there.”

      Pushing the material back across the counter without breaking my gaze, she said, “Put my fucking return through so I can leave this crappy little boutique and never come back.”

      “I literally can’t.”

      “If you don’t, there will be consequences.”

      What does that even mean? “Look, if you want to call back later and talk to the manager, you can, but no one will give you a different answer than I have. If I could do this return for you, I would. If I possessed a time machine and I could only use it once, I would use it to go back in time and stock this shirt at this store just so I could do this return for you now, but alas, I cannot. There is nothing I can do for you.” I glanced behind her pointedly to a woman with a few articles of clothing draped over her arm, waiting to check out. “Now, if you’ll please step aside so I can help the next customer, that would be amazing.”

      Anae’s cold glare could save the polar ice caps if she used her powers for good instead of evil. “Remember this day, Aubrey,” she said, her gaze flickering to my nametag. “Because it’s the day you put yourself on my shit list, and trust me—that is not a place you want to be.”

      I wasn’t really sorry she wasn’t getting her way for once in her whole life, but I flashed her sympathetic eyes and lied like any good retail worker would have. “I’m really sorry.”

      She snatched her blouse off the counter. “You will be.”

      Anae tossed her hair and turned around, dismissing me and storming away in one fluid motion, her two minions right on her undoubtedly expensive heels.

      I sighed, knowing she’s exactly the type of person who would call my boss and try to get me in trouble even though I did nothing wrong.

      “I love my job,” I muttered sarcastically to myself.

      The next woman in line smiled sympathetically as she placed her items on the counter.

      “Did you find everything you were looking for today?” I asked her cheerfully.

      “Yes, thank you.”

      Her manners felt nice after Mean Girl Barbie lashed out over nothing.

      As the sane customer thanked me and started toward the door with her shopping bag, I decided to text my boss. I needed to tell her what had happened so I could get ahead of it. If I waited until after Anae called with her version of the story, it would be harder to feasibly explain mine. I mean, aside from the seriously unhinged, who would actually try to get a person in trouble for not refunding a top that wasn’t purchased at our store?

      But when people do shit that crazy and you have to try to respond to it, more often than not, you come off looking like the crazy one.
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            Aubrey

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s days later at school when one of Satan’s little helpers approaches me.

      I’m standing in the cafeteria line. I blink a few times when I realize the girl who stopped in front of me isn’t just waiting for a crowd to ease so she can sneak past—she approached me on purpose and is waiting for me to look at her.

      So I do. We’ve never spoken, but I know her name is Mallory Cantrell. She’s pretty, her curly hair tied up in a high pony, her Easter green top showcasing her cleavage even though it’s against the school dress code.

      “Hey. Aubrey, right?”

      Cautious, I nod.

      She smiles, her straight white teeth standing out against her dark complexion. “I thought so. I’m Mallory.”

      “I know.”

      “Right.” She doesn’t pretend to be surprised that I’m sure of her name, but she wasn’t sure of mine. “We met at the store the other day. Kind of. I was there with Anae.”

      The line moves ahead of me so I take a step forward.

      She moves with me. “Anyway, I wanted to say sorry about her whole demonstration of psycho bitchiness.”

      I crack a smile since she’s being nice. If I were in her shoes, I’d be embarrassed, too. Of course, if I were in her shoes, I would have said something at the store when my friend was in desperate need of a Snickers. “It’s okay, not your fault.”

      “She’s really used to getting her way, so when she doesn’t, she has no clue how to deal with it.”

      “Her parents clearly haven’t done the world any favors there.”

      Mallory smiles, dropping her gaze. “Yeah, so I thought I’d extend an olive branch. Tomorrow night, we’re all meeting up at Anae’s boyfriend’s house for a party. You should come. Bring a friend. It’ll be fun. There will be drinks and pizza and lots of cool people. He has a killer pool, so bring a bikini.”

      That’s definitely not going to happen, but just in case Mallory also isn’t accustomed to being told no, I flash her a smile. “Thanks. I’ll see if I’m free, maybe I’ll stop by.”

      She blinks. “Oh.” Momentarily lost for words, she looks around as if for some cue from a stage manager on what she’s supposed to do next. Poor thing, she’s a marionette with no puppet master.

      “Was there something else?” I ask.

      Her gaze snaps back to me, her pretty face set in a frown. “I don’t know. I don’t feel like we’re cool. Maybe you could sit with us today.”

      “No, thanks.” I say it with a smile so she’s not offended, but I can’t imagine anything less enjoyable than sitting with our school’s answer to The Plastics. Besides, I have more important stuff to do.

      Her frown deepens with annoyance and confusion. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah. No offense. I appreciate the invite, I just kinda like having my lunch break to decompress and eat my food. I don’t like sitting with people.”

      “That’s… so weird.”

      The line moves, so I step forward and shrug. “I guess.”

      She looks back over her shoulder. This time, I follow her gaze and see she’s looking to Anae for some clue as to what she should do next.

      Anae’s eyes bulge at her with wordless reprimand, as if she’s gone off-script and Anae isn’t happy about it.

      That’s not suspicious at all.

      Mallory turns back to me, opens her mouth like she’s going to say something else, then promptly turns and walks back to her table without another word.

      “Poor thing short-circuited.” I shake my head, amused at my own commentary, and shift my focus to the food behind the counter. I haven’t decided what I want to eat yet, but I’m starving, so I really wish this line would hurry up.

      

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      When the school day ends, I make my way home as quickly as possible.

      I have a lot to do tonight. So much that just thinking about it exhausts me, but I suck it up and paint a smile on my face as I head inside with my school bag slung over my shoulder.

      Mom is sitting on her recliner in the living room. I flash her my brightest smile. “Hey, Mom.”

      “Hey, honey. How was school today?”

      “School was good,” I tell her.

      I consider letting her know I was invited to a party just so she has the impression my peers like me, but I decide not to. Knowing her, she would tell me to go and have fun, and there’s no way I’m going to that party. I’d rather spend my weekend with her doing what we already planned to do.

      Dropping my bag from my shoulder, I tell her, “I’m going to take a quick shower and decontaminate, then I’ll get dressed and we can start dinner.”

      “I can’t wait,” she says with a smile as I head for the hall.

      “Neither can I.”

      I lose my smile as soon as I’m out of her sight. Giving my bedroom door a push, I haul my heavy-ass backpack inside, trying not to think how I’ll find time to finish my homework. I started it at lunch like I have every day of this school year, but lunch isn’t long enough to put a very big dent in my workload.

      I guess I’m staying up late again.

      It’s what I have to do most nights in order to get everything done, but most nights I don’t have to do as much cooking as I do tonight.

      Oh well.

      Complaining about it—even just in my own head—won’t change anything, so I shove down the stirrings of fatigue I’m already feeling after a long day of school, and head to the bathroom for a nice, refreshing shower.

      After my shower, I tie my hair up in a cute ponytail with an orange scarf, then I head to my room. I put on a white, airy peasant-style sundress—the kind I’d wear traversing the cobbled streets of Italy if we could afford such an expensive vacation. I grab my favorite sunglasses and put them on top of my head, also like I would if we were sightseeing today and the sun was still up for a few more hours.

      As I make my way out to the living room, I pull up YouTube on my phone and start the first loop of Italian background music I picked to play while I cook dinner.

      Mom grins as soon as the lovely music starts playing and turns to look up at me as I enter the room. “Mood music?”

      “Feels like you’re in Italy listening to it, doesn’t it? Now, come to the kitchen, let’s get the smells going.” Pausing, I wait to see if she needs help, but it must be a good day today because she makes it to the center island without any trouble.

      “You don’t have to hover,” she tells me as she takes a seat. “If I need help, I’ll ask.”

      “All right.” I know she’s a little sensitive about it, so I don’t want to make a fuss. Instead, I dust that comment right under the rug and start collecting ingredients. “I’m going to start with the gelato since it takes the longest in the freezer.”

      It wouldn’t take as long if we had an ice cream maker, but we do not, and buying one just for this was definitely not in the budget. I pull out the gelato tubs I ordered on Amazon, a pair of them for $15. That was more within my budget, so the long way it is.

      Mom sits at the island and we talk and listen to music while I get the gelato started. Once that’s done, I dump it in the container and put it in the freezer, then I set the first alarm.

      Next, we make a mess on the counter making pasta from scratch. It’s a laborious task, but at least the pasta this recipe calls for can be made without a pasta machine. I only needed a cheap pack of bamboo skewers, and Mom enjoys helping me shape it until we have enough for dinner.

      I’m trying to do everything as traditionally as possible, so instead of a food processor, I grab a mortar and pestle for the assembly of the sauce. Mom laughs, thinking I’m joking.

      “Nope, we’re doing it old school,” I tell her as I drop garlic in and get to crushing.

      Turns out, that process sucks. My arm is not happy, but I keep at it until I need a break, then I grab the pecorino cheese and grate some in the bowl.

      My alarm goes off, so I have to pause to mix the gelato. Then I’m back at it, adding basil and a pinch of salt. Before long, we have two plates of authentic Italian pesto alla Trapanese.

      “This looks incredible,” Mom says, reaching for her plate, but I tell her to go sit down and I’ll bring it to her. She starts to object, but I cut her off with a firm raise of my eyebrow.

      “If we were in Italy, a hunky Italian waiter would be serving you. Under no circumstances would you be serving yourself. I don’t want to hear it.”

      Reluctantly, she goes in and sits down. While the pasta was cooking, I made quick work of setting a table for two with a white linen tablecloth and a candle in the center.

      I bring in our dinner and a plate of sliced Italian bread. I grab us goblets of water and the wine that paired best with this pasta, then I start the next music playlist and we enjoy a nice dinner.

      After dinner is over, I clear the table, move it out of the way, and turn on our first movie of the night, Oceans 12.

      We watch The Talented Mr. Ripley next, and as the credits roll, Mom says, “That’s what I never did. I should have pulled off a heist.”

      I crack a smile and look over at her. “Hey, there’s still time. I go to school with plenty of rich assholes we could rob if you need help finding a target,” I joke.

      Mom cracks a smile, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “I know you don’t want to,” she says, looking down at her lap, “but there are some practical things we need to talk about, Aubrey.”

      I pluck the sunglasses off my head and put them on the end table between the couch and Mom’s trusty recliner. “Not while we’re on vacation. Where should we go next weekend? We could stick with Italy but get more specific—maybe Rome on Saturday, Venice on Sunday? I’d like to see Rome and stop by the Trevi Fountain. Or we could hop the train to Paris. There’s this restaurant inside the train station in Paris that Janie was telling me is really good. I looked around a bit and found a recipe for their mashed potatoes. I can look at the menu and find something else I can cook. We can binge Emily in Paris, and I can order one of those Amazon experiences, maybe a walking tour of the city, or I think we can tour the Eiffel Tower. Personally, I think I can kick ass at French cuisine, so I’m down if you are.”

      “That sounds nice,” she says, her tone a bit subdued by my dedication to changing the subject.

      “It’s decided, then.” Pushing up off the couch, I add, “I’m going to check on the gelato.”

      Mom sighs but makes no further attempts to ruin our night with ugly reality.
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      We’re on night two of Italy—more delicious pasta, but tiramisu for dessert. Tonight, we watch Under the Tuscan Sun and Letters to Juliet.

      I am mentally and physically exhausted, but I still have to clean up after dinner. Mom offers to help, but of course, I tell her no and take care of everything myself.

      She’s tired, too, so we call it a night.

      Mom goes to sleep, while I unpack my book bag and set my textbooks and notebooks in stacks across my queen-sized mattress. Lunch was especially noisy today and I couldn’t concentrate, so I didn’t get the head start I usually get.

      My phone lights up on the bed beside me. My gaze flickers to it, my brow creasing as I see a new text message and who it’s from.

      Jane Sebold, an old friend of mine from school.

      Before my entire life tore apart at the seams and it fell on me to single-handedly hold the pieces together, I used to hang out with Janie all the time. We were best friends, and I know she was hurt when I had to take a step back, but I could only spread myself so thin before I couldn’t even hold myself together anymore. Something had to give, and unfortunately, it was Janie that needed me the least.

      I think about her often, especially when I see her at school, but we don’t talk much anymore. I can’t even remember the last time she sent me a text message.

      Grabbing the phone, I touch the screen to brighten it so I can read her message without sliding it open. It’s just one line: What are you doing?

      In general, or right this moment?

      I slide the message open so I can type back. “Homework. You?”

      “Still?” she texts back. “God, you must have got a late start.”

      “Yeah, I was doing stuff with my mom,” I type back.

      “Oh, sure. How is she doing?”

      “Pretty much the same. Just taking things one day at a time. How have you been?”

      “I’m good,” she texts back. “Really good tonight. I’m actually at this really cool party and I was wondering if you’d want to meet me here. We haven’t hung out in a while, and I’m sure you could use a break for some fun.”

      I’m torn. It would be nice to see Janie again and hang out like old times, but I’m so tired. Plus, if I go over there I’ll be around other people. That means I have to shower again as soon as I get home, and just thinking about doing all of that when I’m already exhausted…

      I text back, “I wish I could, but it’s late and I still have a ton of homework to do.”

      “It is Friday,” she points out. “The homework isn’t due until Monday. You can always do it over the weekend.”

      She knows I like to get my homework out of the way on Friday night so I don’t have to think about school again until Monday, but it’s not just that. Since most of my weekend time is already set aside to work and hang out with my mom, I also need to get some sleep over the weekend. That’s when I catch up so I can function throughout the week. I’m always worn down by Friday night.

      If I go to this party to see her, that means no homework gets done tonight. That means I have to do all of it tomorrow, so I’ll have to stay up late again, which means I get zero hours of extra sleep this weekend.

      This is why I let the friendship go in the first place. I do not have time for it.

      But, despite all my good reasons, I feel guilty about telling her no. Even though I tried explaining to Janie that it wasn’t personal, I know she took it that way. Why wouldn’t I hang out with her if I truly wanted to?

      She doesn’t understand that I’m stretched so thin I feel see-through, and I literally can’t juggle one more ball, no matter how much I might want to.

      I don’t expect her to understand what life is like for me now, though. Why would she? She’s never had to shoulder so much responsibility. Grown men have turned away from the weight I have to carry every day.

      For a moment, I feel sad for myself, but as soon as I realize what I’m doing, I stop. There is definitely no time for that bullshit.

      Out of time.

      That perfectly sums up my entire life right now, actually. I need more time, and there’s no way to get it.

      It’s a frustrating realization. I really want to have time for Janie, I just… don’t.

      Right?

      It feels impossible to add one more ball to the ones I already have in the air, but every bit of this has felt impossible, and here I am, doing it.

      So I don’t get enough sleep this weekend—that’s why coffee is a thing.

      Surely I can rearrange my plate to fit just one more thing.

      I check the time. It’s a little after 11—way too late to go to a party, but showing up now could work in my favor. I don’t have to stay as long as if I had gone when the party started, but I’m still putting in an appearance, so at least Janie will know I’m making an effort.

      I’m already dressed in my “vacation clothes,” so I’m pretty much ready. I grab my purse and smear some lip balm on my lips, then I clear off my bed since I expect to be dead on my feet when I get back home.

      Am I forgetting anything?

      Oh, right.

      Usually, I would tell Mom I’m leaving. Actually, in the past when I actually did normal teenage things, I guess I would have asked.

      It doesn’t feel like I need to anymore.

      Thinking things like that can only possibly make me sad, so I shove it down, slide my purse strap on my shoulder, and quietly make my way out of the house.

      

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      Chase Darington’s mansion is something straight off the pages of a glossy magazine. It’s in an elite, hillside neighborhood where a lot of the rich kids from my school live. They have the beach in their backyard, but homes designed with lavish pools and so many expensive playthings, they’re hardly impressed by what nature has to offer.

      A wave of foreboding creeps down my spine as I park in one of the empty spots along the long, winding driveway that curves around the house. The place is already packed full of cars. There must be a ton of people here.

      I hope I left enough room in case the people in front of me need to leave.

      Not that I’m likely to stay longer than anybody else. I literally just want to pop in, talk to Janie for a bit, and then go home. I don’t enjoy hanging out with these people at school, and I feel like I don’t belong here already.

      I don’t even know where to go. I make my way to the front door, but when I knock, nobody answers.

      I can hear music blasting from inside the house, so they probably can’t hear me.

      There’s more ruckus around back. A girl shrieks, some guys laugh, and I hear a huge splash from the pool.

      More music plays in the backyard. I guess since people are obviously back there and no one is coming to the door, I can just walk around back.

      I feel awkward about it, and the feeling intensifies when I round the corner and find a couple making out with half of their clothes off in a private cabana.

      “Whoa,” I murmur, quickly turning my head to look away. I almost apologize, but I don’t think they even noticed me.

      Not far from there is another piece of furniture with two guys sprawled on it, one glancing over at the couple in the cabana with a smirk on his face.

      “Hey, beautiful, where are you going?” asks a guy from the swim team as I walk past him. “Not feeling chatty, huh?”

      Ew.

      There are too many people here. I’m not fond of crowds, and I don’t see Janie back here.

      I’ve never actually been to one, but this isn’t what I expected of a high school party. I pass another couple making out by the pool, then move out of the way as I’m nearly splashed by a guy and girl flirting and playing grab-ass in the sloshing water.

      “Hey, you made it!”

      I turn in the direction of the voice and see Mallory coming toward me wearing a smile and a peach-colored bikini, but curiously lacking her entourage again. I think I can count on one hand how many times I’ve seen Mallory without Anae and Shawna in a social setting, and now she’s approached me alone twice.

      I offer back a smile. “Yeah, here I am.”

      “Great.” Her smile widens. She turns and gestures to a wet bar area. “You can grab a drink over there. We’ve got everything. Here, I’ll take your purse and put it in the coatroom.”

      My grip on my purse tightens. “Oh, that’s all right. I’ll keep it on me.”

      Her eyebrows rise in surprise. “It’ll be kinda hard to swim and keep track of it. Not like any of the poor people are here tonight, but—” She freezes, realizing what she said.

      I offer a thin smile. “It’s fine. I’m not going in the pool. I have to keep my phone close in case my mom needs me, so… thanks, anyway.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Déjà vu hits as she adopts the look of a lost robot. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “All right,” Mallory says, walking toward the bar and clearly expecting me to follow.

      I do because I expect she won’t go away until I satisfy her, and I want to go find Janie. Maybe she’s inside.

      Mallory lingers until I grab a drink—two, actually. There’s bottled water, which is what I grab, but she insists I have a real drink. She grabs bottles of liquor from behind the bar and makes me something herself.

      I thank her and take the red Solo cup, then I make my way inside the house to look for my friend.

      I find a lot of people inside—including one pair of definitely naked teenagers snuggled up beneath a fur blanket in the downstairs guest bedroom—but I don’t find Janie.

      I suppose as many people as there are here, we may keep missing each other while we’re circulating. I find a corner off to myself where no one will bump into me, then I shift my drinks so I can reach into my purse and grab my phone.

      I text Janie to ask where she is, but there’s no immediate response.

      “Is that for me?”

      I turn, startled, as a guy I vaguely recognize but don’t know the name of gets a little too close and takes the drink right out of my hand. “Um…” He takes a sip, watching me over the rim. “I guess it is now.”

      He smiles, lowering the cup and moving closer. “I’m Kevin.”

      “Hi, Kevin.”

      “Aren’t you gonna tell me your name?”

      “No.”

      Inexplicably, he smiles like I’ve just said something sexy. “Hard to get, huh? I like it.”

      I couldn’t be more turned off. “Not playing hard to get. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go look for my friend.”

      I move around him and start heading back the way I came, but the guy follows me.

      “I can be your friend.”

      He says it like I’ll be enticed. I roll my eyes, hard. “No thanks.”

      As aggressively as he began, I think he might keep coming, but fortunately, he seems to get the hint because when I look back, he isn’t there.

      At least he took that drink I didn’t want off my hands. What a pal, that Kevin.

      I check my phone once I get back out near the pool. There’s still nothing from Janie.

      What the hell?

      Someone shouts “hey!” behind me, but it doesn’t occur to me they could possibly be addressing me until someone grabs my shoulder and yanks me around.

      I have to look up, my eyes widening as I look into the angry red face of Kalea Danson. I was in a group project with her once, and back when I used to sit with people at lunch, we sat at the same table a couple of times, but we don’t really know each other.

      She’s definitely looking at me, though.

      Angrily. Very angrily.

      “Um… me?” I question.

      Her eyes narrow. “Who else?”

      I’m so confused. “I don’t know. Can I help you with something?”

      “Yeah.” She shoves me and I fall back a couple of steps—not only because I’m taken completely off-guard, but because Kalea Danson is the only girl on the school wrestling team.

      She’s huge.

      I’m not.

      I would never intentionally anger her.

      “What the hell was that for?” I ask, not even angry, just confused.

      She turns her phone around and shows me a picture of me and Kevin talking upstairs. It must have been when he first approached and took my drink. He’s definitely giving me a sexy look, but my back is turned, so you can’t see that I’m definitely not reciprocating.

      “You think you can talk to my man? I will break you in half,” she says, giving me a once-over that lets me know she is not impressed with my scrawny ass.

      “You have the wrong idea. I was not flirting with your boyfriend. At all.”

      She points to the phone. “I have proof, bitch.”

      “No. You can’t see my expression from this angle. If you could, you’d see it looks like when you take a big whiff of soured milk. No offense. I’m sure he has his charms, but I don’t see them. I’m guessing a well-meaning friend of yours snapped that and not you because trust me, if you’d have been there yourself, you would not think I was flirting with him. If anything, he was—” I stop myself a little too late, realizing I’ve said too much. Telling her he came onto me won’t make her feel any better.

      She takes an intimidating step toward me. “You wanna finish that sentence?”

      “Not particularly,” I murmur.

      “You think I’m not enough for my own boyfriend?”

      “Definitely not.” I shake my head vehemently, not just because I don’t want her to beat me up, but because I hate to think she thinks that. “And I think if he makes you feel that way, maybe he’s not the one.”

      She gives me another shove backward. “You need to stay out of my business and away from my boyfriend. If I catch you talking to him again, you’re dead.”

      There’s literally no chance of that.

      I might say that if she didn’t keep pushing me, but she’s starting to piss me off. “Look, it’s not my fault your boyfriend started talking to me out of nowhere. I have no interest in him. Whatever your friend thought they saw, they were mistaken.”

      Kalea smiles, and I can feel trouble brewing. Before I can say another word, she picks me up and hurls me into the pool.

      Bodies move swiftly out of the way as I land gracelessly in the water. My arms shoot out, terror seizing me as I plummet beneath the surface, sucking water into my lungs before I can think to close my mouth.

      I can’t swim.

      I can’t drown, either, so I claw desperately at the water, trying to doggy paddle like I did when I was a kid.

      Calm down, calm down, calm down.

      It’s a frantic chant in my mind as I get my feet under me at the bottom of the pool. I use them to launch myself upward, then I try to use momentum to get to the surface. I don’t know why it’s not working, if my movements are too choppy, if I’m too panicked. All I know is there’s water in my lungs and I can’t breathe even though my body is begging me to.

      I can’t breathe.

      My lungs burn and I start to feel sick from the lack of oxygen. I kick and move my arms, but they’re getting heavy. So is the water. Everything feels so heavy, and the panic gets more desperate as my body pleads with me for just one gulp of air.

      I’m going to die.

      I read once that when your brain is cut off from its oxygen supply, you hallucinate. I guess that’s the only explanation for the dark angel I see piercing the water’s surface, shooting toward me like a bullet. His big, beautiful black wings unfurl and I feel a sense of peace that he’s coming for me.

      I shouldn’t feel peace in the moment I lose control of my limbs because even though my thrashing wasn’t making much impact, I know if I don’t fight my way to the surface, I’ll drown.

      The surface is too far to reach, and my body isn’t under my control anymore. My lungs are the last to give up. I can’t hold my breath anymore. The impulse to breathe is too all-consuming. I need it.

      When I can’t hold my breath anymore, I suck in more water that feels like liquid lead as it fills my lungs.

      I know I’m lost.

      I feel myself sinking, falling back toward the pool floor as consciousness dips in and out of focus.

      I almost hit the pool floor, but then my angel is there. He grabs me and pulls me toward him, then his strong wings wrap around both of us and I’m not afraid anymore.

      I could cry, I’m so happy.

      She won’t feel afraid.

      There’s peace in the last moments before you leave.

      It brings me more solace than I thought possible to know this is what she’ll feel when the clock runs out. I was so afraid it would be all sadness and fear to be ripped from the Earth before you’re ready to go, but it’s not.

      I wish I could be there with her for all the rest of her moments, but I know she’ll join me soon, and nothing will ever part us again.

      If I weren’t in a pool full of water, I think tears would be falling down my face. I curl close to my angel, feel the comfort of his powerful wings embracing me.

      I close my eyes as we fly out of the pool and above the house, as we soar up through the darkness toward the heavens.

      I feel the stars around us, but I don’t look. I nuzzle my face into the neck of my angel and hold him tight, hoping he never lets me go.
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      “Are you guys fucking serious?”

      I can’t believe I’m the one to say something.

      Me.

      I hardly spend my time looking out for anyone else’s well-being, but there is literally a girl drowning at the bottom of my damn pool, and no one is making a move to help her.

      An average swimmer might not be able to do much more than toss something for her to grab onto without endangering themselves, but half the seniors on the swim team are here tonight, and we are certainly above-average swimmers.

      I look at everyone crowded around, watching the girl thrash wildly at the bottom of the pool. One girl pulls out her phone to record it, but her friend grabs her arm and asks her if she’s fucking crazy.

      Scofield from the swim team finally starts to pull off his shirt and move toward the water, but Anae stops him with a sharp, “Don’t.”

      I look over at my girlfriend, hiking an eyebrow in disbelief.

      She must feel my gaze on her because she looks back innocently. “What? She knows how to swim, she’s just trying to get attention.”

      Anae’s fucking crazy, so I don’t take her word for it. I also don’t take her orders like the rest of these assholes, so I peel off my shirt, toss it behind me, and dive into the pool.

      The girl is near the bottom when I finally get to her. She’s exhausted her body fighting to get back to the surface. She’s sinking, but I pull her up.

      She hasn’t been down here too long, so she hasn’t lost consciousness yet. I’m prepared for her to panic again, to grab at me and try to pull me down with her.

      When someone’s drowning and clinging to life, it’s not unheard of for them to drag their rescuer down in their desperation to get back to the surface. It’s animal instinct, a fight to survive. If pulling me down helps you get back up, you’ll pull me down 10 out of 10 times. Anyone who says otherwise is lying to themselves.

      I’m not worried, though. I’m the strongest swimmer on the team. If she starts fighting again, I’ll immobilize her and tow her back to the surface, but there’s not a shot in hell she’s drowning me to save herself.

      She doesn’t try to pull me down or climb over me, though.

      As soon as I bring her in, she hugs me. I’m already caught off-guard, then she nuzzles closer, resting her head on my shoulder.

      Before I break the surface, her limbs have fallen away from me and her body has gone limp. Her eyes are closed when I get her head above water, her long dark hair floating like squid ink in the water behind her body.

      “Get the fuck over here and help me,” I bark at Scofield and Clemmons.

      My orders trump Anae’s, so they hustle their asses over and help me haul the girl out of the water so I can climb out myself.

      The girl lies motionless on the tile surrounding the pool.

      I’m dripping water all over the fucking place, but I push what I can out of my hair so it doesn’t drip in her face when I lean over her, then I drop to my knees and see if she’s breathing.

      She isn’t.

      Fuck.

      “Should we call someone?” Scofield says, glancing at me uncertainly.

      “Oh my god, she’s fine,” Anae says, but this time there’s an edge of nervousness, like it might be occurring to her she’s taken it too far.

      Not because the girl isn’t breathing, but because people are starting to question her.

      I don’t answer. All my focus zeroes in on the girl and the noise around me dies away.

      As a competitive swimmer, I know what to do in a situation like this. I tilt her head back and lift her chin to open her airway. I listen one more time to make sure she really isn’t breathing, and when I confirm she’s not, I position my hands in the middle of her chest and do compressions. After the first round, I pinch her nose, lower my mouth to hers, and breathe my air into her lungs.

      I sense the nervousness of the people gathered around increase when I do a few rounds and the girl is still unconscious.

      “Come on,” I murmur, pressing her chest, and then leaning down to press my mouth against hers again.

      Relief hits hard when her body jerks and she starts coughing up pool water.

      I sit back on my legs and breathe a quiet sigh of relief.

      That was fucking close.

      Even though it’s a hot night, the girl shivers as she tries to regain her bearings.

      Glancing at the nearest of Anae’s bimbos, I tell Mallory, “Go get her a towel.”

      Mallory’s gaze flits to Anae but doesn’t linger long enough to see whether or not she supports my order. She comes back a moment later with a fluffy turquoise beach towel and hands it to the girl with a meek, “Here you go.”

      The girl looks at Mallory for a moment, then snatches the towel and mutters a thank you as she drapes it over her back and pulls the ends around her shoulders.

      Finally, the girl’s gaze flickers to me.

      She studies my face, a frown creasing her brow. “You’re not an angel.”

      A smirk tugs at the corners of my lips. “No, I am not.”

      Her gaze flickers to the tattoo covering my right shoulder, a crow with spread wings. She looks down and breathes in, placing a hand on her chest.

      Addressing the crowd, I say, “Someone call her an ambulance.”

      “No,” she says quickly, shaking her head but not looking at me. “Thank you, but I’m okay now.”

      “You still need medical attention. There was water in your lungs. You need to be looked at by a doctor. You could still die.”

      “I won’t die,” she says almost dismissively. “I have too much to do.”

      “I don’t think being busy is enough to keep you alive.”

      She shakes her head, pulling the towel off and trying to stand.

      Her legs go out from under her instantly. I’m right there, catching her around the waist so she doesn’t fall.

      I pull her into my lap since her little ass doesn’t want to listen. Looking directly at Scofield, I say, “Call her an ambulance.”

      “No,” she objects again, struggling to move off my lap.

      My cock stirs as she struggles to get away from me, but I ignore the heat kindling low in my gut and lock my arm around her even tighter.

      Scowling, she turns her head and looks me dead in the eye. It feels intimate since she’s on my lap, but she ruins it by being mad as hell and looking like a drowned rat.

      A cute drowned rat, but a drowned rat all the same.

      “You’re wasting your energy,” I tell her. “You’re going to the hospital.”

      “I am not. I appreciate you saving me, but you’re not in charge here, and I am not going to the hospital.”

      “You are on my property; you nearly drowned in my pool. You are going to the hospital so they can check you out, make sure your poor little family can’t sue my father for your wrongful death, and then we can all get on with our lives.”

      Her jaw drops open. “You… you’re just worried about me suing you?”

      “My father would be pissed,” I tell her simply. “I’m also of the opinion that dying out of sheer stubbornness is idiotic. Are you an idiot? I’d hate to think I ruined my shoes saving an idiot.”

      Fire ignites in her blue eyes. I guess she’s feeling better.

      “Let go of me,” she says, clawing at my hands.

      “Joke’s on you, mermaid; I like to be clawed at.”

      Her wide eyes fill with open horror but her hands still. “What is wrong with you?” Since she’s not getting any help from me, her attention shifts to my girlfriend. “You want to do something about your boyfriend?”

      It’s cute that she thinks Anae holds my reins.

      Anae doesn’t like admitting she doesn’t, so I’m sure she’s relieved when I take the focus off her by telling the almost drowned girl, “This isn’t that kind of relationship. What’s your name?”

      “You don’t know my name?”

      “No.”

      “I know yours.”

      “Of course you do. I’m somebody. You’re clearly not, so… your name?”

      “Fuck you,” she says, dismissing me with her gaze and turning on my lap to get her feet on the ground.

      I let her go this time, mostly out of curiosity to see if she’ll be able to stand on her own two feet. She wobbles, but regains her footing. She looks frustrated at the reality of not being able to trust her own body just because she nearly died, insulted at the notion that she has such practical vulnerabilities.

      She has extremely high standards for herself.

      Seems to be stubborn, too. If I let her, she’ll wobble her ass to the car and get behind the wheel, and then if she isn’t as well as she wants to be, she’ll drive off the cliff and into the ocean. I won’t be able to save her, then.

      That would be idiotic, and it’s not happening on my watch.

      I’m not letting her leave unless it’s in the back of an ambulance.

      Of course, since I already commanded it, an ambulance is on the way. I just have to keep her from leaving.

      I stand, grabbing her hip to pull her close, then I drag her with me on the way to retrieve my shirt.

      “What are you doing?” she demands, looking down at my hand on her hip, her body close to mine.

      She misses a step, confused that I’m hauling her with me. She looks back over her shoulder at Anae as if for help. It’s kind of entertaining. Why would she look to Anae to save her when Anae is the one who threw her to the wolves, to begin with?

      Not that she knows that, I suppose.

      She’s also likely much more normal than Anae, and running things through her normal girl filter, she has to imagine Anae’s not too happy to see her boyfriend with his hands on another girl.

      “You never told me your name,” I remind her.

      “I’ve decided not to.” She scowls up at me, then peels my hand off her hip.

      I let go to grab my shirt, but I grab her wrist before she can get far. She tugs on it trying to get free, but her body has just been through a stressful ordeal. Even in full health, I could easily overpower her, so it doesn’t net her the results she’s hoping for.

      “Chase, what are you doing?”

      That name on her lips raises my hackles. I give her a sideways look as we walk. “My friends call me Dare.”

      “We’re not friends.”

      “Everyone calls me Dare,” I amend since that’s more accurate.

      “I don’t want to call you anything, I just want to go home. I never should have come to this party in the first place. Let me go,” she says more forcefully as she realizes I’m about to drag her into my house.

      “Aubrey!”

      I hear someone call out behind me, but it doesn’t attract my attention because I don’t realize that’s her name. She looks back and relief transforms her features, then someone runs up in front of me.

      “Hey, Dare, what are you doing?”

      Rather than plow through the brown-eyed brunette with the mousy hair, I stop. “Making sure she doesn’t leave before the ambulance comes.”

      Janie something-or-other’s gaze flickers to my hand locked around Aubrey’s wrist. It makes her uneasy, but she doesn’t come out and say so. Her tentative gaze shifts to mine and she makes a pitiful attempt at a peace-keeping smile. “I can take over from here. I won’t let her go anywhere. I agree with you, she needs to see a doctor.”

      “Janie, no,” Aubrey says, sounding astounded that presumably her friend is betraying her. “I can’t go to the hospital—”

      Janie vibrates with, “Shut up and let me save you,” energy. It causes me to crack a smile as she reaches toward my hand, obviously wanting to pry it off her friend’s wrist, but then thinks better of it and meets my gaze, silently begging me to let go so this doesn’t get weird.

      I do.

      Relief transforms her features as she grabs her friend’s arm and gently pulls her closer. “Oh my god, are you okay? I was inside, I didn’t even know you were here…”

      Her friend begins to ramble, but I stop listening. I’m not interested in what she has to say. I’m interested in observing the girl in the striped dress.

      If she were wearing literally anything else, the material might cling to her wet body, giving me a good glimpse of her tits and perhaps the rest of her curves, too. Instead, the stiffer fabric retains much of its shape and continues to do its job of keeping her covered up, much to my annoyance.

      I don’t get to look for long, anyway. Anae struts over in her Prada sandals and the black, slinky dress that is designed to capture and hold my attention. Unlike Aubrey’s dress that hides her body even when she’s soaked, Anae’s dress drapes and clings strategically so there’s little left to imagine—you know she’ll look as good out of it as she does in it.

      And she does.

      Anae has a nice body, but a black heart.

      I have friends who find that more interesting than I do. People are always fascinated by what isn’t familiar to them. I suppose that’s why it holds no particular interest to me. I already know what it’s like to be heartless and calculating. It’s boring as fuck. Give me something I haven’t experienced if you want to hold my attention.

      Not that Aubrey does. She seems eager to be rid of my attention. She leans close to her friend and turns to leave without so much as a goodbye as soon as Anae approaches. I’m not sure which one of us she’s more eager to be away from.

      “I see you met Aubrey,” Anae says, her tone snide as she utters her name. “I fucking hate that girl.”

      “I gleaned that when you tried to kill her.”

      She feigns innocence but doesn’t put much effort into the performance. “It’s not my fault Kalea threw her into the pool.”

      “Mm-hmm. And I’m sure it wasn’t your fault that picture was snapped and sent to her, or that Kevin cornered her upstairs to begin with.”

      Plucking the toothpick out of her martini glass, she brings it to her lips and smiles at me playfully. “I’m entirely innocent.” She catches the olive between her teeth and slides it off the toothpick, sultry suggestions dancing in her eyes.

      I smile faintly. She wants me to be impressed by her maneuvering, so I give her nothing to keep her hungry. My tone verging on bored, I ask, “What did she do to incur your wrath?”

      She rolls her eyes. “It’s a long story.” Her blue eyes meet mine curiously. “You seemed to like touching her.”

      With most girls, this would be a trap. Even the average queen bee would be vigilant enough to keep an eye out for anyone who might pose a threat to her coveted position.

      Anae is a different breed, though. It’s a blind spot and not one of her better qualities in my opinion, but Anae is so full of herself, she genuinely doesn’t believe anyone is a threat to her. “And?”

      Anae shrugs one shoulder as she takes a sip of her martini. “Would you like to touch her more?”

      Now, she has my attention.

      She knows it, too. She can’t bite back a tiny smile, but she tries as she looks over at me.

      “I’m listening,” I tell her.

      “I have an idea. I want to destroy that girl, and I’m having a hard time getting to her on my own. I don’t know why, it should be easy, but it’s like… she doesn’t even care about high school.”

      She says it like the idea is unfathomable, which I guess it is to her. High school is Anae’s entire world, the one place she can reign over at this point in her life.

      “Anyway,” she says, looking over at me. “I know you could crush her. I’ve asked around and she hasn’t dated anybody in a long time, but she’s not asexual or anything. She’s had crushes before.”

      “Why does this matter?”

      “Well, on top of everything you already have going for you, you just saved her life,” Anae says. “Imagine how easy it would be for her to develop a crush on you.”

      I crack a smile. “I may have saved her life, but I don’t believe I left her with an impression that I’m Prince Charming.”

      “Who cares,” she says dismissively. “You weren’t aiming to fuck her then. You can change your approach now. Don’t tell me you’re not confident in your abilities to seduce some poor little nobody.”

      “You want me to fuck her.”

      “Yes, and then once she’s fallen for you, I want you to make her life hell. Break her heart into a million pieces, and make it hurt as much as possible. I’ll help, of course. We’ll do it together. Not the fucking her part, that’s all you.” She reaches over and rubs my bicep. “You deserve to have a little fun for your part in her downfall.”

      “Has she fucked anyone before?”

      “I don’t think so. I can do a more thorough check, but it didn’t sound like it. So maybe she won’t be good in bed, but I’m sure you can find a way to have some fun with her.”

      I think back to how my cock reacted to Aubrey squirming on my lap when she was trying to get away from me. “Yes, I’m sure I could find a way,” I say dryly.

      “I hope she’s a virgin. It’ll be sweeter if she is. Virgins like her always attach to their first fuck. Amateurs.” She grins over at me. “God, it’ll be so brutal. I can see it now, her sobbing and leaving you dozens of voicemails, desperate to understand what’s happening when she’s oh-so in love with you and you’ve gone completely cold. We’ll fuck with her head so much. We’ll grind her heart into dust. We’ll ruin her and leave her alone and adrift in the cruel, cold world.” She lets her hot gaze roam over my body. “Are you getting seriously turned on right now, or is it just me?”

      I shake my head, cracking a smile. “You’re sick.”

      “You love it.”

      I could take it or leave it, actually, but I don’t say that. I’m not bored and looking for a fight; I’m intrigued by the idea of seducing and toying with the girl in the striped dress. I’m curious if she is a virgin or if she has some experience. I wonder what she’s like to fuck, and since my girlfriend is asking me to, I have no reason not to find out.

      Ordinarily, if Anae brought her petty bullshit to me looking for my help, I would remind her I’m not one of her fucking lapdogs and send her on her way, but this… this appeals to me. Even if it only cures my boredom for a week or so, it’s something to do.

      Anae has her own vision for how this will go down, but I’m not interested in collaborating. If she wants me to fuck the girl over, I’ll do it my own way. If the cat and mouse game is fun, maybe I’ll let it run a little longer and do something like Anae wants. If not, I’ll fast forward and get to the part where I put my dick in her a lot faster.

      Maybe she’ll struggle like she did on my lap.

      Maybe I can play rough with her since she doesn’t belong to me.

      Or maybe I’ll discover something new when I push my way into her life. Different types of women fuck differently, after all. Sex with Anae has grown boring, but Aubrey is far from my ordinary type. Maybe sex with her will be different enough to be fun.

      Whatever the outcome, it sounds like a good time.

      “I’m in,” I tell her.

      Anae’s eyes light up. “Really? Yay!” Sighing dramatically, she leans her head on my shoulder so the scent of her expensive French perfume wafts my way. “You’re the best boyfriend ever.”

      That’s not true at all, but I could do worse than having a hot girlfriend who wants me to fuck another girl, so I throw her a bone and give her a sideways squeeze.

      “You want to go upstairs?” she asks.

      I know she means to fuck, so I shake my head. “Not right now. I need to make sure my mark gets in the ambulance. I was serious about that. If she sues, my father will shut down these parties so fast....”

      “Oh my god, she’s not going to sue you. She’s going to suck your dick. Stop worrying. We’ve got this under control.”

      “All of that hinges on her surviving this weekend. I can’t fuck her if she’s dead. I’m not into that.”

      “As far as you know,” Anae jokes. “I watched a movie last weekend that made it seem surprisingly hot. You should watch it with me.”

      “Maybe after everyone else leaves.”

      I head inside the house alone while she wanders back toward the crowd of people—still buzzing about what happened—and presumably does damage control. With me, Anae is more open about her depravity because she knows I’m no better. With her subjects, she has to show a slightly edited image of herself since being a mean girl is one thing, but presenting as a total sociopath would probably be off-putting to them.

      By now, she should be better at controlling herself. She isn’t as observant as I am. I don’t know if it’s because she’s so self-obsessed or what, but it interferes with her ability to be as diligently aware as she needs to be.

      Me, I notice everything. I take notes without even thinking about it, categorizing the traits and weaknesses of everyone I come into contact with just in case I need to take advantage of them later.

      Anae thinks we’re two sides of the same coin, but she’s wrong. She’s not on my level.

      Like a fucking creep, I go upstairs and find a dark corner with a view of the driveway. I lean against the wall and linger there until I see the ambulance pull up the drive, then I search for Janie and the girl I saved.

      Aubrey, that was her name.

      I find her and watch as she fights with her friend about getting into the ambulance. It’s irritating and illogical unless she has a death wish. I don’t like unreasonable, hard-headed people who insist on doing dumb shit just to be difficult. If she’s that sort of person, I’ll fuck her and be done with it, but I don't want to spend any time with her.

      Should be easy enough. Those types tend to be severely vulnerable in ways they don’t realize. I’ll bombard her bloated ego with compliments and mirror her own self-image right back at her. She’ll like me for seeing what a super special badass she is, and I’ll have her on my dick so fast…

      Standing in my driveway, she turns around and looks directly at me.

      My heart drops.

      I know she can’t see me, but it feels like she can. She’s too far away to make out her expression, but I can feel her anger burning so hot, it singes the path of my thoughts and I forget what I was even thinking before.

      I watch her friend hover as the paramedics put Aubrey in the back of the vehicle.

      Still, her angry gaze is fixed on this window like she knows I’m on the other side watching.

      A faint smile tugs at the corners of my mouth. I lift my hand and use my pointer finger to draw a circle around her on the glass. I draw another circle inside, and then another. Finally, I complete the crude, imaginary target with a solid circle right over her face.

      Bullseye.

      The ambulance doors close and I can’t see her anymore.

      But I’ll see her again soon.

      Watch out, mermaid. I’m coming for you.
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      After one of the worst weekends of my life (it wasn’t the worst, but definitely top three material), the only logical solution I can come up with is to skip school on Monday.

      I spent most of the weekend in the hospital.

      I knew Chase Darington didn’t know I had my mom at home to care for and I couldn’t just dip out on her to laze around the hospital all weekend, that I wasn’t willing to part with my time with her just to “be safe” when I knew I was perfectly fine.

      I did expect Janie to understand that.

      If circumstances were different and things were how they used to be, I wouldn’t have fought going to the hospital after nearly drowning, but they’re not. Nothing is how it used to be, and I could not afford to waste this weekend.

      They didn’t give me a choice, though.

      I glared at the cliffside mansion and the asshole who lives in it—even though I knew he couldn’t see me—as they loaded me into the back of the ambulance and drove me away.

      I missed a shift at work I couldn’t afford to miss.

      Josie from next door had to bring Mom to the hospital when I finally called her the next morning. I didn’t even want Mom to know what had happened, I hoped I could be in and out of the hospital in a few hours and just sneak in before she woke up.

      That didn’t happen. I told her not to come to the hospital, but she insisted. At least they brought my backpack so I could get my homework out of the way, but Mom couldn’t stay. Her immune system is severely compromised at this point. Catching a cold would hospitalize her, anything more severe than that would kill her.

      I told her to go home and not to come back even though it killed me not to spend the time with her as we had planned. Josie checked in on her, but I should have been there.

      The time is gone and can’t be brought back, and all because I went to a stupid party I didn’t want to go to in the first place.

      The whole experience cemented my decision to be done with Janie, at least for the time being. After high school, we’ll probably go down different paths, anyway, so I doubt we’ll reconnect, but some relationships aren’t meant to last. I don’t have time to be friends with Janie right now, and I’m not going to take risks like the one I took the other night. It just isn’t worth it.

      My Monday is better spent with Mom than at school, anyway.

      The day goes pretty well. We sleep in, then have brunch on the back patio. Josie gives me a ride over to the Daringtons’ mansion to pick up my car. I go during school hours so I know I won’t have to see Dare while I’m there.

      Originally, I was going to try to pick up a shift tonight to make up for the one I missed over the weekend, but as much as I need the money, I decided not to. We already lost the weekend together. Yeah, I’m on the fast track to maxing out all our credit cards since Mom has no income, and mine is just part-time, but I have the rest of my life to work on paying that back. At the end of the day, will going to work tonight make enough of a difference to justify losing that night with Mom?

      The answer’s no. Of course it is.

      The doorbell rings around 4 o’clock. It’s a little earlier than I expect. I made a grocery order to be delivered around 5 since grocery shopping is another thing I don’t have time for. I paid for everything—including the tip—on the app, so I don’t grab my phone or anything, I just head for the door. The delivery people are supposed to leave our bags on the porch and go, so I don’t expect to find anyone on the other side.

      But when the door swings open, there is a person standing on the other side.

      A tall, troublingly handsome person with dark hair and a jaw that could cut glass. His cool, deep brown eyes meet mine and my stomach drops, memories of the other night flashing back to me.

      Me underwater, struggling to get back to the surface.

      Him diving in after me, grabbing me, and dragging me to safety.

      Saving my life.

      He’s an ass, but he did save my life. Of course, I’m grateful to him for that.

      That’s the only reason I don’t shut the door in his smug face immediately.

      Without even trying to hide it, his gaze rakes over my body. Mom and I were staying in today, so I’m wearing a pair of activewear Capri leggings and a plain purple T-shirt. His gaze lingers on my legs, then drifts to my boobs.

      A shiver runs down my spine. Maybe he notices because a smile teases the corner of his mouth when our eyes finally meet.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask without a hello.

      “Making sure you’re alive.” His tone is light and playful despite his words echoing the assholey sentiments he expressed the other night.

      I prop a hand on my hip and cock an eyebrow. “How gallant.”

      “Isn’t it? I rode my steed over and everything.” He glances past me into the house.

      On instinct, I move closer to the doorframe and pull the door closed a bit to block his gaze. “As you can see, I’m alive and well.”

      “You weren’t at school today,” he remarks, seemingly untroubled by my shutting him out of my house.

      “Yeah, well, if almost dying doesn’t get me a sick day, I don’t know what will.”

      He cracks a smile. “True enough. You’re all right, though?”

      I nod even though I know he doesn’t actually care.

      He finally drops my gaze, dropping his shoulder so the backpack I didn’t notice him carrying falls. He puts it down on the porch, then opens the flap and reaches inside.

      I scowl, full of distrust.

      What is he doing?

      I almost expect him to pull out some kind of release form his lawyer whipped up to assure I don’t sue his family, so I’m guarded when a moment later, he holds out several sheets of notes, all written in different colored ink. “Here,” he says, seeming to expect me to take them.

      Still scowling, I ask, “What is this?”

      “Notes from all the classes you missed today.”

      My eyes widen and shoot to his face. “You… took notes for me?”

      “No. I don’t even take notes for myself, I have nerds do that for me. Today, I had them copy down notes for the classes you were in, too, that way you didn’t miss anything.”

      Slowly, I reach to take the papers from his hands. “That… is both really awful and really thoughtful at the same time.” My gaze flickers back to his, still uncertain. “Thank you.”

      He shrugs, then closes his bag and slings it over his shoulder. “It’s nothing. You’ll be at school tomorrow, right?”

      The corners of my lips tug up. “Why? Want to give your note-taking nerd army a little heads-up this time if I’m not?”

      He shrugs again, his brown eyes glinting with mischief. “Maybe I’m just hoping I’ll see you in the halls. Make my day a little better.”

      He’s full of shit, but it still drags a smile out of me as I roll my eyes. “Yeah, right. You literally didn’t know my name at the party, now I’m the bright spot in your day.”

      I say it mockingly, but he grins, not taking offense. “Hey, maybe you are, you don’t know. I did save your life. I feel like we have a bond now.”

      I try to bite back my grin, but fail miserably. “You’re the biggest liar I’ve ever met.”

      So why is his obvious bullshit charming me so much?

      God, I need to get out more.

      I’m in a better mood than I have been all weekend. I can’t deny, even if he’s lying his ass off, this lighthearted break has rejuvenated me a bit.

      “I need to get back inside, but… thank you for the notes.”

      “You’re welcome.” His reply seems almost sincere. His offensively perfect lips tug up into a little smirk I desperately don’t want to find cute and he catches my gaze as he starts to turn. “I’ll see you tomorrow?”

      I nod, my tummy fluttering strangely as he starts down the front steps. “Yeah, you’ll see me tomorrow.”

      When he gets to the bottom, he turns around so he can look at me, and walks backward toward the driveway. “Good.”

      I watch him get into his car—a matte black Audi. I know his family is loaded, so even if it didn’t look disgustingly expensive, I would expect it to be. It does, though. It looks ridiculously cool with tinted windows and sexy curves. I’m not even a car person and I notice how cool it is.

      I don’t want him to catch me watching him drive away, so I hurry back inside the house and close the door behind me.

      When I enter the living room, Mom turns to look at me. “Was that a friend of yours from school?”

      I know she worries about the toll her illness is taking on my social life, so I force a little smile and nod, holding up the pages of notes to show her. “Yeah. He was just dropping off notes for the classes I missed today.”

      “How nice,” she says with far too much interest. “What’s his name?”

      “Uh… Dare. Chase. I don’t know.”

      Mom frowns. “You don’t know?”

      “I mean, I do know. Everyone calls him Dare, but his name is Chase Darington.”

      Her eyebrows rise. “Chase Darington? As in, Darington Enterprises?”

      I nod. Dare’s father—also Chase Darington—started out as a residential developer, then moved into commercial. Now, he dominates both markets, and virtually anything anyone builds in this town goes through him. “Yeah. That’s his dad’s company.”

      “I didn’t realize you were friends.”

      Since we’re not and I don’t want this blending of the truth to get out of hand, I drop her gaze, nod, and head for my bedroom. “I better go put these away.”

      “Do you need time to study them? I can entertain myself for a while if you do.”

      “No, it’s fine. I can look them over tomorrow.”

      “Are you sure?”

      No.

      “Yes.”

      She flashes me a smile and I flash one back, then I run to my room to stash the notes I know I won’t even have time to study.
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      The next day, it’s back to business as usual.

      My boss texts me and asks if I can cover the closing shift after school. Despite my decision not to prioritize work right now, I say yes. Another medical bill came in the mail today, and I’m running out of credit limit. I’ve been paying the minimum payments and hoping like hell the credit limits would last as long as I need them to, but I live in constant dread of the possibility that they won’t.

      Much to my own annoyance, I find my thoughts drifting to Dare more than once while I’m at school.

      I hate that I’m letting him get in my head when I know he was only joking around—Chase Darington would never actually flirt with me. Why would he? He’s dating the queen bee, and while she may be rotten to the core, she’s definitely prettier than me.

      Still, I find myself watching for him in the halls.

      I know it’s ridiculous. I tell myself it’s ridiculous. I even get a little meaner with myself, rationalizing that yeah, it’s all fine and great to imagine Dare actually gives a damn about seeing me because I’m the one who needs a bright spot in her life.

      It’ll never be him, though. Logically, I know that.

      Chase Darington isn’t a nice person. I’ve never had a run-in with him—obviously, since he didn’t even know my name before this weekend—but I’ve witnessed enough of his bullshit over the years, heard stories of even worse things than I’ve seen. He’s the kind of guy who messes with people’s lives just because he’s bored. He’s every bit as evil as Anae, and I wouldn’t be fooled by her flashing a smile and pretending to flirt with me, so I shouldn’t let him do it, either.

      It doesn’t matter, anyway. I don’t have time for their bullshit games.

      There’s no reason to feel disappointed as I make my way out of the building without once encountering him today. We have English class together, but he sits over with a couple of his and Anae’s friends while I sit in the back of the class near the door. I don’t even think he knows we have that class together because he doesn’t look my way.

      I used to sit in the front row of every class. Getting good grades mattered to me, and I liked the lack of distractions in the front row.

      It’s not so much that good grades stopped mattering to me, it’s just they’ve become less attainable lately. I’m spreading myself so thin this year, I don’t have time to waste on shit that ultimately won’t even matter. I don’t know what I want to do with my life at this point, but I’m sure I won’t use at least half the stuff I’m expected to memorize and recite back in some stupid standardized test.

      I even considered dropping out, but Mom freaked when I suggested it. I know I don’t have much of my high school career left, but it’s the time commitment I’m struggling with.

      Baymont High is a competitive school. It’s difficult to coast here. If I dropped out now, so much of my time would free up. I could work and still have plenty of time to spend with Mom. Next year, I could get my GED, and then I could get back to college or whatever I end up doing next.

      Mom won’t hear it, though. I don’t know if it would be the right call, either, I just need some relief, and I can’t get any with my current schedule.

      I’m nearly to my car, so I pull out my keys and tap the unlock button.

      To avoid getting hit, I stay close to the parked cars, so I don’t pay much attention to the one slowing down beside me until I catch a glimpse and realize it’s matte black.

      My tummy does a somersault and I look over, my gaze colliding directly with Dare’s.

      I don’t know why, but I feel like I’ve swallowed my heart.

      His lips tug up and his eyes glint with pleasure at the sight of me. “Hey, mermaid.”

      My gaze flickers to the jock in his passenger side seat but jumps right back to him. “Hey,” I return a touch shyly.

      “We’re having a bonfire on the beach behind my house later,” he says like it’s normal to loop me in on his plans. “A bunch of people will be there. You should come.”

      “I can’t, but thanks for the invite.”

      “Why not? Got plans with the boyfriend?”

      “No boyfriend, just no time. I have to work, and after work, I have stuff to do at home, so I won’t be able to stop by.” I glance at him and offer a tepid smile. “Thanks, anyway.”

      Since we’re only having a conversation in passing, I don’t feel rude dipping out of it without a goodbye and walking to my car once I reach it.

      Dare must not agree because when I get in the car, unload my bag, and start it up, I look in the rearview mirror to prepare to back up and he’s still sitting there, blocking me in.

      I meet his gaze in the mirror and offer a little wave goodbye, but still, he doesn’t move.

      I glance behind his car and see three more waiting to pass, but his car is unique enough that one look at it lets you know it’s him, so no one dares honk at him even though he deserves it.

      What the hell?

      I wait another minute for him to move, and still, he fucking sits there blocking me in.

      Sighing with irritation, I throw my door open and storm up to his open window. He’s sitting there looking like an absolute asshole, one tanned arm resting on the car door like he doesn’t have a care in the world as he holds everyone else up.

      “Can you move? Literally no one else can leave until you do.”

      “Not my problem.” He looks up at me. “I want to see you tonight. Until you make that happen, I’m afraid I can’t move my car.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “And yet, that’s where we are.” He shrugs. “Only you can move me.”

      He knows the way he says it causes my stomach to plummet. I can see it in his smugness, and I want to hate him—I actually do hate him a little—but I’m still weirdly charmed by his obnoxious bullshit.

      What is wrong with me?

      “I told you, I can’t tonight. I’m busy.”

      “Find a way to make it work, otherwise we’re all sitting here all night.”

      Someone in the car behind him finally leans out the driver’s side window. “Hey, Dare, are we leaving anytime soon?”

      He glances back at the guy and says, “Ask Aubrey. It’s up to her.”

      The guy’s gaze flickers to me with annoyance. “Can you just give him what he wants? I have a fucking dentist appointment.”

      My jaw drops open. How is it on me to cede to this lunatic’s demands instead of on him to stop being a lunatic in the first place?

      I look back at Dare.

      He smirks.

      “I hate you,” I tell him flatly.

      His smirk morphs into a grin. “Just give me what I want and we can all get on with our day.”

      The guy in the car behind the guy behind Dare calls, “Come on, Aubrey, we’ve got places to be.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” I mutter to Dare.

      “Sorry,” he lies, still smiling. “What do you say? You wanna come to my bonfire after work?”

      “No.”

      Unfazed, he says, “But you’re gonna do it anyway, right?”

      I think about thwarting him. I should be able to if I’m determined. He can’t literally blackmail me into coming to his stupid bonfire. Surely if I called the non-emergency police line and told them some asshole is blocking traffic and I can’t leave the school, someone would come and help.

      Maybe I could even walk into the school to tell the principal. I probably wouldn’t even have to. Surely if I disappeared from his sight for a while, Dare would get bored with sitting here and give up.

      Right?

      I can’t bank on any of it, though. Filthy rich kids like him get special treatment by the cops in this town all the time, and he’s a liar, so if I go to the principal, he’s likely to pop his hood and rip out a belt or something so he’s “stranded.” The other cars may eventually be able to get out of here, but I’m parked next to a curb, and the way he has me boxed in, if he decides to be a dick, I will be stuck here until his car is towed.

      The answer hits me, and when it does, it’s so simple, I can’t believe I didn’t think of it first. It’s not my natural impulse. In fact, I really dislike doing it, but it’s probably what he would do if the tables were turned.

      I lie.

      “Fine.”

      He looks victorious. I feel a twinge of guilt even though I know I shouldn’t. He’s a spoiled jerk using totally unfair methods to try to get me to comply, so he deserves to be disappointed.

      I still feel a little bad.

      I don’t like disappointing people, even if they suck.

      I’m surprised I’m even capable of disappointing him, but I remind myself it’s not about me. Dare just likes things to go his way. He’s only so adamant that I give in because I said no in the first place. If I fell all over myself just because he invited me somewhere, he’d be bored in three seconds.

      I hope he finds some new shiny object to distract him soon because I do not have energy to dump into fighting off the attention of Chase Darington right now. I just don’t.

      I go back to my car and look in my rearview mirror.

      He watches me for a few more seconds, but since he thinks I’ve ceded to his ridiculous demands of my time, this time, he drives away.
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      “Thanks for covering tonight.”

      “No problem,” I tell the manager as she heads to the office to retrieve her things. She asked me to come to the office with her, so I figure she has some paperwork to show me since I’m closing on a night I normally don’t.

      “I need you to sign this,” she says, grabbing a white sheet of paper and handing it to me along with a pen.

      I take the pen and scan the page before I sign it. My heart sinks into my stomach when I see it’s an employee write-up form. “What is this?”

      “It’s just a formality,” she assures me. “You’ve never been in trouble before so it’s literally nothing to worry about.”

      My heart races faster and faster as I skim the “employee warning” form. There’s a box for me to write a statement and give my side of things, but I’ve literally never been in trouble for anything before, so that doesn’t make me feel any better. I’ve never had a detention or a speeding ticket. I’ve damn sure never gotten in trouble at work.

      Scanning what she wrote on the report, I see this is about the day Anae came in and tried to return a shirt we didn’t sell here. She called to complain, which I knew she would, but that’s why I gave her a heads-up.

      “I didn’t do anything wrong, Stacey,” I state.

      “I know,” she says, her tone appeasing. “Don’t be upset about it, honestly. But I had to do something on paper, just to make it look like you were scolded. Her mom spends a fortune here. I can’t afford to lose her as a customer. It’s rich people problems, but we have to dance when they pull the strings, don’t we?”

      She’s trying to joke around with me, but I’m pissed.

      “I’m not signing this,” I say, putting the paper down and dropping the pen on top. “If I sign this, I’m acknowledging wrongdoing. I did my job. What? You wanted me to make up an amount and give her store credit just so she didn’t throw a fit? That’s crazy.”

      “Welcome to life as a small business owner,” she says, throwing her lip balm into her bag and grabbing her iced coffee. “I’m not excited about it, either, but I didn’t have a choice. The customer is always right, you know?”

      “No, they’re not,” I state. “Sometimes, the customer is batshit crazy.”

      She cracks a smile. “That’s so true. Just sign the paper so I can file it away, okay? Then we never have to think about this again. If you don’t sign it, I’ll still file the paperwork, it just won’t have your side of the story.”

      This is complete and utter bullshit, but I’m not going to pass up the chance to defend myself. I angrily jot down my explanation for not doing the return on the shirt that was not purchased here and note that I was perfectly nice and even the customer behind her was shooting me sympathetic looks because of the unwarranted fit Anae was throwing.

      Stacey thanks me, but I’m so annoyed, I don’t even want to talk to her. I can’t believe she’s chucking me beneath the wheels of the bus just because Anae’s mom made a call.

      I don’t know why shit like this still surprises me. It’s how things work around here. A rich kid wants something, so the world bends and bows to see that they get it.

      I don’t usually go on my phone while I’m at work, but being disciplined for not doing a damn thing wrong has drained me of the desire to go above and beyond tonight. Typically, I would straighten things and do what I could to put tomorrow’s opening crew ahead. Tonight, I stay behind the register, lean against the counter, and scroll through social media while the store is empty.

      On impulse, I pull up Anae’s account. I don’t follow her, of course, but her stuff is public so anyone can see it. I don’t know why I’m surprised to see a picture posted from just a few minutes ago—the beach at dusk with a roaring fire and a bunch of their friends gathered around it—but I guess since Dare asked me to come to that bonfire tonight, I took that to mean she wouldn’t be there.

      I have no interest in being anyone’s side piece anyway, but it seems like you shouldn’t invite some girl you’ve decided to start paying weird attention to, to the same bonfire your girlfriend will be at.

      Maybe it should be reassuring. Whatever has compelled him to start paying attention to me, maybe it’s innocent. I can’t picture that word and Chase Darington in the same sentence, but the shady thing to do would be to keep us apart.

      Anae’s at the bonfire.

      I wasn’t going to go, anyway, but now I’m definitely not. After getting that bullshit write-up, I wouldn’t be able to keep my mouth shut, and I don’t need to confront her and make things even worse.

      My gaze flickers to the clock. Closing time approaches, thank God.

      I close the app so I don’t accidentally like anything, then I slide my phone into the back pocket of my jeans and start doing all my closing work so I can get the hell out of here and go home.
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      I watch the fire flicker against the midnight sky as I empty another beer bottle and toss it at some drunk girl lying on the beach a few feet away.

      Her startled gaze jumps to me.

      “Grab me another one.”

      She tries to sit up to go do my bidding, but before she can get to her knees, Anae walks over. “I got it.”

      The girl sinks back into the sand.

      Anae drops onto the beach beside me, passing me a cold beer. “Are you sulking?”

      “I am not sulking,” I say shortly, grabbing the bottle and popping the cap off with my teeth.

      “I wish you wouldn’t do that. You’re going to break a tooth.”

      “Fuck off,” I say, but flatly and without malice.

      “Aw, baby.” She adjusts the strap of her Versace swimsuit so her tits look better, then she gets on her hands and knees and crawls over to me.

      Her intention is to entice me with the view of her cleavage, but I don’t even look.

      Undeterred, she climbs to her knees behind me and pushes her tits against my back, looping her arms around my neck. “Don’t be too annoyed your new toy didn’t show up. I told you, she’s slippery. I would’ve been stunned if even you succeeded on the first attempt. You’ll get her next time.”

      “I did not fail,” I say, barely biting back how much she’s fucking annoying me.

      “Of course not.”

      Her tone pisses me off. I shrug my shoulders to get her off me.

      Anae sighs, but moves off me and sits down on the beach beside me. Glancing over, she says, “Want to work out some of that frustration?”

      I take a sip of my beer and meet her gaze coolly. “Not with you.”

      It stings, but she tries to hide it. Anae considers it an amateur move to get hurt by anything. “I didn’t say with me.” She fans out her fingers and admires her nails. “I just got a new manicure today and you play too rough. Some other bitch can do the hard work, I’ll just coordinate.” Her gaze flickers to the nearly unconscious girl I told to get me a beer. “What about her?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t need a blowjob. I need your phone.”

      “My phone?” She doesn’t know why I want it, but she grabs her clutch and pulls it out, anyway.

      I take it once she’s put in her pass code, then I open her messages and start a new one. She has Aubrey’s number saved even though I’m sure she has never used it. I figured she would. When it comes to a vendetta, Anae always does her homework.

      I haven’t had time to do mine, so I didn’t have her number yet. Luckily, I’m good at memorizing shit, so I repeat it a few times in my head so I can transfer it to my own phone in a minute.

      “What are you doing?” Anae asks curiously, lying on her side on the beach and peering over my arm to see what I’m up to on her phone.

      I don’t answer her.

      I know Anae’s text patterns, so I emulate them as best I can. “Good call staying home tonight,” I type out with a kissy emoji after the text. “And here I thought you were a dumb bitch,” I type, then press send.

      It only takes a few seconds for Aubrey to text back, “Who is this?”

      I glance at Anae. What would she say? Something that makes her feel superior and puts Aubrey down.

      “The main attraction,” I type back. “No side bitches needed.” I press send, then without giving Aubrey a chance to respond, I add, “Stay the FUCK away from my boyfriend if you know what’s good for you.”

      I fucked up ending with a period at the end of that sentence—Anae doesn’t use them—but I don’t think Aubrey knows her well enough to know that.

      “Anae?” she guesses.

      My lips tug up. At least she knows I’m coming for her if she knows it’s my girlfriend who should feel threatened.

      “Someone get this bitch a trophy,” I type back, since that’s the sort of thing Anae would say.

      “Look, I’m not interested in your boyfriend,” Aubrey texts back.

      Ouch.

      She’s probably lying, though. She thinks she’s talking to Anae.

      She continues typing, “I have no desire to go to war with you. I don’t have the time or the interest. Dare invited me out tonight. I said no. Then he literally trapped me until I changed my answer. I lied so he’d leave me alone, but I had no intention of following through. I’m not interested in being anyone’s side anything. I am not your problem. If you have a problem with anyone, it’s him.”

      She’s rational and respects herself—possibly even others, even when they royally piss her off, which takes decidedly more integrity and self-mastery.

      She’s still human, though, with all the weaknesses that entails. I just need to get her pissed off enough at Anae that she wants to fuck her over. She’s salivating for the chance. I’m not the incentive, she just wants to sink a blade into Anae’s heart and twist it, and she’ll happily use my cock to do it.

      I delete the text chain and block Aubrey’s number so she can’t text Anae again without my knowing it. I clear the apps and start to hand Anae her phone back, but on second thought, I keep the phone, grab her wrist, and yank her on top of me as I lie back on the beach.

      “Oh,” she murmurs, surprised, but not unpleasantly as she splays her hands over my muscled chest.

      I guide her hand up to cover the spot where my heart should be, then I hand back her phone. “Take a picture.”

      She smiles, inexplicably thinking I’m flirting instead of plotting. She runs her hand over my body and repositions herself so she’s straddling my pelvis. Once she’s satisfied with our positioning, she snaps a photo of me smirking up at her, her hand splayed across my chest.

      She turns the phone to show me. It’s a good picture, so I nod my approval. “Now, post it. Caption it, ‘I fucking love him so much.’”

      She’s surprised, but catches on quickly enough and does as I tell her. “Done,” she says, dropping the phone on the sand and shifting positions on top of me. “Now, can we stop focusing on your pet project for tonight? I’m horny.”

      I take a swig of beer, too distracted to stop now. I should drag Anae to my room and take my frustrations out on her pussy, but there’s more work to be done, and there’s no time like the present.

      I’m not discouraged that my pet project hasn’t panned out yet. I’ve hardly exerted any effort. But I am unable to focus on anything else because she just admitted to blatantly lying to me earlier today, and I didn’t pick up on that. I believed her when she said she’d come to my bonfire tonight. I expected her to show up. I didn’t expect her to be thrilled Anae was here, but I thought she’d come. Even when it became clear she wasn’t coming, I imagined her agonizing over the decision for a bit first, but she didn’t.

      She never had a single fucking thought about coming.

      That means I thought about her more than she thought about me today, and that’s unacceptable.

      While Anae is kissing her way up my flat stomach and letting her hands roam over my cut muscles like she was when she was posing us for the picture, I look at that new manicure she’s so proud of and feel a wave of malice pass over me.

      I reach down and grab one of her hands, dragging it off me. I bring her palm to my lips and kiss it to lower her guard. When she smiles at me, my grip turns steely so she can’t yank her hand away as I grab her thumb and break her new nail right off.

      “Dare!” Pain flashes across her face. She cries out—the first thing she’s done all night to make my cock stir.

      She doesn’t like the pain, though. She scoots off me and curls her legs up on the sand behind her, cradling her hand against her tits like it’s an ailing baby bird—if she actually cared about ailing baby birds.

      “What the fuck?” she demands, shooting me a wounded look.

      I tip back my beer bottle and drain the rest before tossing it on the sand by her legs. “I’ve gotta go.”

      “What? Where?” Confusion plastered across her face, she looks up at me as I stand. “You can’t leave. We’re at your house. What if your dad gets here and you’re gone?”

      “He won’t. He’s out fucking his girlfriend tonight, won’t be home until early morning. Just make sure everyone goes home before you leave.”

      “Are you serious? Dare!” she calls as I walk away. “Where are you going?”

      I don’t answer her.

      I just tuck her acrylic nail into my pocket and head to the house for a knife.
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      I’m already running late as I rush out the front door.

      I couldn’t sleep last night. Too much on my mind. I kept hearing things, imagining an ominousness in the air that made no sense.

      Or, I guess it did, and that’s the problem.

      I ended up giving up on sleeping in my own bed altogether. In case that feeling of dread was because something was going to happen to Mom in the middle of the night, I made Dad’s old side of the bed my own and curled up beside her.

      I didn’t sleep much. I just watched her, made sure she kept breathing.

      When the sun came up, my eyes were burning. I knew I would regret staying up all night, but I knew I wouldn’t, too.

      I made coffee and consumed the whole pot by myself. I no longer feel the exhaustion as I tap the button on my key fob to unlock my car.

      The car looks strange, though. I can’t put my finger on it. Does it look lower to the ground? Did I drink too much coffee and now I’m losing my mind?

      I stop beside the car and drop my backpack. Dread fills my belly as I realize the car looks lower to the ground because it is.

      My tires have been slashed.

      “Fuck,” I whisper, bending down to look for the damage, but I don’t know what I’ll do if I even find it. I know there’s canned stuff that fixes flats if they’re not too bad. Maybe Dad left some in the garage.

      There’s not just one clean cut, though. There was rage behind this stabbing. A blade was plunged into each tire multiple times. This was definitely intentional, and definitely malicious.

      Something maroon and glittery catches my eye. It’s on the ground by the tire.

      I pick it up and inspect it.

      An acrylic nail?

      It looks strangely familiar. I try to think of anyone whose nails I might have looked at lately. I’m not into fake nails, personally. I had them done once for a wedding and I was really excited because they were so pretty, but then I couldn’t do anything with them on my fingertips. I ended up taking them off after just a few days.

      I straighten up as something flashes across my mind.

      Is that where I saw them?

      To make sure, I pull out my phone and pull up Anae’s social media account that I scrolled through last night. Sure enough, there’s the picture she posted right after she texted me, her with her manicured fingers splayed across Dare’s tanned skin.

      Motherfucker.

      Anae slashed my fucking tires. She must have broken a nail stabbing through the tough rubber.

      I don’t know how I’ll get to school now—or, more importantly, work—but when I get there, I’m going to kill her.

      I’ll press charges. This is fucked up, and I have proof it was her.

      I can’t afford to replace the tires, and I don’t know what to do about it. That’s probably hundreds of dollars. My God, my credit cards are crying keeping up with my monthly expenses as it is, but adding this on top of it?

      I’m so fucking overwhelmed, it’s hard to breathe for a moment. I force myself to stop, to breathe, to think.

      I don’t have another car. I used to have my own, but I had to sell it over the summer because we needed the money to pay a medical bill before it got sent to collection.

      I refuse to cry. I want to, but I don’t.

      I would just go back inside and stay home, but I have a biology test today. Making it up would be a pain in the ass. I need to go to school today.

      There’s no one to call for help, though. I don’t have a support system anymore. My neighbor Josie helps out with Mom and even cooks us food sometimes, but I feel guilty about asking for so much of her help when I have nothing to give back.

      I could call Janie, but I don’t want to. I’d feel like I’m using her asking for a ride when, again, I have nothing to offer of myself.

      Who am I fine with using, knowing I have nothing to give back?

      Nobody.

      Well… maybe somebody.

      Somebody who wouldn’t hesitate to do the same to me.

      It’s batshit crazy, but I click on Anae’s picture and scroll down, looking for his screen name. No comment on that photo, so I go to the next one, then the next one. It takes about 12 pictures before I finally find engagement on one of her posts—damn, what a shitty boyfriend—then I click on Chase Darington’s profile.

      This is a long shot. I don’t even know if he checks DMs, but I shoot him one asking if he’s at school yet.

      He must have had his phone in his hand because he answers promptly. “Nope, about to leave now. Why?”

      I sigh, hating to ask him for anything—it seems dangerous—but I need to get to school, and his stupid girlfriend is the reason I can’t. “Could you possibly pick me up on your way?”

      “Oh, now you want to spend time with me,” he shoots back playfully.

      I’m tempted to smile, but my day is off to too tragic a start for any of that. “I told you I was busy last night,” I remind him.

      “You also told me you would come. When should I believe what you say?”

      “When the answer is my own and you’re not forcing me to give you the answer you want,” I type back.

      “I suppose that’s fair.”

      I wait for more, but he doesn’t give it to me, so I have to type back, “So… can you pick me up or not?”

      “Sure. I’ll be there in a few minutes. But… you will owe me one.”

      “Ugh,” I say out loud, rolling my eyes. “I’m gonna have to disagree. You triggered your girlfriend’s psycho tendencies inviting me to that stupid bonfire last night. She slashed my fucking tires, otherwise I would drive myself to school today.”

      “Sounds like something she’d do,” he says, not even surprised.

      They’re so fucking crazy.

      I shake my head and type, “Anyway, I’ll deal with her later, but I really need to get to school right now, so…”

      “I’ll be there soon,” he answers.

      “Thank you,” I message back.

      He doesn’t answer, but I don’t expect him to.

      I’d like to go back in the house until he gets here, but I have to make phone calls and I don’t want Mom to ask questions.

      I’m not sure who you’re supposed to call when you need your tires changed. It’s the kind of thing I would have had to ask Mom when I moved out on my own. I’d ask her now, but she’ll know we don’t have the money for that, and I’d have to explain why this happened since it’s not like I got a flat driving over a nail. A deranged psycho from my school stabbed my tired because I made them mad.

      Ugh, I hate my school sometimes.

      Back when I was able to focus my attention on academics, Baymont High was a dream come true. Yes, it’s full of spoiled assholes, but that’s because it’s one of the top schools in the state—and it’s a public school. It’s so expensive to live in this town, you pretty much have to be rich to go there, but since it is such a great school, some families with less money have made the sacrifice of moving to the area even if they had to rent out a room in someone’s attic, or live in a house so small a Barbie doll would be hard-pressed to live there.

      We were lucky enough to find a house.

      See, I used to have big dreams. I thought it would be amazing to get into an Ivy League school. It wasn’t just about the status, but the quality of the education I would get there.

      My old middle school was a disaster area—literally. There was a lot of crime in the area. We had metal detectors, and kids still ended up getting stabbed every month or so.

      Mom knew how miserable I was there and that the high school would be even worse, so she and my dad talked about how they could tweak their finances to move to Baymont, where the property values were a lot higher, but I could go to one of the best schools in California. It would be easier to get into Harvard or Yale—I wanted to go to the East Coast after spending my whole life on the west one—if I went to a school like Baymont High. There was no way they could afford to send me to private school, but maybe they could justify the higher mortgage if I would be able to go to a school just as good as private school because we lived there.

      We all made the move, and I was ecstatic. I was so happy at Baymont. I didn’t care that I couldn’t afford the designer things like most of the other kids.

      There were some kids like me there—ones without money, ones who didn’t really belong. I found friends there. Some were kids of the help. Their parents cleaned the rich kids’ houses or watched their younger siblings. Some ended up here incidentally due to advantageous marriages, others had parents who prioritized their kids’ education like mine did and wanted them at Baymont, even if it meant finances were tight.

      It was easy to tell the difference between the super rich and the employees of the super rich, so even though we all go to the same school, the socioeconomic lines are drawn in the sand, and there’s not a lot of intermingling.

      That was fine by me. I didn’t come here to hang out with rich kids.

      Besides, maybe that’s what those Ivy League schools would be like, too. Maybe there would be a distinct line separating the haves and the have-nots, the kids whose educations were everything they had to rely on, and those whose parents’ connections had more to do with where they would end up than anything else. Maybe Baymont was preparing me for it.

      But then sophomore year happened. Mom got sick. We all went through the wringer with her, and it never let up. Junior year came and went. I kept up last year. It was easier when Dad was here.

      But then he left.

      Senior year… it’s just impossible.

      I hate that we made those sacrifices to move here for me and now I’m throwing it all away, but my world today is nothing like it was three years ago. My priorities aren’t the same, and I don’t know what life will look like when all of this is over, but I’m pretty sure I won’t give a single fuck about the things that used to mean the most to me. I’m just not the same person who valued those things anymore.

      I don’t know who I am anymore.

      I don’t have time to figure it out, either.

      This year, I’ll be a mess.

      When the clock runs out, that’s when I’ll start cleaning it all up.
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      I’m sitting on the curb when Dare’s Audi comes down the road. I stand, watching the all-black car slow to a stop so I can get in.

      This feels weird.

      Wrong.

      I walk around to the passenger side, anyway.

      Every instinct I have screams at me not to get in that car, but I know they’re just being dramatic. Poor, sleep-deprived instincts. Someday we’ll get some rest.

      I pull the handle and open the car door. Dare leans forward and watches as I slide in and close the door without looking at him.

      I know I’m not doing a great job at trying to appear unaffected, but it’s so weird being in the car with him. My stomach is in knots, and I know looking at him will make it worse.

      I can feel his eyes on me. My skin burns beneath his gaze as I slide my backpack between my legs and settle it on the floorboard.

      God, it’s hot in here.

      I glance at the temperature controls. “Can you turn the air up a little?”

      He does, and the blast of cool air feels so nice on my flushed skin.

      “Thanks,” I murmur, lifting my gaze to look out the front windshield. I feel like I’m being a little rude, so I finally shift my gaze and look over at him. “Thank you for picking me up, too.”

      I knew looking at him would be a mistake. Chase Darington is obscenely handsome from a distance, but up close, here in his car that feels and smells like him, it’s actually pretty overwhelming. It’s not just his hard, clean-shaven jaw or those gorgeous brown eyes. His attractiveness isn’t about the right classical features arranged in perfect order. It’s something else. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

      My stomach starts to ache. My head does, too. Probably from consuming so much caffeine on an empty stomach. Definitely not because I’m in the car with Dare.

      “Glad I could help,” he says. “I have to admit, I was surprised you called me.”

      The answer is simple, so I give it to him. “I didn’t have anyone else.”

      He nods, then looks ahead and starts down the road toward the high school.

      I have one more phone call to make, so I ask him if he minds, then I call the auto repair shop in our old town. It’s a drive and it will cost more to tow it there, but I want to see if it would be worth it for cheaper labor because I cannot swing the last quote.

      When I hang up and rest the phone on my lap, Dare glances over at me. “What’d they say?”

      I just feel fucking sad. Utterly defeated. I open the Chase app on my phone so I can double check Mom’s credit card balance.

      I have about $1,200 left on that credit limit, so if I have to spend $600 on tires, another $100 for labor, and then another $90 for a tow…

      Fuck.

      It’s too soon for the money to run out.

      Maybe I can apply for another credit card.

      I feel sick.

      “Aubrey.”

      His voice calls my attention back to him, but I don’t have it in me to hide my distress. “That I’m fucked.”

      “How much?”

      “Like $800.”

      “That’s not so bad.”

      “Maybe not to you.” I shake my head, turning to look out the window so he doesn’t see tears gathering in my eyes.

      If I blow all this money on tires, how the hell am I going to pay the mortgage next month? Even if I pick up a ton of extra shifts I can’t make enough, and that’s not even factoring in bills, groceries, gas, credit card payments.

      Fuck.

      “She’s paying for those tires,” I say suddenly, shaking my head. “I found her fingernail. I know it was Anae. If she doesn’t pay for it, I’m going to the police.”

      “Why don’t you let me take care of it?” he suggests.

      I look over at him. “What?”

      “I’ll buy you new tires.”

      My stomach hollows out. “Why?”

      He shrugs, looking ahead with one hand on the wheel as he drives. “Money is obviously an issue for you. For me, it isn’t. Leave your keys with me, I’ll have it taken care of today.”

      I can’t believe he’s being so nice. I can’t take him up on it, though… right? “Are you doing this for me, or for her?”

      “Does it matter?” he asks, meeting my gaze.

      It shouldn’t even be a question. I mean, he’s her boyfriend, so he should be doing it for her.

      But I don’t trust him. He doesn’t strike me as a great boyfriend, and he’s not known for doing nice things without at least having ulterior motives.

      “Just answer the question.”

      He takes his time answering. Dare doesn’t like when people demand things of him, I know that much. I almost bite my tongue thinking maybe I should just shut up and let him do it. I can’t afford to pay the bill myself, so who cares why he’s doing it?

      But I can’t help it. I care. I want to know.

      “For you,” he finally says.

      My spine stiffens. That’s the right answer, but the wrong one, too. “Why? We’re not even friends. Why do you keep doing things for me?”

      I feel his eyes on me. “Maybe I want to be your friend.”

      My lips curve up faintly. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Why?”

      I look over at him. “Because everyone knows you’re a liar.”

      “Yeah?” There’s an edge to his tone, despite how casually he says it.

      Maybe it’s because he didn’t laugh it off and his tone caught me off-guard, but it begins to feel like that was a really mean thing to say.

      Sure, I’ve heard that, but it doesn’t entirely match up with what I’m seeing for myself. He was an ass the night he saved me, but since then… I don’t know. He’s being kind of nice to me.

      What if he was just posturing that night? What if his reputation isn’t entirely accurate?

      What if he’s truly trying to be nice to me, and I’m being the asshole?

      Since I feel like one, I swallow and say, “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have… that wasn’t nice.”

      I feel his gaze on me. I meet it, and see curiosity reflected there. “Are you a nice girl, Aubrey?”

      I smile a bit sadly. “I used to be. Now, I’m just tired.”

      “What’s making you so tired?”

      I don’t even want to answer that question, but it bubbles up inside me, desperate to get out. “My whole life. The weight of so much responsibility resting solely on my shoulders. The possibility that I’m doing my absolute best and it’s not even close to being good enough, that it won’t change anything.”

      “What would make your life easier?”

      Money.

      Help.

      A freaking miracle.

      I don’t say any of that.

      We’re at the school now, pulling into Dare’s reserved parking space right up front.

      Looking over at him, I say, “I don’t need anyone to make my life easier, I just need people not to make it any harder.”

      “Am I making your life harder?”

      “Probably. You are the reason Anae slashed my tires in the first place.”

      “Yeah?” He holds my gaze, a challenge glinting in his. “How’s that?”

      “Because you invited me to your bonfire on the beach.”

      “I invited a lot of people to that bonfire,” he states. “Only your tires were slashed.”

      I guess I can’t really argue that. Anything I can say feels arrogant and presumptive. “Well, I need it to stop. I don’t have the resources to battle Anae or the desire to deal with her drama, and there’s honestly no good reason for her to have a problem with me.”

      “What if there is?” he asks idly.

      “There isn’t,” I answer, surprised by my own forcefulness.

      His question reminds me of the things Anae said when she texted me last night. I was dumbfounded when those texts rolled in accusing me of basically going after her boyfriend.

      He’s the one who keeps popping up in my world, not the other way around.

      She’s probably running things through her own filter, though. Anae is obviously so petty she’d go to any length to get under an opponent’s skin. She would absolutely seduce a guy just to hurt his girlfriend, so she thinks I’d do the same.

      She’s wrong, though.

      I may not like Anae, but I’m not about to stoop to her level.

      It would be too uncomfortable to say any of this to him, though. I don’t even know if he thinks he’s being inappropriate. Maybe he thinks he’s just being nice.

      Probably not, though.

      In my experience, guys know when they’re stepping over a line, some are just too cowardly to admit it.

      I don’t want to know if he’s that kind of guy. I don’t want to know anything else about him. He’s the boyfriend of Anae Richards, so his involvement in my life can only possibly complicate it.

      Add that to the list of shit I can’t afford.

      Maybe I’m better off if he doesn’t help me.

      I’ll go straight to the source. I can prove Anae did it, so if she refuses to pay for the damage she caused, I really will go to the police. It’s not something I have time for, but I’ll do it, anyway. I can’t let her keep getting away with shit—that will only embolden her. She needs to face the consequences of her actions.

      I reach for my bag in the floorboard and yank it up on my lap. “Anyway, I don’t want to be late to my first class. You don’t have to pay for my tires to be replaced. It was kind of you to offer, and I appreciate the ride, but I’d rather deal directly with Anae.”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “I appreciate your input,” I say, opening the car door and climbing out.

      I hear his car door open. “That sure sounds a lot like, ‘thanks, but I didn’t fucking ask you,” he remarks.

      I can’t help smiling as I grab my backpack and hoist it on my right shoulder. “Wow, you really excel at reading between the lines, don’t you?”

      He smirks, joining me on the curb and falling into step beside me. I can’t help but read into his mildly suggestive tone as he says, “If you got to know me, I think you’d find I really excel at a lot of things.”

      “Just not taking notes,” I say solemnly.

      With exaggerated cockiness, he says, “That’s grunt work. Below my pay grade.”

      I’m still amused, but that feeling ebbs as we near the entrance doors and everybody seems to be watching us. I’ve walked through these doors plenty of times over the course of my high school career, but I’ve never experienced it this way, like I’m walking the red carpet with an A-lister on my arm.

      I guess because I’ve never had an A-lister on my arm, but Dare is definitely an A-lister at Baymont High. Maybe the A-lister. Sure, he might be mentally unstable, but his dad is richer than God, and his mom is a former Miss Bolivia who was in the Miss Universe pageant and everything. Between his looks, money, and general coolness, there’s no one more popular at this school.

      I’m uncomfortable with all the attention, but when I glance over at Dare, it doesn’t seem to faze him. Maybe because this is what it’s like for him every day. On the way in, a dozen people call out greetings. I feel hotter and hotter with each returned wave, each set of eyes seeing us together.

      I’m already feeling claustrophobic, then the air is sucked from my lungs as Dare casually drapes his arm around my neck and over my shoulders, keeping me close as we enter the main hall. “While I can understand your desire to skip the middleman and go straight to Anae, it is true what you said: it’s ultimately my fault your tires were slashed.”

      Oh my god, there are people everywhere and I feel all of their eyes trained on us. I try to shrug off his arm, but he just pulls me closer.

      “Are you crazy?” I demand, trying—and failing—to pull out of his grasp. I look over at him, wide-eyed. “People are staring. Let me go.”

      He smiles like the wolf cornering Little Red Riding Hood in the woods. “No problem. I’ll let you go as soon as you give me your keys.”

      I gape at him, disbelieving. “Are you… blackmailing me into letting you pay for my car repairs?”

      “That seems like dramatic terminology, but yeah, I guess if you want to word it that way, you can.”

      I gape for another few seconds, but then I look around and see people staring at us and speaking in hushed tones. A girl with black pigtails grabs her phone and angles it like she’s about to take our picture.

      To report back to the evil queen, no doubt.

      Dare notices the girl about to take our picture. Rather than let go and move away like a normal guy about to get caught in a compromising position, he leans closer. “Tick tock, mermaid. We have an audience.”

      “You are an actual mental patient,” I say, my face on fire. “But fine. If you’re that adamant about it, you can have the stupid car fixed. Now, please let me go before your girlfriend literally murders me.”

      Dare lets go, smirking as he steps away. “There. Now, was that so hard?”

      I shake my head. “Yes, actually. You made it extremely difficult.”

      He holds out his empty palm expectantly. “Keys.”

      I hesitate, glancing at the girl with the phone. I guess she already took her picture because now she’s looking at her phone screen.

      It still feels like a bad idea, but I unzip the side pocket and dig out my keys.

      He grabs them. “You need your house key?”

      “Oh.” I grab them back, singling out my house key so I can keep it.

      Before I can take it off the ring, he says, “On second thought, you can leave it. I’ll make sure you have your keys back before school’s over.”

      I look up at him uncertainly. “Are you sure?”

      He looks back, not a single flicker of uncertainty in his gaze. If he told me right now he’s never felt uncertainty in his life, I’d believe him—and I’d be really jealous. “I’m sure.”

      “Okay.” I let go of the keys and absently mess with the straps hanging from the bottom of my backpack. “Um… do you need my phone number or anything?”

      He shakes his head. “I have it.”

      I frown. “You do?”

      He nods, but doesn’t explain how or why he has my number.

      I guess it doesn’t matter, so I don’t bother asking.

      “I guess I’ll see you after school then?”

      He nods, watching me as he backs away. “I guess you will.”
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      Dare isn’t in English class when I get there.

      He usually gets there and takes his seat first, so I think today may be the day he realizes we have this class together, but it’s not.

      He doesn’t show up at all.

      That’s really weird since we showed up to school together today, so he has to be here.

      Right?

      I hope he’s not missing class because he’s dealing with my car problems.

      It leaves me a little uncertain as the school day approaches its end and I have no idea what’s going on with my car. Dare hasn’t texted me, so I don’t know where it will be. Parked in the parking lot somewhere? Will we have to go pick it up?

      Once I’m done at my locker, I head out front and find Dare’s parking space. His car is parked there, so I know he hasn’t left. I don’t think he has practice after school today, but I don’t know. I know he’s on the swim team, but I have no idea what their practice schedule looks like, or if it’s even the season for that. I imagine if he had something going on, he would have told me.

      I feel awkward standing by his car as everyone files out of the school, so I dig my phone out and DM him to let him know I’m here.

      He doesn’t answer, but he comes out with a group of his friends a few minutes later. I watch them all say their goodbyes and wander off, a couple of them glancing at me by his car and smirking before they go.

      I sigh, knowing today is probably going to make waves.

      I shouldn’t care. It’s Anae’s own fault, plus she got me in trouble at work, so screw her, but… well, it’s unlikely to make my life easier if she hates me.

      “I have good news and bad news,” Dare says as he approaches the car and opens his door.

      I tentatively open the passenger door, too. “What’s the bad news?”

      He drops in, so I slide in as well. Looking over at me with a grim expression on his face, he says, “The auto repair shop didn’t have your tires in stock. Since they had to order them, we should be able to pick it up tomorrow after school, but you won’t have your car tonight.”

      I sigh heavily, sinking back against the seat. “And the good news?”

      He smiles over at me as he fires up the engine. “That means you get to spend more time with me.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “Are you volunteering to be my personal chauffeur until I get my car back?”

      “At your service. I’ll pick you up in the morning and drop you off after school to get your car.”

      “That’s really nice of you, but I feel bad.”

      “No need.” He checks the rearview mirror, then starts to back out.

      “I hate to ask, but I was planning to stop at the store for chicken and a few other things for dinner. Would you mind? You can drop me off at the door if you want and I’ll be as quick as I can, I just hate to pay for delivery when I only need a few things.”

      “No problem. Damn, I can’t remember the last time I went grocery shopping. I’ll come with you. It’ll be fun.”

      “To… grocery shop?”

      “We have staff that handles stuff like that at my house. I can probably count on one hand how many times I have personally stepped foot into a grocery store.”

      I gape at him. “Are you serious?”

      He nods. “My mom has stopped at the grocery store to grab cheap wine a couple of times after fighting with my dad and took me with her, and a couple of times we went out late at night to get ice cream for an impulsive treat, but yeah, we don’t do our own grocery shopping. Never have.”

      I can’t fathom what he’s saying. “Do you know how to cook?”

      He laughs. “No. God, no. I can make hot chocolate. Does that count?”

      I laugh, not meaning to make fun of him, but my God, who can only make hot chocolate? “No, that doesn’t count.”

      He shrugs. “I’ve never had to.”

      “You should still know how. What will you do when you go off to college? Bring a maid with you?”

      “Maybe, if she’s hot. You’re not in the market for a new job, are you?”

      I can tell by his too-charming smirk he’s only teasing me, but he still turns my cheeks pink. “I might be. What’s it pay?” I joke right back.

      He slides me a sideways glance. “Depends on your skill set.”

      I can’t ignore the suggestion in that statement, but I try. “Well, I’m a very good cook,” I tell him. “I’m just okay at cleaning. Can’t say it’s a passion of mine, but I can get the job done.”

      “I’d have to sample the goods and see you in the uniform before I could make a firm decision.”

      I nod. “And I’d have to scoop out all of my dreams and aspirations, so it sounds like we both need time.”

      Dare cracks a smile. “Not into the domestic gig, huh?”

      “Part-time, sure, but I need something of my own, too. Men leave, so I’m not about to tie my entire well-being to one. Maid, wife—if my status depends on a man’s whim, it’s not going to be the basket I drop all my eggs in.”

      “Ouch. Someone had a bad break-up,” he jokes.

      My lips curve up faintly, but I’m not amused. “Something like that.”

      “Who was the guy?” he asks.

      “No one you know.”

      “I know everyone,” he states.

      I miss a beat, take a breath, then decide, what the hell? “My father.”

      “Oh. You got me there, I don’t know him.”

      “Don’t feel bad. Turns out I didn’t, either,” I murmur.

      He’s quiet for a moment, then asks, “What happened?”

      I didn’t plan to get into all this with him. I don’t have time for my old friends, so I certainly don’t have time to make new ones. I also doubt he has any real interest in being my friend, but I remind myself I shouldn’t be so skeptical. Aside from that first night, he has been pretty good to me.

      “My mom has cancer. She was diagnosed during my sophomore year. We’ve been fighting it ever since, did all the treatments, the diets, the prayers, the dumb shit you find on the internet when you’re desperate for some last-resort method peddled by some grief-predator who swears they have the answers all the doctors don’t. We tried everything. And, of course, it was hard. Constant soaring hopes and crushing disappointments, working our lives around Mom’s cancer treatments, going into debt paying for what insurance wouldn’t cover… It’s been awful, I won’t pretend otherwise. But that’s what he signed up for. He was clearly a bit fuzzy on the vows he made—‘forsaking all others’, ‘in sickness and in health’, he seemed to think those were just for dramatic effect. He started a part-time job—that’s what he told us, anyway—to make extra money. We were cash-strapped just living here so I could go to stupid fucking Baymont High, but then with all Mom’s cancer stuff, she ended up having to quit her job, so we went down to one income. Anyway, he said he was working a second job stocking Nestlé products in stores in the area, but what had actually happened was he had met somebody. When he pretended to be working, he was actually going out with her while I stayed home and took care of Mom. He made fools of both of us, and then he left us for her.”

      “Fuck. That’s heavy. I’m sorry.”

      I shrug, looking down at my lap. “It sucked. Mom said I was being too hard on him, that her illness had been a lot for him, and he was never a very strong man, so he couldn’t handle it.”

      “And what do you say?”

      “Me?” I look over at him. “I say fuck him. I’m 18-years-old. If I can stick it out, he could have, too. He’s selfish. He shouldn’t have married anyone in the first place if his ‘commitment’ was so conditional. I don’t know what kind of person leaves someone they supposedly love at the end of their life just because the experience isn’t pleasant, but it’s not the kind of person I have any use for in my life.” Anger heats my face and climbs up my ears as I think about the bullshit he said, telling me he hoped someday I wouldn’t be so angry at him. Wanting me to meet the bimbo he left Mom for.

      Yeah, no fucking thanks.

      “He told me how nice she is.” I look over at him. “Can you believe that shit? So nice she was fine with stealing the husband of a woman dying from cancer. Yeah, she sounds great.” I shake my head. “I don’t talk to him anymore. He still calls every now and then, but I stopped answering.”

      The car is quiet for a moment. Self-consciousness creeps up on me.

      “Sorry for ranting at you. Bet you’re regretting this chauffeur gig now, huh?” I remark lightly.

      Dare looks over at me with a frown. “Why? Because you’re being real? It’s nice. I’m not used to it.”

      “Anae doesn’t have deep, personal conversations with you?”

      “Not that kind,” he says dryly. “Anae’s shallow. Even her depth is shallow as hell. She parades her darkness out and tries to impress me with it, but as far as real feelings… it’s all skin deep. Everything is with her. Nothing hurts her, not really. Maybe she wasn’t always that way, I don’t know her reasons, I just know it’s fucking boring.”

      “What’s boring?”

      “The whole act, the ‘above it all, nothing can touch me’ bullshit.” He rolls his eyes. “Pain makes people interesting. Being unaffected isn’t half as great as people seem to think it is.”

      “I don’t know. She seemed pretty upset last night. I mean, it came out as anger, but it was fear. That’s what jealousy is—fear of losing someone.”

      A frown flickers across his face, so briefly I almost think I’m imagining it. I can’t read his expression after that, and he falls silent.

      I didn’t mean to make him stop talking. The topics weren’t fun, but I don’t have anyone to open up to anymore, and I was enjoying talking to him.

      It’s probably better that it stopped, though. He’s someone else’s boyfriend. There’s no reason for us to share our deep, dark secrets with one another.

      I look out the window until we get to the grocery store, but when he pulls in, I realize he brought me to the wrong one.

      “Um… I hate to be a complainer when you’re doing me the favor, but this isn’t the grocery store I meant.”

      Confusion flickers across his face. “Does it make a difference? This is the one we usually get stuff from.”

      “Yeah. Everything costs more here.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s probably better quality.”

      “Probably. Unfortunately, I can’t afford better quality. Bargain basement groceries fit my budget better.”

      Apparently unconvinced by my argument, he pulls into a parking space and turns off the engine.

      Okay, then.

      I guess I’m paying a million dollars for groceries today.

      At least I only have to grab a few things.

      Actually, since I won’t have my car until tomorrow after school, maybe I should grab a few extra things—just in case there’s some other delay, so I don’t have to ask him to bring me again.

      He grabs a basket when we walk in, then slows down and looks over at me. “All right, where do we go first?”

      I gesture ahead. “We’ll stop at produce. I need to get a couple of bananas.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “For dinner?”

      “For breakfast. I’m making chicken parmesan for dinner. Banana-free.”

      “Sounds good. Am I invited?”

      I crack a smile. “No.”

      “Aw, come on. I need to sample the goods, remember?” he says, playfully nudging me. “You’ll never land your dream job as my maid at this rate.”

      “How will I go on?” I stop and eye up the price written in cheerful blue chalk—twice what they cost at my grocery store. I hope everything here doesn’t cost double.

      I grab two bananas and place them in the basket. Next, I grab some grape tomatoes for tomorrow night’s dinner. We make our way to the cheese, then grab some boxed pasta. I’m trying to calculate all of it in my head on the way to the register just so I’m prepared when Dare grabs a bag of chips and tosses them on top by the register.

      “You want any?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “I’m okay.”

      He nods, then steps forward as the person in front of us moves. “What a novel experience. I like grocery shopping.”

      I snort. “This was hardly a shopping trip.”

      “You’ll have to take me on a proper grocery shopping trip sometime. You can make me dinner afterward.”

      “Wow. How could I possibly pass up an offer like that?” I ask sarcastically.

      “Maybe you can teach me,” he suggests.

      That surprises me and wipes the smile off my face since it’s a real suggestion. “You want me to teach you to cook?”

      He nods, glancing back at me. “And I’ll teach you to swim. Just in case I’m not around to save your ass next time.”

      I crack a smile as the cashier starts ringing up our stuff. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d think you’re trying to spend more time with me.”

      “Do you?”

      I glance up at him. “Do I what?”

      There’s something unsettling in his gaze, something… almost accessible. Despite how popular he is and how many friends he claims to have, I don’t get the feeling Dare truly opens up to many people.

      Maybe that’s why my tummy flutters with nerves when I peer into those mysterious brown eyes of his and it feels like he’s letting me in.

      His voice is low, intimate. “Know better?”

      My heart flutters.

      I do my best to ignore it, breaking his gaze and opening my purse to dig out my wallet. The cashier isn’t finished ringing things up, I just need a distraction.

      Finally, she tells me the total, but before I can take out my credit card, Dare hands her his.

      I look up at him, surprised. “You didn’t have to do that.”

      He shrugs. “I wanted to.”

      “Thank you,” I say softly.

      He nods wordlessly, then takes his credit card. I wait for him to move forward so I can grab my grocery bags, but he grabs those, too.

      As we head for the entry and exit doors, I can’t bite back a faint smile. “You better be careful, Dare.”

      He looks down at me, his brow furrowing.

      I let my smile widen and tell him mischievously, “If you keep this up, I might think that deep down, you’re actually… kind.”

      His confusion clears and he smirks at me. “You better not go around telling people shit like that.”

      I laugh, looking both ways before we cross the parking lot. “Don’t worry. I promise not to ruin your big, bad reputation.”

      “You better not.”

      His words are playful, but they unlock a few memories of things I’ve heard about him, things it’s a lot easier not to think about when we’re together.

      He’s not a nice guy.

      I don’t ignore that voice of caution in the back of my head, but it’s hard to entirely heed it when I look over and see him carrying groceries he bought for me to his car, the car he’s giving me a ride home in because he’s paying for the repairs on mine.

      These are all really nice things to do, and what ulterior motive could he possibly have?

      Maybe he really just likes me.

      I guess it’s not so hard to believe. It’s not like I’m some ogre, and maybe he’s right—even if he was joking—about saving my life forging some kind of bond between us. I certainly didn’t feel it that night—he was too busy being an asshole—but when it’s just the two of us, he’s like a different person.

      A person I like?

      I shove the thought away because it doesn’t matter.

      Dare is with Anae—even if it doesn’t seem like he even likes her very much. I don’t like her, but maybe that doesn’t mean he and I can’t be friends.

      Friends?

      I guess maybe we are becoming friends.

      I don’t have time for friends, but with my stupid car being in the shop, it does give us an opportunity to get to know each other we wouldn’t have otherwise had. I don’t get the feeling friendship with Dare would be as much of a time commitment, either. He has tons of friends; he won’t wilt without my attention.

      It could be kind of perfect.
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      I stand on the curb in front of my house waiting for Dare to pick me up for school.

      It feels strange waiting for him. Self-consciousness creeps up on me and I’m not sure why.

      It’s a nice, warm day, so I decided to wear a skirt. I don’t have many skirts. I rarely wear them, so I’m not sure why I wanted to today, but I can’t stop tugging at it. The soft white fabric only extends to the edge of my fingertips if I lift my shoulders, so hopefully, no one bothers to check and see if I’m obeying the dress code. Faculty members never bother the rich kids, but sometimes if the less privileged students wear something that breaks the rules, they get sent home to change.

      After what feels like a long time, Dare’s car finally pulls up in front of my house.

      My heart jumps. I offer a little smile and pull my backpack strap tighter over my shoulder as I walk around to the other side. I check to make sure no cars are coming, then I open the door and quickly slide in.

      “Hey,” I say in greeting, moving my heavy backpack to my lap.

      Dare looks pleasantly surprised as his gaze rakes over what I’m wearing. My face heats. I’ve felt so stupid since the moment I put it on—the white skirt, the butter yellow cami top underneath, and then a white cardigan over it. I feel like a daisy, but he really seems to like it.

      “You should wear more skirts,” he states.

      My skin heats even more. “Oh. Thank you. I mean, that wasn’t a compliment, it was a…” I stop talking, mortified, and clear my throat. “I don’t have many skirts.”

      Dare smirks, shifting out of park. “I’ll buy you some.”

      I don’t take it as a real offer so I don’t bother telling him no thanks.

      I didn’t think through the skirt. My backpack is heavy so I have to spread my legs like I did yesterday to get it on the floor, but when I do, Dare’s gaze gets caught on my bare legs.

      I flush but pretend not to notice as I shove my bag to the floor and pull my seatbelt across my lap to secure it. “Thanks for the ride.”

      His gaze still lingers on my legs. I fight the urge to tug at the material and pull it lower. That’ll just make it obvious I’m noticing.

      Finally, his gaze lifts to meet mine. “No problem. Thanks for dolling up for me.”

      My blood freezes in my veins. So does my face. I can’t believe he said that. “I… I didn’t.”

      He smirks, shifting his attention back to the road. “Sure you didn’t.” He doesn’t give me long enough to muster a response before he goes on. “How’s your mom feeling today?”

      I’m even more stunned he’s asking after my mom’s wellbeing than I am that he called me out on wearing a skirt for him. “She’s… tired.”

      He nods like that’s understandable. “I meant to ask, but what stage is her cancer? Is she undergoing any current treatment?”

      I stare at him.

      Since I don’t answer, he glances over at me. “I’m only asking because my family knows a specialist. I know you said you’ve tried everything, and I believe you, but this guy’s been called a miracle worker. He’s always up on cutting edge research and trials. A friend of my mom’s went to him a few years ago when she was almost to stage four and about out of hope. Whatever experimental treatment he got her into, it worked. She made a full recovery and has been cancer-free since. I don’t want to get your hopes up or anything, but if you wanted me to give him a call, maybe he could meet with your mom and see if there’s anything he can do for her.”

      My chest feels tight. The number of times I’ve found hope only to have it snatched away after a long, soul-deadening fight that ended in defeat…

      I’m afraid to hope again, but it’s impossible not to. It’s a cruel game, but when you want something so badly, you have to grab at it every time it’s dangled.

      “Are you serious? She isn’t doing treatments anymore, we’ve pretty much exhausted all our resources and nothing has worked, so she decided to stop putting her body through all of it and just enjoy the time she has left. We still do what we can, of course. The stuff the nutritionist told us to do, like I still make her a cup of matcha tea every morning and stuff like that, but as far as chemo and other treatments… She has pretty much done everything. None of it worked.”

      “Well, it’s your call, of course, but if you want me to reach out, I can.”

      “She’s immunocompromised at this point, so we try not to go out in public when we don’t have to. Is there any way you could set up a phone or video call first, just to make sure going there wouldn’t be a total waste?”

      “Sure, I can ask him.”

      Hope wraps around my heart. “That would be amazing, Dare. Thank you so much.”

      He looks over at me and smiles faintly. “No problem.”

      My heart hammers in my chest as I consider opening all this up again, talking to my mom about it. I know she’s exhausted, but if there’s a chance I could keep her, I have to try. It’s all I want in the world.

      I look over at him. “Um… can you also find out how much the treatment would cost? Since the divorce, Mom doesn’t have insurance anymore, and mine is the only income. I’m guessing your family friend probably wasn’t as worried about money. If he thinks there’s a chance it might work, I’ll pay whatever, I just have to figure out how. Maybe I can get another credit card. Most of ours are nearly maxed out. I have a few months left if I’m extremely careful, but… our financial situation isn’t great.”

      “You only work part-time, right?”

      I nod. “It’s all I can swing while I’m in school and taking care of Mom. I talked to her about dropping out so I can get a second job or go full-time, but she won’t hear it, and honestly… I’d rather spend the time with her now and work after she’s—” My throat closes, not wanting to let the awful words out. “After she’s gone. I already know I’ll have to spend next year working non-stop to put even a small dent in my debt instead of going to college, but that’s fine. I can make more money, but I can’t get more time with Mom.”

      “Understandable. Have you considered a side hustle?”

      I glance over at him. “Sure. Know of any that pay like $600 for an hour of work?” I joke.

      He smirks. “Maybe. Depends on what kind of work you’re willing to do.”

      “If there’s a pole involved, it’ll have to wait until next year,” I joke. “Too many germs.”

      He cocks an eyebrow like he’s surprised I’d even joke about stripping, but he’s never needed money as desperately as I do, so he can’t understand I’m hardly joking.

      When we pull into his parking spot at school today, it seems like there are even more people standing around talking out front.

      I didn’t hear from Anae after I showed up with him yesterday, even after that girl probably snapped our picture, but showing up with him a second time is bound to draw even more attention.

      “I’ll have my car back after school today, right?” I ask as I pull the latch and shove my car door open.

      “I’ll update you at lunch. I should hear back by then.”

      “Perfect. Thank you again. I wanted to knee you in the crotch that first night, but you’ve really been a godsend ever since.”

      Dare laughs, caught off guard by my honesty. “Hey, you said I wasn’t an angel,” he teases.

      “I spoke too soon,” I tell him, smiling. “I’m reconsidering my opinion.”

      “What was that angel thing about, anyway?” he asks as he falls into step beside me.

      “Oh. I hallucinated. It’s common in near-death situations like that when your brain loses its oxygen supply. People hallucinate. It’s angels and heaven stuff a lot of the time, that’s why there are all these books about people seeing stuff like that when they have near-death experiences. I realize now I probably saw you diving into the pool to save me, but my oxygen-deprived brain saw an angel with massive black wings.”

      “Sounds terrifying.”

      I smile faintly. “It was comforting. Then we flew up above your house with me still in your arms. We were in the stars,” I say, tilting my head back and looking up at the sky.

      His gaze lingers on me. “Sounds nice.”

      I look over and smile back at him. “It was.”

      “Hey, Dare,” someone calls, interrupting the moment.

      It’s probably for the best. I subtly move away from him to create some distance between us as the guy comes over to talk to him.

      Dare’s friend glances at me, his gaze lingering as he checks me out, but he doesn’t address me or even vocally acknowledge my existence. I know he’s a friend of Anae’s, too, but if Dare wants to show up to school with some random girl who isn’t her, he’s not gonna say anything.

      While Dare’s distracted, I decide to make my exit. I touch his arm and tell him I’ll see him at lunch, then I head inside the school before he has a chance to stop me.
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      After lunch I have government and AP psychology, and I’ll admit, I did not do my government homework last night. I ran out of time, and it’s not a favorite class of mine to begin with, so when my eyes started growing heavy, I gave in and listened to my body, prioritizing sleep over researching the DPC.

      Now, I’m sitting on the quiet, empty side of a bustling table in the cafeteria trying to research the White House’s Domestic Policy Council on my phone, but the wi-fi is being an absolute asshole.

      “Stop being terrible,” I tell it, tapping again on the link to the executive order that established the council in the first place.

      Finally, it loads. I set the phone down and dig my little blue leatherbound copy of the US Constitution out my purse so I can refer to it.

      “Did you just pull a copy of the United States Constitution out of your purse?”

      I glance up as Dare drops onto the bench beside me, eyeing the thin blue booklet. “Of course. Don’t you keep a copy of the Constitution in your purse?”

      He smirks. “You’re a nerd.”

      I crack a smile, opening the booklet. “No, I’m just a slacker. I ran out of time to do my homework last night and need to prepare for my next class.”

      “Should’ve told me. I could’ve alerted my nerd army and had a briefing ready for you this morning.”

      “You have so many connections,” I say, shaking my head as my eyes scan a page before I flip to the next.

      “Yep.” His tone is teasing. “Do you find that sexy?”

      “Yes, actually.” Before he can make a fuss about my admission, I look over at him and ask, “Any news about my car?”

      His expression playfully somber, he says, “Another good news, bad news situation.”

      “Why is it taking so long to replace tires? The guy I called said it could be done the same day. I could have literally waited in their waiting room and driven the car home.”

      “It will definitely be done tomorrow,” he promises. “You have my word.”

      I sigh. “All right. Well, do you mind giving me another ride home?”

      “Nope.” He stands, startling me by grabbing the lunch bag I didn’t even get a chance to open yet.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m hungry. Let’s go out to eat.”

      “Like, leave the premises?”

      “That’s the idea.”

      I look around uncertainly, but close my book and shove it and my phone back into my purse before standing. “I don’t usually leave school for lunch. Are you sure we’ll make it back in time for our next classes?”

      “Live a little, mermaid.”

      I’m startled as he reaches down and takes my hand. My heart flutters as he leads me out of the cafeteria, with fear that someone noticed and… something else.

      I tell myself it’ll be fine as he hauls me out to his car. I’ve never paid attention since I’m usually doing homework at lunch, but maybe he and his friends go out for lunch all the time.

      The car is an oven when we get in, so I expect him to turn on the air conditioning. He rolls down the windows instead. My hair blows like crazy when he picks up speed. I laugh as it whips my face, and he looks over at me with a smile.

      We head toward the beach, but there are a lot of restaurants and hotels that way, so I figure that’s why.

      We pull into the driveway of a place called Underworld. The owner must be a mythology buff because the sign has three dogs guarding the blue neon letters, like the three heads of a Cerberus guarding the gates of the underworld.

      “You been here before?” Dare asks as he climbs out of the car.

      I climb out too and close the car door. Smoothing down the short skirt, I say, “Nope.”

      He nods, then leads me inside. He tells the hostess we want a table on the beach. She grabs two menus and leads us through the restaurant and back outside.

      “Can I get you started with something to drink?” she asks once we’ve taken our seats.

      “Yeah, can we both get a Malibu mango sunrise and glasses of water?” Dare says, causing me to blink at him a few times.

      “Sure.” Her eyes narrow good-naturedly. “Can I see ID?”

      His eyebrows rise like he’s surprised she’s even asking, but he says, “Sure,” and leans forward to pull his wallet out of his back pocket. I watch as he hands her what must be a fake ID because she looks at it, thanks him, and hands it back. Her gaze shifts to me, but before she can ask, he says, “You know what? Can you also put in an appetizer order? We’d love some spinach and artichoke dip, but we’re meeting with the interior decorator at our new place in about an hour. I’d hate to keep her waiting.”

      Uncertainty flickers across her face, but he sounds so sure of himself as he casually utters that absolute bullshit, she decides he’s probably telling the truth and nods, turning away to go put in our order.

      Dare leans back in his seat and smirks over at me.

      I cock an eyebrow. “We’re moving in together now, huh?”

      He nods. “It’s a big step, but I think we’re ready for it.”

      I crack a smile. “It’s scary how comfortable you are lying. When I lie, I look like I’m holding back a murder confession with a hot face and guilty eyes. When you lie, it’s like… you’re telling the truth.”

      “Lying is easy, you just have to do it with confidence.”

      “No, thanks. I don’t need to be a better liar. It’s not a skill I find particularly useful.”

      “Nah,” he says, like he’s not surprised. “You’re a good girl, aren’t you? All the way, through and through.”

      I shrug. “I guess. I try to be a good person. When you lie, your word means less and less. I don’t see the advantage of making it difficult for people to trust you.”

      “Maybe people shouldn’t trust me,” he says casually.

      I shrug. “Maybe. In that case, go ahead and lie all you want, just don’t be surprised by the consequences.”

      “The consequences today are that we’re going to have delicious drinks with our lunch.”

      “Those are the immediate consequences, yes. The longer term consequences are that I will always be a little skeptical of anything you say because there’s literally no way to tell if you’re lying or telling the truth. Maybe you don’t care if I believe you, but it’s true either way. If there ever comes a day when you need me to believe you and I don’t, it’s no one’s fault but yours.”

      “Why wouldn’t I care?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. A week ago, you didn’t even know my name. Maybe my ability to trust you isn’t something that matters to you.”

      Dare watches me, his gaze narrowed. The waitress brings over a tray with our glasses of water and two brightly colored orange and red drinks with curled orange rinds on top.

      She asks if we’re ready to order and since we are in a bit of a hurry, I quickly consult the menu while Dare orders, then order a chopped salad for myself.

      Once the waitress walks away and leaves us to our drinks, Dare returns to the topic. “What if I didn’t lie to you?”

      I smile, lifting the icy alcoholic beverage and taking a sip. “Because I’m special?” I tease.

      “Because I can see your point about it being hard to trust someone who lies to you all the time. I might omit things if I think you’re better off not knowing them, but if you ask me anything directly, even something I’d rather keep from you, I promise not to lie. Not to you.”

      I cock an eyebrow. On the face of it, it’s not a lot, but I have a feeling it’s more than he usually offers people. “Why?”

      “Because I want you to be able to trust me. How I behave with others doesn’t necessarily have to be how I behave toward you. You trust me, and I’ll never give you a reason not to.”

      That feels like a big promise coming from him. If he were anyone else, I might not consider it much of an offer, but I can tell it challenges him to make it, and that makes it a big deal. “I appreciate that,” I say seriously.

      He nods wordlessly like it’s not a big deal, but I still think it is.

      “Have you lied to me before?” I ask tentatively, wanting to test out this new arrangement, but cognizant that too far too fast might unravel the whole thing.

      My doubts are bolstered when his gaze takes on a guarded look. Arms crossed, he nods. “I suppose you could say that.”

      What did you lie about?

      That’s too much. I don’t want to obliterate his comfort all at once. He needs to get comfortable being honest with me, then if there are relevant lies that need to come out, they can.

      “Did you…” I hesitate, my question sounding so monstrous in my head, I’m afraid to ask.

      He sees my hesitation and gives me a push. “Go ahead, ask.”

      “Um…” I look up at him, feeling a bit guilty for even asking. It would be horrible to lie about something like that, but before I get my mom’s hopes up, I have to know. “Were you telling the truth about the oncologist your family knows? Can he really help my mom?”

      The guardedness in his gaze clears. “Yes, of course I was telling the truth about that. I don’t know for certain he can help your mom, but I’ll reach out to him today after school. I hope he can.”

      I breathe a sigh of relief. I didn’t want to believe he would lie about something like that. It would’ve undercut all the nice feelings I’ve been having toward him. Anyone who lied to someone in my position about something like that would have to be too malicious to even try to understand.

      A little voice whispers at the back of my mind that he could still be lying.  Giving me truths he’s comfortable parting with to support his claim and effectively lower my guard. Just because he said it doesn’t mean that he means it.

      I want to give him the benefit of the doubt, though.

      I have heard a lot bad about him, but I can see something good in him, too.

      It’s the good I like most, but if I’m being honest with myself, there are aspects of the badness I don’t hate. It’s infuriating and somehow amusing at the same time how he manipulates the world around him. I haven’t seen him be actually malicious; he’s just a spoiled ass who likes getting his way. Who doesn’t like getting their way? Most people just don’t do the shit he does to get it.

      “Can I ask one more?”

      He nods.

      “It’s personal.”

      His expression doesn’t change.

      “It’s about Anae.”

      He cracks a smile. “Just ask.”

      “Do you—?” I hesitate. It’s too personal, too invasive. I don’t even know why it really matters, but I can’t stop myself from asking, even if I might not like the answer. “Do you love her?”

      “No.”

      His answer comes easy. That feels like a relief until I remember how easily he lies, but I have a strong sense that he’s not lying about this.

      “Does she know that?” I ask.

      He lifts his broad shoulder and shrugs. “How should I know what Anae knows?”

      “Have you ever told her you did?”

      “No.”

      My eyebrows rise in surprise. “Never?”

      He shakes his head. “Why should I lie about that?”

      “I don’t know. Guys do.”

      He rolls his eyes. “Some guys, maybe. Personally, I don’t need to tell a girl I love her to get what I want from her.”

      “Because you’re just so irresistible?” I tease, grabbing my drink and taking a sip.

      Dare’s gaze lingers on my lips as I lick them. I put the glass down softly. His gaze darkens, then shoots purposefully to meet mine.

      Thankfully, before either of us has to say anything, the waitress interrupts the moment to drop our spinach and artichoke dip off at the table.

      “Thank you,” I say a little more vehemently than is reasonable for just serving an appetizer.

      “Of course,” she says brightly. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “Nope. We’re good,” Dare says, his tone wryly amused.
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      The windows are down as we head back toward the school. I’m feeling light and breezy like I haven’t in… I can’t even recall the last time I felt so free.

      Maybe before Dad left.

      Probably before Mom’s diagnosis.

      I know it’s been a long time.

      I want to stick my head out the window like a dog and let the wind blow my hair all to hell. I want to spread my arms and fly.

      I probably shouldn’t have had that cocktail at lunch.

      I never drink, so I’m a total lightweight.

      I’m sad when we drive away from the beach, but I know it’s time to get back to the real world. We stayed way late at the restaurant. I missed my government class, but we’ll make it back so I can finish up with psych before Dare has to take me home.

      That’s the plan, but then Dare misses the turn back toward the school. I think maybe he was distracted and he’ll take the next road and circle back, but he keeps driving.

      As we get farther and farther away from Baymont High, I stop catching the wind between my fingers and settle back in my seat. I’m a little tipsy and my head isn’t right, but I try to focus as I look over at him.

      “Hey, what are you doing?” I ask him.

      “Driving,” he answers without looking away from the road.

      “I know that, but you’re going the wrong way.” I gesture vaguely behind us. “The school is back there.”

      “You don’t say?” he says lightly.

      “I don’t want to be late for my last class.”

      “Which one is it again?”

      “AP psych.”

      “Ah.” He waves me off. “You don’t need to go to psych class. You want to know about abnormal psychology? Just spend the day with me.”

      I smile. “Very funny, but I’m serious.”

      Finally, he looks over at me. “We’re not going back to school, Aubrey.”

      “But I have class. And my stuff’s there. How will I do my homework if I don’t have my books?”

      “I’ll have someone collect your stuff for you and drop it at my place after school. We’ll grab it before I take you home.”

      “I don’t…” I don’t really know what to say to that. I’m not used to having help with anything anymore, and he has help with everything. “Don’t you ever do anything yourself?”

      “Sure,” he says easily. “Right now, I’m kidnapping a girl I know from school with no help at all.”

      “My apologies. That’s terribly impressive.”

      “See?”

      I grin and shake my head, but I don’t fight him. I never get days off anymore, so a stolen hour with him… there are worse things in the world.

      To my surprise, he drives me to his house. I follow him around back, tagging along as we move past the pool I nearly died in a week ago.

      I shoot it a dirty look and maintain my distance, staying behind him since I feel safer there. He stops to raid the bar, looking at different bottles before deciding to grab rum.

      “This’ll do. You want anything else?”

      “Bottled water?”

      He rolls his eyes, but grabs me a cold bottle of water out of the mini fridge.

      Once he has the alcohol shoved in my purse, he grabs my hand and takes me through his backyard. He keeps going until we get to the edge of the cliff, then he hauls me to the steep stairs that lead down to the beach.

      Uncertain, I fall back a step. “Wait, we’re going down these?”

      “That is the way to the beach,” he says dryly.

      “Is there another way?”

      “Sure. I can push you. You’ll get there a hell of a lot faster, but I make no promises about the condition you’ll be in.”

      I roll my eyes, muttering as I walk closer to the steps, “Some spoiled rich boy you are. You don’t even have an elevator down to the beach?”

      “I am an endless disappointment,” he says solemnly.

      I crack a smile, but it fades quickly as I place my hand on the railing.

      Thankfully, there is at least a railing to hold onto, but I’m not comfortable walking down this staircase. I wouldn’t love it completely sober, but with a little alcohol in my veins, it’s a big fat no.

      I go anyway.

      We make it down safely, but as soon as my sandals sink into the sand, I begin to question my footwear choices. I grab onto Dare’s shoulder to keep myself upright as I wobble on one leg, reaching down to pull off my sandal.

      He glances at my hand on his shoulder, then back at me as I gracelessly tip over. I laugh, my nails biting into his shoulder, but I still lose my balance and fall on my ass in the sand.

      “My god, have you never imbibed alcohol in your whole life?” he asks, amused, as he turns to look at me sprawled on the beach.

      It doesn’t occur to me until his gaze travels up my legs that they’re spread and he can probably see my panties.

      I shift my weight and move my legs to block his view, then climb to my knees. He offers a hand, I expect to help me up, but rather than help me stand, he plants that hand on his hip, then grabs my other hand and plants it on his other hip.

      I look up at him, on my knees in the sand at his feet. I don’t know how he looks even more handsome from down here, but all the amusement in my body dissipates, replaced with a strangely sensual heat.

      A faint smirk tugs at his lips, hinting at the thoughts playing through his mind. “You look good down there,” he murmurs. “Maybe you should stay for a while.”

      Heat travels through my belly as I think about what he means.

      I drop my hands and break his gaze, pushing myself up off the beach without help.

      Strangely, I feel a little more sober as I stand up.

      I don’t look at him. I look at the ocean, at the powerful waves folding in on themselves and riding in to crash against the shore.

      “I love the beach,” I say softly as I slide my purse strap back over my shoulder.

      Dare places a hand on my hip and pulls me in closer to him. “Me too.”

      We walk down the beach until we come to a cluster of rocks. There’s beach in front of it, but the water keeps crashing against the rocks and flooding the small area of sand.

      Dare lets go of my hip and grabs my hand. He leads the way, but we don’t make it all the way across before the water comes rushing back at the shore. I let out a shriek as the cold water hits my legs, startling me as I’m now standing knee-deep in the ocean.

      He looks back, a smile that feels genuine on his handsome face. “You okay?”

      I don’t realize until he asks that I’m squeezing his hand in a death grip. I make a point to ease up, but I can’t deny being in the water again sparks a bit of panic that tightens in my chest and raises the hair on my arms.

      I want to get out of the water, so I nod quickly. He must see the discomfort on my face, because he hauls me forward and we make it past before another wave comes.

      Once we’re in the clear, he hauls me up beside him again. “You freak out a little back there?”

      “Just a bit.”

      His grip on my waist tightens. “I wouldn’t let anything happen to you.”

      Maybe it’s crazy, but I believe him.

      He’s so warm and solid, I have to fight the temptation to rest my head on his shoulder.

      Once we’re across the little stretch of beach beyond the rocks, there’s another cluster of rocks, but this one has a cave nestled behind it. I’m not sure which way we’re going, but he stops when we get to the rocks.

      “Here, put these in your purse,” he says, taking the sandals out of my hand and shoving them in my handbag with the liquor. He zips it as much as he can, probably so I don’t dump anything, then he starts climbing the rocks.

      “Careful,” he calls back. “These are slippery, and they hurt like hell when you step on them.”

      He’s right, they do hurt like hell to walk on, but my sandals are too loose and floppy. I consider putting them on to protect my feet, but I’m too afraid I would slip and die, and that would be infinitely worse.

      “Why does hanging out with you always have to be so dangerous?” I complain as I brace my hand on the next rock.

      Dare sits down, dangling his feet over the edge, and looks back to make sure I’m coming. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it.”

      I finally sit down on the relatively smooth surface of the rock he’s perched on. Once I’m seated there and no longer concerned about slipping and falling to a painful death, I look out at the view, and all my complaints wash away.

      Wow.

      The ocean in front of us is an absolute sight to behold. The ocean stretches on right up to the fluffy white clouds and the beautiful blue sky. The water ripples and sunlight dances across the surface.

      “Wow,” I breathe.

      He nods, reaching over and unzipping my purse so he can draw out the rum. “Nice, isn’t it?”

      “This is gorgeous.” I look down, feeling the light spray of ocean water on my bare toes as the waves crash against the rocks. I look over at him with a smile. “Thanks for bringing me here.”

      He meets my gaze as he unscrews the bottle. “Thanks for coming with me.”

      “I didn’t have a choice, remember? You kidnapped me.”

      “Right. Then, thanks for not calling the cops.”

      I laugh and he hands me the bottle. I’ve certainly never had rum straight from the bottle before, but I suppose there’s a first time for everything.

      It’s actually pretty good. I take a small sip, then a second slightly bigger one before I pass it back. I expect him to use his shirt to wipe off the top since I just had my mouth on it, but he just takes a swig, apparently unbothered.

      “We’ll have to come out here one night and watch the sunset,” he tells me.

      “Oh, I bet it’s gorgeous.”

      “It is.” He looks over, bringing the rum bottle to my lips and tipping it back, making me take a bigger drink than I did before.

      I pull back as the alcohol comes out too fast. I start to wipe my lips, but he pushes my hand away, using his thumb to rub away the little bit of alcohol that got on my lips.

      Holding my gaze, he brings that thumb to his mouth. I watch as it disappears between his perfectly shaped lips, taking a breath that feels suddenly weighted. Not in a reassuring way like a blanket, but like I can scarcely draw a breath.

      I shift my attention back to the water and try to change the subject. “Do you come out here a lot?”

      “Yeah.” He tips the bottle back and takes a swig. “I usually like to come here alone, though. It’s peaceful.”

      “I hope I’m not ruining your peace,” I say lightly.

      “Of course not.” He glances at me. “I like hanging out with you.”

      “I like hanging out with you, too.”

      He passes me the bottle. “Has the ocean always spooked you?”

      The abrupt subject change startles me. I take a sip before answering. “Um… no. I was never afraid of water before. I guess it’s probably just too fresh, you know? That was scary last week. I honestly thought I was going to die, and that feeling, the water filling my lungs…”

      I don’t even want to think about it.

      I accept the bottle as he hands it back, but I didn’t even notice him take a drink this time. “Can’t be afraid of it. How’m I ever going to teach you how to swim if you’re afraid of the water?”

      I take a sip and crack a smile. “I don’t know. It might not be a good idea.”

      “It’s a better idea than you drowning,” he returns.

      I offer the bottle back. My head feels heavy. I don’t mean to, but I lean my head against his shoulder to support the weight of it. “I think I should stop drinking.”

      “Nah, have a little more.”

      I’m too wobbly, so he wraps an arm around my shoulders and tips it back, making me drink more than I want to.

      It feels good. I’ve only had alcohol on a few occasions, and never enough to get drunk. I don’t recognize the feeling of fogginess, but the more it hits me, the less I resist when Dare keeps plying me with liquor.

      I don’t know how long we sit there, but it feels like forever. It feels nice, too. I feel so light and happy, so untethered to the heavy reality I’ve known lately. He makes me feel free, and I adore him for it.

      “Come on,” he says after a while, putting his rum bottle back in my bag and climbing off the rock.

      “Dare, I don’t know if I can…”

      “This side’s easier to get over,” he assures me, continuing across the rocks instead of going back the way we came.

      I’m uncertain, but he seems totally sure, so I move slowly, following him across the rocks to get to the other side.

      He’s right, it’s a lot easier to get across over here.

      Dare waits on the beach below while I try to figure out how to slide down the rock to the beach without scraping the backs of my thighs.

      Reaching his hands up and grabbing my waist, he says, “I got you.”

      He lifts me off the rock. I slide down the front of his hard body as he lowers me until my bare feet touch the sand.

      I’m so tipsy, I nearly trip over his shoe, but his strong grip keeps me upright. He leans in, making my heart pound hard in my chest, but he only leans his forehead against mine for a moment.

      God, that’s so sweet.

      My heart fills up. He pulls back.

      I follow him across the beach, but I couldn’t walk a straight line if my whole life depended on it.

      “Where are we going?” I ask him.

      “There’s a little lagoon over here,” he tells me.

      Sure enough, there’s a cove with rock formations that block so much of the ocean’s movement, it has created a dreamy little lagoon much calmer than the ocean. White caps still move in and hit the sandy shore, but the waves are small and not intimidating at all.

      “This is so peaceful,” I tell him.

      He bends to pull his shoes off and leave them on the dry part of the beach. “Come on,” he says, taking my hand and pulling me toward the water.

      Since it doesn’t look deep here, I follow him. My toes sink into the wet sand. I’m okay when we’re ankle deep, but then the water gets deeper. It sloshes around my kneecaps, and he’s still pulling me.

      “Dare.”

      He must hear the nervousness in my tone because he stops and looks back at me.

      “This is far enough,” I tell him uncertainly. “I don’t want to get my skirt wet.”

      He lets go of my hand and turns around. I gasp as he suddenly bends, catches water in his hands, and throws it at me.

      “Dare!”

      He laughs and the sound is so lovely, it’s as if everything inside me lifts. “Too late. You’re wet now.”

      There’s a devious bend to his eyebrow when he says that. It turns my cheeks pink as I grab a handful of water and throw it right back at him. I aim for his face but he dodges. Droplets of ocean water still hit him, clinging to his thick dark hair.

      Without meaning to, I move a little closer, then I’m chasing him and we’re throwing water at one another until we’re completely soaked.

      My drenched clothes are clinging to my body at this point, so when he grabs me and makes me go farther out, I let him. Water sloshes past my hips, and my white skirt looks cool floating in the ocean around me.

      I’m not sure how deep the water is over here, but he knows I can’t swim, so I know he won’t take me too far. He’s taller than I am, though, so he may not realize how deep the water is getting.

      “Dare,” I say, pulling on his hand once the water is waist deep.

      He stops and turns back to look at me. My bright yellow cami top is more of a marigold now that it’s wet. The thin fabric is plastered against my skin, showing the outline of my breasts, the hardness of my nipples.

      Dare’s gaze darkens as he looks at me. He grabs me, pulling me over to him. He takes my hips to pull me closer, then his hands slide down and cup my ass. I’m startled at the way he squeezes until I realize he’s lifting me. He tells me to wrap my legs around him.

      My heart thuds dully, an ache between my thighs I’ve never felt in the presence of any other guy. He lifts me easily since we’re in the water, and then my pussy is pressed against him, only the thin, wet barrier of my panties protecting me.

      I don’t feel like I need any protection from him, though. A week ago, I would have said that’s a crazy fucking thing to even think, but right now as I bob in the water with his strong hands under my ass, I feel safe.

      It’s the same feeling I had that night in the pool when he wrapped his arms around me and saved me from a watery grave.

      Our positions are almost the same, too. I hadn’t noticed because my head is above water, and since we were playing in the ocean, I’m not scared.

      I realize that’s why he brought me out here.

      I freaked out when the water hit my ankles. Now, I’m submerged in the ocean, my feet not even touching the ground, and I feel completely safe.

      It’s him.

      I feel safe with him.

      Yearning I’ve never felt before hits me. It hits like a truck—I want him. I like him. I want to feel the way I feel when I’m with him all the time.

      Maybe that’s why I lean my heavy head forward and bury it in the crook of his neck.

      Maybe that’s why, when he pushes his fingers through my hair and tugs my head back to make me look at him…

      Maybe that’s why I let him kiss me.

      My belly fills with butterflies as his lips touch mine. It’s electric, euphoric. I wrap my arms around his neck and close my eyes, tightening my legs around his body to pull him closer. My heart pounds and my pussy throbs with need that twists in my gut when his fist tightens in my hair like he’s as hungry for it as I am.

      Anae.

      Fuck.

      No, I hate her. Fuck her. She tried to get me fired.

      She’s still his girlfriend. A guy with a girlfriend shouldn’t be kissing you.

      I can’t argue that.

      Damn my conscience.

      Damn, damn, damn.

      It happened so fast, I didn’t have time to realize what was coming. Now, I pull back, unwrapping my legs from his waist and lowering myself back to the ocean floor.

      I don’t meet his gaze.

      It’s not necessarily that I’m ashamed. I would never go after some other girl’s boyfriend, but Anae is terrible. If I were dating her, I wouldn’t want to be, either.

      But he is.

      No one’s making him.

      I don’t get the impression anyone can make Dare do anything, so if he’s with her, it must be because there’s something he likes about her, and if he likes her…

      Fuck.

      I shouldn’t have come out here with him.

      “Hey,” he says when I turn and start making my way back toward the beach.

      “I need to get home,” I say without looking back. “I’m sure school is over by now. My mom will wonder what’s taking me so long.”

      He’s still for a moment before I hear the water sloshing as he moves to join me on the beach.

      I’m awkward, fidgeting with the things in my purse so I don’t have to look at him. I almost put my sandals back on, but I still think that will make it harder to climb the rocks.

      My head feels slightly less foggy than it did before he kissed me, but I’m still cautious as I make my way across the rocks to the other side of the beach.

      Dare falls into step beside me. I feel him looking at me as we approach the steps leading up to his back yard, but I don’t look back.

      “Are we good?” he asks, finally breaking the silence.

      I look over at him briefly to flash him a tiny smile. “Yeah, of course.”

      “You seemed a little freaked out back there.”

      I meet his gaze more steadily, even though it makes my stomach hurt to utter my next words. “I don’t kiss guys who have girlfriends.”

      “Even girlfriends you don’t like?”

      “Even girlfriends I absolutely hate,” I verify.

      He nods, looking more like he’s been handed new information about me to file away than offended. “Got it.”

      We head back up to his house to get my school bag, no doubt dropped off by one of his nerd soldiers.

      I’m horrified to learn it’s past four o’clock.

      Mom hasn’t texted me to see where I am, so I’m also a little worried.

      Dare takes me home, but the ride is much quieter.

      I already miss the beach. The sunset I’ll never get to watch with him.

      I know I can’t go back there. I never should have been there in the first place. Logically, I know I don’t belong in Dare’s world, and I certainly don’t belong in his arms.

      I thank him for the ride as I open the door to climb out, but I feel a little uncertain about things since I did sort of reject him.

      “You’re still picking me up tomorrow, right?”

      “Of course.”

      Relief floods me. Because he doesn’t seem to hate me, or because I have a ride to school? I don’t know, maybe both.

      Whatever the case, I’m glad I’ll see him tomorrow once this awkwardness has passed and my brain isn’t swimming in rum.
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      I’m wearing black jeans and a long-sleeved, mauve top when Dare pulls up in front of my house this morning.

      My stupid heart is so happy to see him.

      I ignore it as I climb into his matte black Audi, not struggling to get my bag in the floor today while maintaining my modesty since I wore jeans.

      Dare’s gaze still lingers on my legs as if they’re bare, then slides to my face in that deliberate way of his. “Good morning.”

      “Hey,” I say back, grabbing the seat belt and pulling it across my body.

      He waits for me to secure it, then he shifts the car into drive and we’re off.

      It’s a little chilly this morning, so the windows are rolled up. Not like yesterday.

      Once I sobered up, the whole of yesterday started to seem batshit crazy. Kissing someone else’s boyfriend in the ocean? I couldn’t describe a scene less characteristic of something I would do if I actively tried.

      I’m hesitant to blame it on the alcohol, but I did drink a lot of it.

      Thankfully, it’s a short ride to school, but it feels longer today with an invisible third passenger.

      Awkwardness.

      Oh, how I hate it.

      When he pulls into his spot and turns off the engine, part of me regrets wasting our last car ride together not talking.

      A small, shameful part of me also hoped things would go much differently. I know it’s insane because we’re just getting to know each other, but since he seems not to even like Anae… I don’t know, some part of me hoped maybe he would be playful and comfortable when I got in the car this morning, and when I wondered why he didn’t feel as awkward about it as I did, he would tell me he broke up with her. Not for me, necessarily, but because after some soul-searching, he realized he wouldn’t even be kissing some other girl on his private beach if he actually liked the one he was with.

      None of that happens.

      The discomfort doesn’t seem to bother him.

      Before we get out, he finally says, “Since I imagine I won’t be seeing you at lunch today, the shop said your car would be done by two. I told them to deliver it to my parking spot so you’d know where to find it.”

      “Oh. But we’re in your parking spot.”

      “Just dropping you off,” he tells me. “I’ll park somewhere else today.”

      “That’s really nice of you. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome,” he says. “If my car gets scratched, I’m blaming you, though.”

      I crack a smile at the return of playfulness to his tone. “That’s fair.”

      I finally allow myself to look over at him, and that thought echoes through my mind again.

      I miss you.

      It’s absurd to miss someone who is sitting right beside me, even more absurd to miss someone I barely know, and yet…

      “Maybe…” I shut my mouth, wishing I hadn’t opened it. “No, never mind.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      My stupid ass wants to have lunch with him again. Not even necessarily leaving the school like we did yesterday, but just spending time with him wherever. I could bring my bagged lunch, he could grab something from the lunch line.

      And what? Sit together in the cafeteria and have a grand old time while Anae watches and doesn’t mind at all?

      He presses again, but I tell him nothing and pull the latch to let myself out of the car before I say something really stupid.
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      Thankfully, my brain seems to recover with some time away from him.

      I get back to my usual routine of getting a head start on my homework during lunch. A bespectacled kid comes over to my table, blushing beneath his freckles as he hands me my car keys.

      I expect he’s one of Dare’s nerd soldiers.

      My suspicions are confirmed when I look at Dare’s table and see him watching to make sure his delivery arrives.

      My lips tug up. I can’t help it. He’s so shameless.

      Shifting my gaze back to the messenger, I say, “Thank you.”

      The kid blushes even harder. He swallows, looking like he’d rather die than repeat what he’s about to say, but he mumbles, “He also wanted me to give you this.”

      He holds out a scrap of torn notebook paper. I am delighted and a little stunned to see Dare has written his phone number on it.

      Who does that?

      I know he has my phone number, so I’m surprised he would give his to me in such an archaic way.

      Then again, Dare employs an army of nerds to do his menial labor instead of picking on them, so I guess he really just does things his own way.

      I love that he doesn’t fit the mold he occupies. I like to think he’s a benevolent king who is nice to his laboring serfs, too.

      “Thank you,” I say again.

      “There’s a present for you in the car. It’s from Dare.” He utters that last part like he’ll explode if he doesn’t deliver the message fast enough, then he hustles away without another word.

      A bit wryly, I wonder if Dare put the present there himself or had his messenger do it, but I probably already know the answer.

      Since his attention is divided between watching me and his friends at his table, I have to wait a few seconds for Dare’s gaze to shift back to me. I do a mock bow and mouth “thank you.” He smirks, and I miss his energy sitting all the way over here.

      No.

      I cut that line of thinking off straight away and put my head down, burying it in my books. I’ve been so distracted by Dare, so caught up in my whirlwind appearance in his world. But it’s over now, and it’s time to get back to reality.

      When the school day is finally over, I head out to the parking lot.

      I have to remind myself I’m parked in Dare’s spot right up front. Even though it’s his spot to do with as he pleases, it feels conspicuous walking to my car parked there as a bunch of kids are flooding out of the school behind me.

      I don’t know what it says about him, but he’s not remotely sneaky about the shady things he does.

      I forgot all about the present he left for me over the course of my last two classes, but I’m reminded when I slide in and go to drop my heavy-ass backpack in the passenger seat. I nearly crush a pink striped gift bag. I catch its weight just as the top of the gift bag dents.

      Shifting my target, I drop my school bag farther over on the seat and grab the gift bag, pulling it on my lap so I can see what’s inside.

      Layers of white tissue paper obscure the item. I push them aside and see two things—an envelope with my name on it, and a bit of white folded fabric.

      I pull the note out first.

      The envelope is sealed, so I tear it open. When I go to pull it out, I’m startled to find money stuffed inside along with the note. My stomach twists, a mix of confusion and… I’m not sure what. I count out the fifties in mild disbelief.

      He gave me $300?

      More perplexed than I was before, I open the note card. The inside is blank but for his writing.

      
        
        
        Let’s see how serious you were about that side hustle. ;)

        This is the first half.

        You’ll get the other 300 after I get a picture of you wearing what’s inside the bag. Nothing else.

      

        

      

      What?

      Oh, my god.

      My cheeks burn as I set aside the card and the money and pull the folded fabric out of the bag.

      It’s a pair of white panties. They’re the epitome of purity with soft fabric over the crotch, but lace everywhere else. They even have a little white bow in the center.

      He has got to be kidding.

      I’m floored. He is out of his mind if he thinks I’m sending him a picture of me in just my panties.

      Before I head home, I grab my phone and carefully type in his number from the slip of paper he sent over at lunch.

      “You have lost your whole mind if you think I’m doing that,” I text him.

      I wait a few seconds to see if he has his phone out, but he’s probably heading to his car or driving home. I put my phone in the cup holder and head to my house, too, but I can’t stop thinking about the panties he bought me and his insane request.

      Once I’m in my driveway, I check my phone again and see I have a text from him. It’s the first one I’ve ever received, and my tummy flutters a little.

      “Why?” he asks. “It’s exactly what you asked for. Less than an hour of work, and you’ll make $600. What’s the issue?”

      There are too many issues! I don’t even know where to begin.

      I type back, “I was JOKING about stripping. I might be in dire straits, but sex work wasn’t in my five year plan.”

      “Guess you don’t need the money that badly then,” he shoots back.

      Yes, I do.

      My energy dips a little when I realize it. It’s depraved asking me to send him a picture like that for a lot of reasons, but the reality is, I do need money, and as shady as his terms are, he is offering some.

      As reluctant as I am to do what he asked, I know I shouldn’t turn down a chance to make an extra $600. It wouldn’t buy me a whole month with all our expenses, but it would still be a relief to have an unexpected infusion of cash. And while I was joking about stripping, I can’t say I’d never consider it. There are more important things than my modesty, and Mom’s cancer treatment is definitely one of them. Keeping a roof over our heads is another. I know how she would feel if we lost the house, and as bad as her health is, she can’t take stress like that.

      I guess at least if I sent him a picture, he would be the only one seeing it.

      Rather than acknowledge why this makes a bit of sense, I text back, “What would your girlfriend think about all this?”

      His response is immediate. “I doubt she’d be as into it as I am, but they’re not for her.”

      I roll my eyes. “You know that is not what I meant.”

      “Guys watch porn all the time. How is this any different?”

      “It’s totally different,” I type back, wide-eyed. “You KNOW me. You don’t know Scarlet O’ Big Boobs.”

      “Brb, saving your number in my phone as Scarlet O’ Big Boobs.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I send back, unable to bite back a horrified laugh.

      “Too late.” He sends back a screenshot to prove he did it.

      “Why are you the worst?” I ask him.

      “What are you talking about? I’m your fairy godmother. Now, get your little ass inside the house and take a picture if you want the rest of your money.”

      “I am not sending you a picture of me… like that.”

      “In panties?” he questions. “What do you have against panties? I guess you can leave them off if you really want to…”

      The. Worst.

      I shake my head, typing back, “It’s not happening.”

      “I disagree,” he texts back. “I don’t have an exact ratio of how often I get what I want, but I should tell you, it happens more often than it doesn’t.”

      I’m tempted to sit here and keep talking to him, but I’m sitting in the driveway with the car off, and it’s starting to get hot.

      I gather my things, shoving the gift bag and its contents into my backpack so Mom doesn’t see them when I go inside. My phone vibrates just as I get through the door. It’s another message from Dare.

      “What are we having for dinner tonight?”

      “My mom and I are having lasagna,” I type back. “I have no idea what you’re having.”

      He texts back, “I know what I want for dessert…”

      I don’t know if he means it as an innuendo, but that’s how I take it.

      It feels like a knot sinks from my chest cavity into my upper abdomen. Ignoring it, I type back, “I recommend some nice cold ice cream.”

      “Lol, you would,” he answers.

      “I have to go,” I tell him. “I just got home and I need to take a shower before I start dinner.”

      “Sounds like the perfect opportunity for a photo op.”

      “Don’t hold your breath.”

      “I’ve been holding my breath since we met, mermaid.”

      Ugh, he’s so full of shit, and yet my stupid heart pitter patters like it believes him.

      Doesn’t matter, I tell myself.

      Do the right thing.

      Put the phone away and stop thinking about him.

      I’m on Mom’s time now, anyway.

      “Hey sweetie,” she calls out, looking back at me as if she senses I need a reminder.

      I flash a weak smile back. “Hey.”

      “How was school?”

      “Good.” I start to drop my bags, but reconsider given what’s inside. “I’m just going to drop this stuff off in my room and take a shower, then I’ll come out and start dinner, okay?”

      “Okay, honey.”

      I need to bring up that doctor Dare told me about, but maybe I should wait until I hear back from him. I know Mom is tired of fighting, I know she thinks she has tried everything at this point and it’s all failed, but what if…?

      Remembering what Dare’s doing for me just puts him in my head again, and I had only cleared him out for a couple of seconds.

      I try to ignore the sinking feeling that I like him far more than I should because I know what I should do if that’s the case.

      I should delete his number.

      Block it, even.

      I should stay far, far away from him.

      Even if he didn’t belong to the worst girl in the world. I don’t even have time to like a normal guy; I certainly do not have time to like Chase Darington.
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      I’m exhausted by the time I fall into bed, and I haven’t even touched my homework yet. I tell myself I’m just going to rest my eyes, but when I jerk awake to a pitch black bedroom, I grab my phone on the bed beside me and see it’s 3 am.

      Shit.

      I also see I missed a text from Dare just after twelve.

      “It’s midnight, Cinderella. Where’s my picture?”

      Smiling faintly, I text back, “You are the most depraved fairy godmother ever.”

      The brain fog is too thick for me to realize he’s probably asleep by now.

      I’m still so tired, but unfortunately, I have to wake up.

      By the time I’m finished with my homework, the sun is up and I have to be at school in a half hour.

      “Perfect,” I mutter to myself.

      My phone vibrates. I look down, expecting it to be Dare, but it’s just Mom asking me to add something to the grocery list.

      Ugh, that’s right. I need to make a grocery order again.

      All the light, happy feelings I got talking to Dare evaporate. I don’t even have time to shower. I’m so mad at myself for falling asleep, but it is what it is, I guess.

      I run to the bathroom and splash my face with cool water to wake me up. I make quick work of getting ready, then I rush back to my bedroom and start cramming books into my bag.

      I’m going to be late to school.

      I pop into Mom’s room to tell her goodbye and to remind her Josie will pop over and bring her dinner because I have to work tonight.

      I wish I could just come home after school, maybe take a nap. I wish I could curl up on the couch with Mom and watch a movie, have no worries for at least a few hours.

      I’m overwhelmed and feel like crying when I head out to my car, but I have to shake it off.

      Since I’m not riding to school with Dare anymore and I don’t have my own reserved parking up front, I end up parked at the back of the lot, hustling my ass off to get to homeroom.

      The teacher shoots me a dirty look when I run in late, making apologies as I head to my desk. My tummy rumbles as I fall into my seat and drop my things so loudly, everyone in the quiet room stares.

      Behind me, I hear someone whisper, “How tragic.”

      I look back at one of the rich girls Anae is friends with, her perfectly blended and glossed lips pouty as she feigns sympathy—whether at my raggedy appearance this morning, or my audible hunger, I’m not sure.

      I shoot her a dirty look right back. Ordinarily, I would just ignore something like that, but I’m caught off guard by it. I don’t know why this random girl is being mean to me. Sure, she’s Anae’s friend, but she wasn’t there that day at the shop, and last I heard, Anae hadn’t put any kind of social hit out on me.

      Whatever. I don’t care.

      I turn back to face the front and try to get my things unpacked as quietly as I can. There was no time to stop at my locker, so my backpack is so freaking heavy.

      It feels like people are staring when I walk out of class. I keep my head down, confused, as I hurry to my next class.

      People keep staring.

      Since that’s highly unusual, it freaks me out a little.

      Then, on my way to English class, I hear someone laugh and say, “Isn’t that the girl from the video?”

      The girl she’s talking to chuckles and says, “Yeah. That sound was perfect.”

      “I love when they’re top notch,” the girl says, tossing her blonde hair and smirking at me as she walks past.

      Video? Sound?

      I stop outside English class when I feel my phone vibrate.

      My heart practically stops when I see a link and a screenshot from Anae’s phone number.

      The screenshot shows a story someone posted on social media. It’s an old, dorky picture of me from environment club—back when I had time to be in school clubs—added to a background with text that reads, “Doing her part for the environment by giving up showering apparently.”

      My stomach pitches as I swipe it away and click the link.

      Clearly, it’s the video those girls were talking about. It was shot by the girl in class who called me tragic. She must have taken the video after I turned around. I’m hunched over, digging through my backpack, face flushed and hair a little frizzy. She added stench lines and animated flies buzzing around to indicate I stink, and then turned the camera around to show her face “prettily” cringing and lip syncing “ew” to the tone of a late night show host’s bit on SNL.

      Generally, I am not a person who cares what people think about me, but I came into today already feeling raw as hell, and now to see someone purposely humiliating me for no apparent reason…

      My eyes burn with tears that threaten to fall, but I don’t let them.

      I tell myself it doesn’t matter, that they don’t matter, and the enjoyment Anae clearly got out of sharing those with me certainly doesn’t matter, but deep down, all I can think about is that Dare has probably seen them, and I wonder if he laughed at me too, even if just because his friends were.

      Tears blur my vision. On impulse, I turn away from the door and head back to my locker.

      Fuck it. I’m blowing off English class today.

      Since English is the only class I have before lunch, and I’m certainly not going to show my face in the cafeteria, I head out to the quad and find a comfy spot beneath a shade tree.

      I tell myself this is a good plan because now I can get a head start on my weekend homework. Given my lack of sleep last night, I doubt I would have been able to stay up late and do it tonight. That means I would have had to do it sometime this weekend, which I hate doing. Doing it this way frees up more time to spend with Mom.

      It also means I’m so hungry my stomach feels like it’s caving in on itself. I have a couple of sticks of gum in my backpack, so I chew those while I work just to get a little sugar in my system, but it’s hard to concentrate when I’m so hungry.

      Ignoring the hunger, I try to push through.

      I’m doing an okay job until I hear soft footsteps on the grass behind me. I turn, half-expecting to see a teacher who just noticed I’m outside telling me I’m not allowed to be out here, but it’s not a teacher.

      A petite blonde girl with her hair pulled back into a pony tail approaches, her full pink lips pulled up in a smile. She’s carrying a lunch bag with her.

      I don’t know who she is, so I’m extremely confused when she suddenly kneels on the ground beside me.

      “Hello,” she says.

      She has a lovely voice.

      Still frowning, I offer a guarded, “Hello,” back.

      She sets the lunch bag down and unzips it, her gaze focused on unpacking it, apparently. “I thought you might be hungry. This is my lunch, but you can have it. I’ll just go through the lunch line and get something.”

      Embarrassment creeps up on me. “I don’t need your lunch. I can afford my own.”

      “I know,” she says, her tone light since she can probably tell I’m defensive. “But I thought maybe you didn’t want to go in the cafeteria because of…” She trails off, not wanting to explicitly refer to the social media posts.

      Oh.

      She has seen them.

      Of course she has.

      It seems like everyone has.

      Still a little untrusting, I look at her. “Who are you? I don’t think we have any classes together. You’re just offering your lunch to a complete stranger?”

      “My name’s Hannah. We don’t have any classes together. I’m actually a junior. This isn’t my lunch period, it’s my study hall, but I’ve been seeing the things Anae and her friends have posted about you all day, and I think it sucks. I don’t know if you saw, but they posted another story through the window of you sitting out here.” She points back at the window into the cafeteria. “They were pretty proud to have chased you out of the building. When I saw it, I fibbed and told the teacher I needed to pee so I could go to my locker and grab my lunch.” She looks down. “I just thought people were being really mean to you, and I didn’t want you to be hungry just because you didn’t feel like being around them.”

      My walls come down, my gaze shifting to the dish of fruit she’s opening for me. “That’s really kind of you, but you don’t have to do that.”

      “I want to,” she insists. “It’s not a big deal at all. Like I said, I can just buy lunch today.” She opens a little container and looks inside. “You’re not allergic to nuts, are you? This is a banana nut muffin.”

      My mouth waters. “That sounds amazing. No, I’m not allergic.”

      She flashes me a smile and hands over the container. “I hope you like it. I made them myself.”

      Since she seems to be waiting to see if I do, I sink my teeth into the moist, fluffy muffin, and my tastebuds explode with happiness. It’s probably only because I’m so hungry anything would taste good, but my God, this is the best muffin I’ve ever tasted.

      “Oh my god,” I say, covering my mouth.

      Her big blue eyes widen. “Is it bad? I just made them this morning, they should be really fresh.”

      I shake my head, chewing and swallowing the mouthful of deliciousness. “Will you marry me?”

      Startled, she bursts into laughter.

      I grin back, meeting her gaze. “No, I’m not kidding. If it means you will make these muffins for me all the time, I wanna lock you down.”

      Delighted, she laughs again. “I’m glad you like them. I’ve never had them trigger a spontaneous proposal before.”

      “Then you’re giving them to the wrong people,” I tell her. “I’m more of a cook than a baker myself, but I’m tempted to beg for your recipe so I can try to make these at home.”

      “You can have it,” she says easily. “It was my mom’s recipe. I’ll type it up over the weekend. I can give it to you Monday morning when I get my lunch bag back.”

      “You’re an angel on earth,” I tell her, looking over at the delicious assortment of fruit she’s given me, too. “What did you say your name was again?”

      “Hannah.” Her kind blue eyes flash with something that resembles guilt and she looks down. “I’m actually Anae’s stepsister.”

      My levity dissipates, distrust pouring back in.

      Anae’s sister is giving me food?

      I’ve already swallowed the first bite. I look down at the muffin, searching for what’s wrong with it. I don’t see anything obvious, like bugs or hair. “Did you put laxatives in it or something?”

      “No,” she says quickly, shaking her head. “No, I would never do that.”

      I meet her gaze levelly. “You’re Anae’s sister.”

      “Stepsister,” she corrects, but still looks a little unhappy about it. “And as someone who lives with her, I can assure you, I know what a nightmare she can be.”

      My guards are still up, but Hannah really does seem guileless.

      I look down at the muffin. I’m still a little wary that she could have messed with it. Anae is Dare’s girlfriend and has been for a while. Maybe they do the same sorts of things. Dare has an army at his command and he deploys them to do errands for him. Perhaps Anae does, too, only her army is meaner.

      I search the girl’s face, but I can’t find a single trace of malice. She seems really sweet, more concerned that I’ll think she must be bad and refuse to eat her lunch because she sincerely doesn’t want me to be hungry than because her older sister—or stepsister, whatever—sent her to torment me even more today.

      It’s a hard call after all the aggravation, but I believe her.

      Nodding to let her know, I say, “Well, I’m very sorry you have to live with her.”

      Hannah cracks a smile. “It’s not the best.”

      “I would still very much appreciate the muffin recipe.”

      Her smile widens. “Of course.” Seeing I believe her, she opens her purse and pulls out a little bottle of spritzer and a small brush. “It’s the most ridiculous thing ever that they’re picking on you over some frizz, but do you want me to brush your hair out and braid it for you while you eat?”

      I blink at her. “Seriously?”

      She shrugs. “I can if you want. I promise I don’t have lice.”

      “Um…”

      Seeing my hesitation, she gestures for me to turn and climbs on her knees behind me. “I’m gonna do it. I’ve been wanting to practice this half-back waterfall style, anyway, and it’s really hard to practice on my own head.”

      At first, it feels a little odd letting some girl I barely know do my hair, but as soon as her gentle fingers start working their way through my locks, my scalp tingles with pleasure and I realize how nice it feels to be pampered.

      Hannah is literally an angel, gentle and friendly. My guards pop up a couple times to warn me she could just be an incredible actress, that maybe Anae sent her with Nair in her purse or something, and when she’s finished working on me and I’m done with this muffin, I’ll be bald and have a horrible case of diarrhea.

      Like with Dare, though, I give her the benefit of the doubt.

      It’s much easier with her.

      She doesn’t have the feel of danger like he does. It’s incredibly easy to lower my guards and trust her, whereas with Dare, I can feel how risky it is even as I’m doing it.

      I wonder if she’s ever met him.

      I kind of hope not.

      I can see him liking her, but I can also see him chewing her up and spitting out the bones.

      Or falling madly in love with her great energy and never letting her go.

      Not sure which one horrifies me more, but I find myself hoping she has evaded his notice.

      Clearing my throat as she does my hair, I focus intently on the grape between my fingers and ask, “Do you know Dare?”

      “Anae’s boyfriend?” she questions. “I’ve met him, but I keep my distance when he comes around.”

      Smart girl.

      I’m also thankful. I wish I only felt that way for pure, selfless reasons, but I’m not as lovely as Hannah. Yes, I think he would be horrible for her well-being, but I’m also afraid he would like her if he ever spent any time with her—how could anyone not?—and the idea of him liking someone else is somehow painful.

      Which is ridiculous since he has a girlfriend.

      My god, what is wrong with me?

      “Do they seem… happy to you?” I ask, even knowing I’m crossing a line.

      “As happy as a couple of spiders sharing a particularly juicy fly,” she answers after a moment. “I don’t know him well, but I know Anae. Mean people are mean for a lot of different reasons, but with Anae… I hate to say this because I don’t like to believe something like that about anyone, but… I’m really not sure she’s even capable of love. If she is, I sure haven’t seen it.”

      Any lingering thoughts I had that Hannah might be a double agent are swept away with that statement. I definitely don’t know Anae as well as she does. I think she’s awful, but if even someone so close to her agrees, that must mean it’s real and not because of some bias I have.

      Hannah finishes braiding a ring around the back of my head, then she says, “There,” with a trace of happy accomplishment in her tone.

      I can’t see, of course, but she gives me a little compact mirror from her purse and uses her phone as well to show me how freaking pretty she made my hair look.

      I love this girl. I want to take her home with me.

      “That is so cute,” I tell her. “I love it.”

      She beams. “Isn’t it? I love waterfall hair. I just think it’s so pretty. And you have really nice hair to begin with. That style really works for you. You look so good.”

      “Thank you,” I say, not for the compliment which I can tell she really means, but for being so nice to me. I’ve felt like utter crap since I got to school today, and just hanging out with her for a little while, it all melted away.

      She smiles back like she understands what I’m thanking her for. “You’re welcome.”

      Since Hannah has to get back to her study hall, she doesn’t stay once she has finished my hair.

      Even once she’s gone, though, I feel better. After a while, I even feel silly for letting Anae and her friends get to me.

      I can’t help thinking that if I had time for friends, I would definitely want to be Hannah’s.

      And then, realizing she is the second person in Anae’s orbit I have taken to lately, I can’t help wondering what the hell is up with that?
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      This Friday hasn’t been much better than the one where I nearly died, but at long last, it ends, and I am free to climb in my bed and go to sleep.

      My bed feels incredible. I haven’t even pulled back the bedding and climbed underneath yet, I just crashed on top and don’t want to move.

      I didn’t bother turning on my bedroom light after I took a shower. I knew I didn’t have any energy left to do homework tonight. All I want to do is go to sleep.

      My phone lights up on the bed next to me.

      I grab it, trying to ignore the niggling hope that it’s Dare.

      It isn’t. It’s just a social media notification.

      I’m disappointed as I swipe the notification and open the app, but my disappointment ebbs when I see it’s a follow request from Hannah Dupont.

      I accept it, then tap home and look at my feed. Stories are displayed at the top. Hannah’s profile picture is her lying in a field of flowers which is honestly the most appropriate thing I can possibly imagine. I smile looking at her in her powder blue dress, gazing up at the sky.

      God, she’s so pretty.

      I wish I had time to be your friend.

      Her story is the first one displayed at the top of the screen, so out of curiosity, I click it.

      To my surprise, it’s an extremely flattering picture of me under the shade tree at school today, my beautiful waterfall braid in peak condition since she had just styled it. The caption reads, “She’s so pretty omg” with the hashtag #hairgoals.

      The whole hair goals thing is obviously bullshit because Hannah has long, gorgeous curls women would literally kill for, but I know what she’s doing. Putting this positive post and picture of me out there to combat all the mean ones Anae and her squad shared today.

      My chest feels all funny. Kinda tight and… heartburny.

      I’m caught completely off guard when I see a text from Dare flash across the top of my screen.

      I tap it before it has time to disappear.

      His text reads, “Should I be jealous?”

      My brow furrows faintly. “Jealous?” I type back, unsure what he means.

      “I’ve heard some ranting tonight about Anae’s sister being in love with you. I figured it was just Anae being dramatic, but I want to make sure I don’t need to get involved.”

      Involved?

      “Why would that necessitate your involvement anyway?”

      “I’m a territorial man,” he states.

      My tummy sinks. I don’t even know what to say to that, so it takes a moment before I get up the courage to ask, “And what territory are you policing, exactly?”

      “You know what territory I’m policing,” he answers.

      My palms feel sticky. I hold my phone, my heart beating a little too hard as I consider what to say to that.

      “Hannah’s just a friend,” I text back, feeling ridiculous even having to say it.

      “You sure?”

      “Pretty sure. She also seems super sweet, so you stay away from her,” I add with a winky face so he doesn’t take my demand too seriously—while also taking it to heart because he doesn’t need to go anywhere near Hannah Dupont.

      “Are you saying I’m not super sweet?” he teases.

      “I mean, I think you are, but opinions seem to vary.”

      “What does Hannah think?”

      That question makes me uneasy.

      It’s almost like he knows I asked her about him, but… he couldn’t possibly know that.

      “How should I know?” I ask evasively, ignoring the uncomfortable feeling that I’m not being entirely honest with him.

      “You know what I realized?” he asks.

      “What?” I ask, an aching pit in my gut that I don’t understand.

      “Miss Hannah Dupont has one more picture of you in her phone than I have in mine.”

      He’s not actually jealous of Hannah, right?

      That would be crazy.

      I’m sure he’s only joking, but I can’t shake the unease that he might not be, too. I don’t actually know him that well, after all. I’ve never heard he’s a jealous lunatic, but...

      “Yeah, I guess she does,” I answer. It’s not cute or clever, but I’m too worried to be charming right now.

      “So, I’m thinking, maybe if you don’t want to send me one, I should go upstairs to her room and see if I can convince her to send me the one she has.”

      I feel sick—utterly sick—at the thought.

      It doesn’t make sense, but it feels…

      It feels like a threat.

      I push up from my laying position, folding my legs in front of me on the bed and looking down at the phone, trying to think what to say.

      He’s not threatening me. I’m being ridiculous. He’s teasing me, that’s all. He just wants the picture of me in my underwear, and I know he’s not above using unorthodox methods of getting what he wants. He doesn’t even mean it. What kind of psycho would actually go up to his girlfriend’s sister’s bedroom and hassle her to send him a picture of another girl? Literally nobody would do that.

      Then again…

      Am I sure?

      No.

      He hasn’t exactly seemed concerned with covering his tracks up to this point.

      I look across the room at the pink striped bag on top of my dresser. The panties are inside. I suppose I could just put them on…

      My fingers fly across the screen as I text back, “You wouldn’t show anybody, right?”

      “Of course not,” he answers. “It’s for my eyes only.”

      I try to feel reassured by that, but I don’t.

      It does get me off the bed, though. I strip off my pajama pants and the panties I put on after my post-work shower. I slip on the ones he bought me. They’re snug, but I think they’re supposed to be. These are not panties one wears for comfort while lounging around the house alone.

      I turn this way and that, sucking in my tummy and looking at myself from every angle.

      My God, am I really going to do this?

      I think I am.

      I try not to think about how fucked up this is as I hurry to the bathroom to fix my hair and make sure I look okay, but that’s impossible. Piecing together all the information he’s offered in his texts, it sounds like he is at Anae’s house right now. He’s just sitting there with her, texting me and asking for pictures of me in my panties?

      Something unsettling moves through my tummy. Maybe it’s just nerves, but a voice whispers, don’t do it.

      Maybe it’s my conscience.

      Poor conscience, we’re usually much better than this.

      I need the money, I remind myself.

      I also don’t want it to be my fault Dare notices Hannah.

      I’m not proud that, in this moment, it’s the second motivation that feels most prominent.

      I’m also aware that neither of those should be the reason I send my first sexy picture to a guy, but I swat that rational thought aside and try to figure out where to take this picture.

      I snap a couple in the bathroom mirror, but I cringe because they’re both terrible. I need a different setting and some coverage. He said I couldn’t wear anything but the panties, but he said nothing about props or positioning. Maybe it’s a loophole, but I’m using it.

      Carefully, I pull the full-length mirror off the back of the bathroom door and haul it to my bedroom. My room is small, so one side of my bed is pushed against the wall. I prop the mirror up there, then I grab a pillow and lie tummy-down on the mattress.

      I move around and snap pictures in a few different positions, but my boobs either look nonexistent pressed against the pillow, or he would be able to see too much of them.

      I feel out of my depths here. He probably won’t care, but I don’t have anyone else to tell, so I grab my phone and type out a text. “I don’t know how to do this.”

      “You’re nervous,” he answers. “It’s new to you. That’s natural. Let’s ease those nerves and get you in the mood. Are you in your bedroom?”

      “Yes,” I answer. “On my bed.”

      “Okay. Lie down on your back. Spread your legs like I’m on the bed between them, kissing my way along your inner thighs.”

      His words stun me. I suck a deep breath in and let my thighs fall apart like he told me to.

      Another text comes through. “Now I’m touching you just to feel how soft your skin is. Close your eyes and lightly run your fingertips along your collar bone.”

      I should not be doing this. Not with him.

      But I do.

      “Lower,” he directs. “Squeeze your tits. Graze your nipples. Rub them until they’re hard and you can feel the tension in your pussy.”

      Oh my god.

      I do as he says, my eyes closed and my breathing more and more shallow as my body responds.

      My heart nearly stops when my phone starts ringing. Dare’s number flashes across the screen.

      Should I answer it?

      I want to, but I might die of embarrassment.

      Deciding to risk it, I release my nipple and grab the phone.

      “Hello,” I answer, my voice a little hoarse.

      His voice is warm with approval that goes straight to my pussy. “Just wanted to make sure you were listening. What a good girl you are.”

      I sigh, my eyes drifting closed.

      “Are you still touching yourself?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I answer softly.

      “Where?”

      “My… my fingers are grazing my nipples like you told me.”

      “Good. Are they hard?”

      “Yes.”

      “Grab one and squeeze.”

      I suck in a breath as I do.

      “Harder.”

      The steel in his voice makes me gasp. My fingers obey before I even tell them to.

      His tone gentles slightly. “I bet your tits feel amazing in your hands, don’t they, mermaid?”

      “Mm, yeah,” I murmur breathlessly.

      “Yeah. Now, imagine I’m lying there on the bed beside you. Watching you. Hard as fucking steel with how much I want you.”

      Oh my god.

      “I can’t wait to kiss and taste and bite every inch of those perfect tits.”

      He sounds so hungry. His words rob me of my breath. I squeeze my soft flesh harder and feel the tension intensify between my thighs.

      His voice is like gravel. The roughness alone turns me on, and then his words… my God. “You’re so fucking beautiful writhing on the bed, making yourself feel good. I want to touch every inch of you. I want to ravage you. Do you feel shy, baby?”

      “No.” It comes out as more of a whine. I should be embarrassed, but I’m not because I can tell he likes it.

      “No, of course you’re not. You have no reason to feel shy. You’re perfect. You’re all I want.”

      My heart contracts as I rub my nipples, imagining him watching me. Wanting me.

      “Now, stop touching yourself.”

      Disappointment grabs hold of me, but I do as he says.

      My heart pounds, my chest rising and falling rapidly, my body tense and aching for release.

      “Fuck, I want to see you. Take a picture. Send it to me.”

      I wait a moment for my breathing to return to normal.

      Finally, I roll back on my tummy, pulling the pillow beneath me. My breasts are so sensitive from being touched and teased, I feel a thrill as my nipples graze the material and let out a faint moan.

      “Fuck, Aubrey,” Dare says. His tone is rough, but still a little teasing. “You think it’s a good idea to tease me with those sexy little moans?”

      “I’m not trying to tease you,” I say, my tone soft and a little sleepy. “My body’s sensitive. You turned me on.”

      “Yeah?”

      He knows he did, so I don’t bother confirming.

      I have to open up the camera app on my phone, but my bedroom is quiet, so I know I’m not missing anything with the phone away from my ear. I bend my legs so my feet are in the air, then I snap a photo.

      The picture is a little dark, but I’m happy with this one, so I open up our text thread and send it to him.

      I put the phone against my ear and wait.

      “Christ,” he murmurs.

      I smile softly. “You like?”

      “I love.”

      “Good.”

      My pussy still feels needy, so I’m relieved when he says, “Now, for your reward. Put your hand down the front of your panties.”

      I swallow, sliding my hand down between my thighs.

      “Play with your pussy. Get yourself off,” he commands. “I want to hear you come.”

      I should be horrified at the prospect of doing something like that with a guy that’s not even my boyfriend, but my body needs it, and I want to please him.

      I don’t even feel self-conscious as my finger finds my clit and strums that thrilling, sensitive little nub. I thought I would, but I can hear how much he enjoys every noise I make as I touch myself.

      I feel sexy.

      He made me feel sexy.

      When I come, I cry out, but the walls are thin so I try to muffle the sound in my pillow.

      My heart pounds, but my body feels so relaxed as I lie twisted in the sheets, hugging my soft pillow.

      Dare’s voice on the phone is the perfect salve to top off the experience.

      “That was perfect, Aubrey. You’re perfect.”

      For once in my life, I feel perfect.

      And so relaxed. I can’t remember the last time I felt so relaxed.

      “Now, curl up and get some sleep,” he tells me.

      I smile softly. “I will. Thank you.”

      “Sweet dreams.”

      “You, too,” I murmur.

      I’m so spent, I can scarcely be bothered to reach for my charge cord to plug in my phone. I do, but it feels like a Herculean effort. My eyes are heavy and near-impossible to keep open, but the room brightens with a new notification on my phone.

      Just in case it’s him, I check it.

      A new follow request.

      I swipe the notification open to see that Chase Darington is requesting to follow me.

      My teeth sink into my bottom lip and I smile.

      Confirm.

      Yes, Chase Darington, you can follow me.

      I don’t click his profile to check it out. I’m too afraid of what I might see, and too tired, anyway.

      In the blissful but vulnerable state I find myself in, all I should be doing is going to sleep, so I close my apps, put my phone on do not disturb, and curl up for a restful night’s sleep.
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      I watch dispassionately from the chaise end of my leather couch as Anae loops her arm around Scofield’s neck, rubbing her ass on him as he holds onto her hips from behind.

      They’re “dancing.”

      Really, she’s trying to get my attention, but it doesn’t work. The harder she tries, the more I ignore her.

      She doesn’t like when anyone else ignores her, but when I do it, it gets under her skin in the best way. Makes her desperate, makes her feel how little control she has over me.

      Seeing she’s caught my gaze, she breaks away from Scofield and comes over to climb on my lap.

      “What are you doing over here all by yourself?” she asks, wiggling her ass on me as she gets comfy.

      Flicking a glance at the shrinking ice cubes in my drink, I say, “Getting thirsty.” I tip back the glass and drain it, leaving only the half-melted cubes. I hand it to her. “Go get me more.”

      Her eyes narrow, but I can see the heat and anticipation dancing there. She doesn’t like to be bossed around by anyone but me. “Whatever you say,” she says playfully to disguise how much she means it.

      I watch her head out to the bar to refill my drink.

      Mallory comes over, a big smile on her face. She’s past tipsy. I can tell because she drops onto the couch beside me, then falls over giggling and leans her head on my bicep.

      I don’t think much of it until her hand softly closes around it and she peers up at me, looking a little nervous, but a little hopeful, too. “Sorry, Dare. I’m, like, so drunk right now.”

      I resist the urge to drag her hand off me like it’s a dirty net washed up on the shore. Mallory’s pretty and all, but I don’t fuck Anae’s friends, and I’m getting strong come-on vibes.

      She goes to sit up and accidentally puts her hand on my thigh.

      What is this?

      Her hand slides in until it’s dangerously close to my dick. I grab her wrist, startling her. She looks up at me, unsure if my steely grip is part of the game, or…

      It’s or.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I ask her.

      Her mouth opens and closes like she never dreamed I would ask. “I…”

      I hear the clacking of Anae’s heels on the hardwood, so I push her friend’s hand off me and lean away.

      Taking the hint, Mallory sits up and looks straight ahead, clearly embarrassed.

      Anae leans over the back of the couch so her long hair falls on my shoulder. Rubbing my chest, she offers my drink. “Here you go, baby.”

      Fuck this.

      I don’t know what she’s up to, but I’d bet my left nut she’s fully aware Mallory just came onto me, and I’m not in the mood for her shit tonight.

      I push her hand off me too and stand. Anae straightens, appearing startled. Mallory avoids looking at me altogether.

      I nod at Scofield. “Come on, asshole. Let’s go for a swim.”

      He blinks in surprise, following, but tentatively. “You’re not gonna drown me, are you?” he asks, only half joking since he was just rubbing his dick against my girlfriend’s ass.

      “Dare, wait,” Anae says. Her tone drips desperation she’s not even careful to conceal, so she must really be worried I’m mad. I can tell by the fast clicking of her heels she’s hurrying to catch up with me. “What’s wrong?”

      “I’m not in the mood to play games with you tonight.”

      “Who’s playing games?” she asks, brilliantly feigning confusion—that, or it’s real and I’m just being cynical.

      I shoot her a look. “You’re always playing games.”

      Her gaze flits to our friends standing nearby. She doesn’t mind handling me when we’re alone, but she hates doing it with an audience. Gently grabbing my arm, she says, “Come on, let’s go talk.”

      She tells everyone else we’ll catch up like she’s in charge, and once they’ve wandered off, she pulls me back in the house.

      “Why are you mad at me?” she asks, looking genuinely confused.

      “You’re testing me, and I don’t fucking like it.”

      She stares, wide-eyed. “What are you talking about? Why would I test you?”

      “Mallory.”

      It’s all I say.

      Her gaze breaks away from mine, only for a split second, but it’s long enough for me to detect her guilt. She opens her mouth, fleetingly considers lying to me, then says in a conciliatory tone, “It wasn’t a test.”

      “It was a fucking test.”

      “You’ve been distant this week,” she whines, literally stomping her foot. Just once, but Jesus Christ.

      “I’ve been busy,” I say carefully. “You gave me a fucking project, in case you forgot.”

      “I definitely haven’t forgotten,” she mutters, looking down briefly before her gaze returns to mine. “If it’s taking up too much of your time…” She stops, looking uncharacteristically unsure of herself.

      I can feel her wanting to call me off. I doubt it has anything to do with filling my schedule like she wants to claim, but she’d die before admitting it was anything else.

      She also knows she risks looking like a human being with actual feelings if she tells me she wants me to stop talking to Aubrey. Vulnerability is unacceptable to Anae. I wait to see if she waivers, but when she meets my gaze again, her shield has slipped into place.

      “I could get someone else on it,” she finally says.

      I shake my head, looking off in the distance. “No.”

      “No?”

      “It won’t work. I haven’t made much progress. There’s no way someone else will make more.”

      Anae frowns.

      This isn’t how I wanted to do this, but the opening is here, so I dive in. “You left a lot out when you told me about this girl.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like her mom’s dying of cancer,” I say, raising my eyebrows.

      “Oh. Well, I didn’t know that.”

      “Yeah, well… She’s pretty preoccupied right now. You said she doesn’t seem to care about high school. I don’t think she has time to. Between single-handedly caring for her sick mom, working, and all this other shit, she doesn’t have time for some guy.”

      “Even you?” she says, faintly amused by the idea that I’ve been outmaneuvered by some little nobody.

      My pride doesn’t love it so my jaw tightens, but that’s the story I have to go with, so I nod tersely. “Even me.”

      Anae nods like she’s considering, but maybe something doesn’t add up. “You haven’t made any progress?”

      That might be too big a claim, so I walk it back. “I didn’t say none, but not as much as I expected to. You probably won’t want to hear this because you’re intent on hating her, but she also doesn’t want to get with your boyfriend. She doesn’t like you, but she doesn’t want to hurt you. She’s not like us, she’s an actual good person.”

      Anae rolls her eyes. “Please.”

      “She is.”

      “Good people don’t exist. Some are just better at covering up their shittiness.”

      “All right, well, whatever you want to believe. The point is, she’s not going to fuck me as long as we’re together, so unless you’d like to break up, I don’t really see me getting anywhere with her. It’s a waste of time and a much bigger waste of energy. You’ve done enough to her. Can’t you just call it a win at this point and back off?”

      Anae regards me carefully. “I’m confused. Is the problem that she has a dying mom to focus on, or that you’re my boyfriend?”

      “What?”

      “Well, you said no one would be able to get anywhere with her because of some sob story situation with her mom. That’s why you didn’t want me to get another guy on her, right?”

      Fuck.

      “But now you’re saying she won’t sleep with you unless we break up. So, either the problem is that it’s you, and it makes sense to put someone else on it, or the mom is the issue and she’s too distracted to focus on anybody.”

      I shrug. “I’m not her fucking shrink, Anae. I don’t know which obstacle is the biggest. I’m just saying both issues have presented a problem.”

      She doesn’t hide her skepticism.

      She waits for me to say something else since this is as close to getting me on the ropes as she’s been before.

      I don’t.

      “All right,” she says after a minute of hard-eyed mutual silence. “Well, why don’t we give it another week? Obviously, I don’t want to ask you to devote all your time to this, but if you can’t get your dick in her by this time next weekend, we’ll regroup and make a different plan.”

      I see letting it go isn’t even on the table, so I shrug and turn toward the pool. “Whatever. Another week is fine with me.”

      I tug off my shirt and empty my pockets before diving into the pool with Scofield.

      We do a few laps so I can show him up, and when he admits I’m faster, I smirk and look around for Anae. I don’t see her over by her friends or by the side of the pool with her legs in the water where she usually is.

      “Hey,” I call out to Mallory.

      She looks up from her phone. “Yeah?”

      “Where’d Anae go?”

      “She had to pee.”

      “Hey, I want a rematch,” Scofield says, swimming up beside me and grabbing onto the edge of the pool. “Best two out of three?”

      “You’re on.”
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      After a great night’s sleep, Mom and I have breakfast and go for a walk. When we get home, I spot a vase full of flowers on the doorstep that must have been delivered while we were out.

      Mom’s not feeling well enough today to walk the whole way, so she’s in her wheelchair by the time we return home. We don’t have a wheelchair ramp, so I roll her into the garage and see if she needs help up the steps.

      Once she’s safely inside with a nice cold glass of water, I come back out to grab the bouquet of white roses.

      There’s a card that says, “Sorry for your loss,” but no other message, and it isn’t signed.

      “Who are they from?” Mom asks as I bring them inside the house.

      I pocket the card and take the flowers over to the counter. “I’m not sure. Doesn’t say.”

      If not for that weird card, I might have thought they were from Dare. I’m not sure he’s a guy who sends flowers, but I don’t really know what the alternative could be, either.

      Dare.

      I haven’t talked to him since last night.

      It’s hard to believe last night even happened. I got so caught up, but I can’t believe I sent him that picture.

      Or took that call.

      God, in the light of day, it’s so embarrassing.

      But last night… last night, it was so hot.

      It’s probably a flimsy excuse because I’m sure the flowers aren’t from him, but when Mom goes in to take a nap, I plop down on my bed—the scene of the crime—and open the text chain between me and Dare.

      Since we finished on the phone, the last text between us is the picture I sent him.

      I feel flushed looking at it, so I delete it from the text chain before I type a message. “You didn’t by chance send flowers to my house today, did you?”

      “Flowers?”

      “White roses,” I specify just in case this is a playful bit.

      “Did they say they were from me?”

      “No, they didn’t say who they were from. Obviously it wasn’t you because you don’t know what I’m talking about, so never mind, lol. Maybe one of the nurses sent flowers to Mom and they put the wrong card in or something. I just thought I would ask.”

      “I bet. Any excuse to text me,” he sends back with a wink.

      Despite myself, I smile like an idiot, sinking back into the pillows. “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “You’re too perceptive, has anyone ever told you that?” I ask, not bothering to deny it any further.

      I can sense him smirking on the other end. “Actually, yes.”

      “What are you up to today?” I text back.

      “Not much. You?”

      “Just hanging out with my mom.”

      “What time does she go to bed?” he asks.

      “The time varies. Why?”

      “Because I want to see you tonight, and I figure you’ll probably want me to wait until she’s in bed.”

      My heart speeds up. “You want to see me?”

      “At your place. In your room.”

      In my room?

      I chew on my bottom lip, debating. I would really like to see him, but I don’t usually let people in the house since Mom is sick and we can’t risk germs being brought in.

      It would probably be safe to keep him in my room, though. I could bring him straight here and close the door. Mom never comes in here anymore.

      What will we do?

      My mind wanders to bad places, but we can’t do anything like that. Last night shouldn’t have even happened, but at least it was spontaneous. Tonight would be premeditated. He’s asking me to let him come over, I’ll have all night to think about it…

      “What if I say no?” I ask.

      “Why would you say no?” he returns.

      “Remember that talk we had about how I don’t kiss guys who have girlfriends?”

      “Then I won’t kiss you,” he answers. “On the mouth, anyway.”

      Oh my god.

      That’s a more tempting offer than I want it to be, but I can’t shake knowing it would be wrong.

      “I can’t do that, Dare,” I text back. “I know last night crossed a line, but I didn’t MEAN to cross it, I just… I got caught up. I can’t make plans to knowingly do something like that.”

      “Why not?” he asks.

      “Because it’s wrong. You’re not mine. You’re not even single with the possibility of maybe someday being mine. You’re in a relationship with someone else, and I don’t want to be with someone who will cheat on me anyway.”

      I type all that, but I don’t push send.

      I stare at the message, a knot forming in my stomach as I reread it.

      I can’t send that.

      It’s the truth, though. A truth I don’t want to even think about.

      If he’ll do it to her, he would do it to me.

      Not that him being mine is even an option. He’s clearly interested in something on the side with me, but it doesn’t seem like he has any plans to actually leave her.

      I’m not going to be that person.

      Erasing that text, I try again. “You know what went down with my dad, and how much I don’t respect him and the woman he left us for. I can’t do that to somebody, even Anae.”

      “This is not remotely that situation,” he sends back. “I am not married, and the only illness Anae has is narcissism. It’s not fatal.”

      “I just… I can’t. I’m sorry.”

      “Let me come over. We don’t have to do anything sexual, I just want to talk. You told me about your parents’ divorce, but I never got to tell you about mine. Besides, I owe you $300. I’ll bring it with me tonight.”

      My brain tells me it’s a bad idea, but my damned fool heart is on his side. I want him to come over, I just don’t want to be a bad person.

      He says it won’t be sexual, though, so maybe it could be okay.

      Just because I don’t want to be his mistress doesn’t mean I don’t want to be his friend. Talking about family stuff is hardly romantic, and he does owe me that $300…

      “Okay,” I type back. “Mom should be in bed around 10:30. Is that too late?”

      “Nope. That’s perfect. I’ll see you then.”
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      It’s 10:35. I’m standing outside my house, waiting for Dare to get here.

      I guess I’m panicking a little, too. I’ve never snuck a boy over in the middle of the night before. I put Mom to bed about 20 minutes ago, but she might not be asleep yet.

      What if she hears him come in?

      I feel guilty, and I know that means he shouldn’t be here.

      Just as I’m thinking about texting him and chickening out, his matte black car comes creeping up the road and turns into my driveway.

      He’s here.

      My heart fills up at the mere sight of his car. I can’t see him through the tinted windows, but as soon as he climbs out in a comfy hoodie and jeans, I want to hug him.

      Friends hug, right?

      It’s too murky. I tamp down the instinct and offer a friendly smile instead. “Hey.”

      He closes the car door and engages the locks before sauntering over to me, a smirk on his handsome face. “Hey back.”

      I stop short of hugging him, but I do take his hand. “Keep quiet,” I say softly, easing the door open so we can slip inside.

      “Is your mom a light sleeper?” he asks.

      “Not really. I just have a guilty conscience and I don’t want to explain you being here.”

      He chuckles at my honesty. “Got it.”

      “Do you want a drink or anything?” I whisper.

      He shakes his head. “I’m good.”

      I nod and haul him down the hall toward my bedroom. The light is off, so I switch it on and back up against the door so he can squeeze past. He does, pausing when he gets in front of me to look me in the eye. My heart drops as he lingers way too close to me.

      I wasn’t sure how long he would be here, so I decided to go ahead and change into my pajamas so I’d be ready for bed when he leaves. I’m wearing sleep shorts and a tank top with no bra underneath. His gaze rakes over me slowly, letting me know he’s noticing.

      I’m embarrassed when my nipples harden just because he’s looking at them.

      Mercifully, he moves into the room without mentioning it.

      I close the door quickly, then linger there as he walks around my bedroom, wordlessly surveying the space. He looks at the pictures and bottles of nail polish on my dresser. Glances at the small, square table crammed in the corner and the bookshelf hanging over it.

      It’s not a big room, so there’s not a ton of stuff to look at.

      Finally, he walks over and sits on my bed.

      His attention returns to me and he pats the mattress beside him. “Come sit.”

      “I’m okay,” I say, my voice a little more high-pitched than I’d like it to be.

      Dare smirks. “Are you afraid I’ll bite?”

      I smile faintly. “Won’t you?”

      “Possibly. You can try asking me nicely not to, maybe that’ll work.”

      “I like how I have to ask you nicely not to do something you shouldn’t do to begin with.”

      He shrugs, leaning back on my bed and gazing at me. “Hey, I don’t make the rules.”

      I cock an eyebrow. “No? Then who does?”

      He pretends to consider for a moment, then he says, “Actually, I guess I do.”

      “What if I ask, but not nicely?” I ask, taking a step closer, but still keeping my distance.

      “Then your chances of success drop dramatically.”

      “I see how it is. You don’t play fair.”

      “That is correct.”

      I’m still cautious about joining him on the bed, but I guess I can’t stand here all night. When I sit down, I make sure there’s a little space between us. “I haven’t had a boy in my room since I was 14,” I tell him. “I might be a little rusty.”

      His eyebrows rise. “Really? Damn, that’s a while.”

      I shrug, criss-crossing my legs on the bed. “Mom’s illness kind of swallowed up all our lives. It was really scary when she was diagnosed. Before that, it never occurred to me I might lose her anytime soon. She’s so young, you know? There’s so much of my life she should still be here for, and now…” I look down, shaking my head. “I don’t know if she will be. Spending all the time I can with her has to take priority. I haven’t really had the time to adequately nurture other relationships.”

      “That must be rough.”

      This time when I shrug, it’s a little more pronounced. I feel myself getting defensive and try to curb it. “It’s not ideal for anyone, but it’s what you do when bad shit happens, you know? Life can’t always be fun and games, sometimes it’s hard and people have to make sacrifices.”

      He nods. “I get it. If my mom got sick, I’d probably drop everything, too.”

      “Are you and your mom close? I heard about the split, and I know a little about your dad from just… lore, I guess.” He cracks a smile. “Other than her being a Bolivian beauty queen, I haven’t heard much about your mom.”

      Dare lies back on the mattress, his legs still hanging over the edge of the bed. “We’ve always had a pretty good relationship. She moved to Miami after the split. There were some job opportunities for her there, and to be honest, I think she just wanted to get as far away from my father as she could. She wanted me to go with her, but it made the most sense to me to finish out high school here in Baymont.”

      “What happened, if you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Same shit that always happens. They’d been together for a long time, but they didn’t actually spend much quality time together, so the spark went out. I guess my dad didn’t feel special enough, so he found a younger model who wasn’t sick of his shit yet and decided to be with her instead.”

      “Oh. Wow, I… wasn’t expecting that.”

      He smiles faintly. “Yeah, neither were we. Apparently, it wasn’t the first time it happened, just the first time he left. Mom told me when I was about 7, he had an affair, but they got past it. Guess she shouldn’t have.”

      “I don’t think I could ever get past something like that.”

      “No?”

      I shake my head, then meet his gaze. “Could you?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never been with anyone I liked enough to marry, so it’s hard to imagine. Getting married isn’t something that’s important to me, so if I ever took that step, she’d have to be pretty damn special. If she’s so special, it’s hard to imagine she’s someone who would fuck around on me. But, I guess, assuming I somehow utterly misjudged her character…” He turns his head and looks over at me. “Do I still love her?”

      “Yes,” I say, since that makes the decision harder.

      He nods, considering his next move. “Well, if I still love her, then I have to keep her. I’m disappointed in her choices, but I’m not going to throw away a toy I’m not done playing with just because some other asshole wants it.”

      I grin, lying back against the pillows. “If you liken your hypothetical wife to a toy, I think you’re probably right that you’re never going to get married.”

      He smirks. “Hey, she cheated on me. She’s gonna be treated like a toy for a while, whether she likes it or not.”

      I bite down on my bottom lip, trying not to smile at such an awful statement. Part of me finds it kinda sexy, and I don’t understand why. “All right, so what do you do then?”

      “Well, first, I have to kill the guy.”

      My eyebrows rise. “Oh.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That escalated quickly.”

      He shrugs. “Has to be done. He knew she was married to me, so he should have known better. No sympathy for dumbasses.”

      “All right, so first step, murder.”

      He nods. “Then, once I’ve bludgeoned her lover to death, I figure she’s probably pretty mad at me.”

      “Seems likely.”

      “I don’t care, though. She made this bed, now we have to lie in it.”

      “Sure.”

      “If we’re going to move on, we’ll need a change of scenery. Life wherever we are clearly isn’t going the way it should, so I take her somewhere more remote.”

      “With no new men for her to cheat with.”

      He smirks. “Sure, but I’m not really worried about that. If she’s such a fucking nympho that I literally can’t let her go out in the world, I have concerns about my judgment.”

      “Maybe you love a really beautiful idiot with no self-control. I’m sure she has other lovely qualities.”

      “Maybe,” he allows. “In that case, I guess I have to build her a tower or something and keep her locked up away from the rest of the world.”

      “Murder. Imprisonment. Your solutions to marital distress are illegal.”

      “This is why I shouldn’t get married,” he tells me.

      I crack a smile. “At least not to someone who’s going to cheat on you.”

      “I’ll have this talk with her before the wedding so she knows it’s not something she should ever do.”

      “Unless she wants her own princess tower, of course.”

      “Then she should just tell me that, she doesn’t need to put us through all this bullshit to get it.”

      “What an accommodating husband.”

      “I try.”

      “All right, so you built her a tower.”

      “On an island,” he adds. “Make sure her little ass can’t go anywhere.”

      “What if she’s a mermaid?”

      His eyes sparkle with mischief. “Maybe she is. Are you my wife in this scenario?”

      I know he’s only joking, but my heart sinks. “I… I would never cheat on you, so if I’m the wife, this has all been a big misunderstanding.”

      “Yeah?” He rolls on his side to look at me, then pushes up to his knees and moves across the bed toward me. “You’d never cheat on me?”

      My heart hammers. It feels like it’s lodged in my throat as he crawls closer, only stopping when he’s straddling me. I try to swallow past the lump, not breaking his gaze as I shake my head to confirm.

      “Why?” he asks.

      Arousal stirs between my thighs feeling his weight on top of me like this. My words feel thick as they spill out of my mouth. “Because… because that would hurt you, and I wouldn’t do that.”

      He smiles, reaching his hand toward me and stroking my cheek. “You wouldn’t hurt me?”

      My heart contracts. He’s making me feel profoundly vulnerable with his words and his actions. “Not on purpose.”

      “Because you care about me?”

      Needing out of this situation before he does something I don’t want him to, I try to drag us back to the playful scenario we were talking about before. “I mean, if I’m your wife, of course I care about you.”

      He remains on top of me, but allows me to steer us back into safer waters. “Maybe you don’t,” he suggests, his lips curving up. “Maybe you married me for my money or my connections and it was never about love.”

      I shake my head, not smiling. “That’s not something I would do.”

      “No?” His hand leaves my face, but it doesn’t go far. He drags his fingertips across my collar bone just like he talked about last night on the phone. “Maybe I made you marry me.”

      My heart stalls and I feel short of breath. “Why would you do something like that?”

      He shrugs casually, but it feels misleading. “Maybe you wouldn’t stop saying no to me, made me obsessed with you.”

      Somehow, my heart drops even lower, but arousal stirs between my thighs. “I don’t think that’s how that works.”

      His fingers glide lower, tracing the curve of my neckline. “I don’t know. I find myself thinking about you an awful lot.”

      I swallow as he hooks a finger in the thin material of my shirt, caressing my skin just underneath. “You do?”

      He nods. “Ever since the night I saved you.”

      I can’t think of anything to say. I’m too focused on how much I want him to keep touching me like this. And how much he shouldn’t.

      “So, maybe enough got to be enough.”

      Logically, I know what he’s saying is really bad, but it feels so good as his finger dips lower, tracing the curve of my breast. Tingles start between my thighs.

      “Maybe I decided to claim you, whether you wanted me to or not.” His finger moves over and under the gentle curve. “Keep you forever. My pretty little plaything.” His fingertip grazes my nipple. I gasp, shifting my body in an attempt to move him since he’s taking it too far.

      “Dare, stop,” I say, reaching down to gently remove his hand.

      His lips curve up. “Yeah, that’s what you said.” Rather than stop, his palm closes around my breast and he squeezes. Leaning close, he whispers in my ear, “I didn’t listen, though.”

      That is so fucked up.

      I should be repulsed, horrified.

      “Dare…”

      “Sh,” he says, fingering my nipple and making me gasp against his shoulder. He stays on top of me, but shifts his position so he can use his knee to nudge my legs apart.

      “Dare,” I repeat, more breathless, more conflicted.

      He hears me, but ignores me.

      “You have to stop,” I tell him, meaning it. “I told you I didn’t want to do anything like this—”

      Before I can finish, his hand covers my mouth. I gasp, startled, but he keeps it there as he teases my nipple and presses his lips against my neck.

      Oh, God.

      Pleasure dances down my spine as his lips explore the sensitive column. His thumb moves back and forth over my nipple, stoking my fear and arousal in near equal measures. I feel so helpless pinned beneath him, his hand over my mouth so I can’t even ask him to stop.

      He moves lower, his mouth hungrily claiming my throat. His grip on my mouth is so tight, I’m getting scared. I turn my head to try to break his grip, but it only tightens more.

      I don’t know if he can feel my panic, but if he can, he doesn’t seem to care. He kisses my neck harder, then he bites me as he pinches my nipple. I cry out, but the sound is muffled against his palm.

      Is this what it’s like to be with him?

      It’s a little terrifying. Maybe only because of our circumstances, but he isn’t listening to me, and I’m not sure what to do.

      Tears sting my eyes and I try again to break free. But he doesn’t let me. He kisses me harder, his tongue lapping at my skin and soothing the spot he just bit. He’s paying my breasts more attention now, squeezing and groping them like he owns me.

      “Dare,” I cry against his hand. It’s muffled, but he knows I’m trying to say his name—or at least say something.

      “Sh,” he murmurs, roughly kissing his way up my neck and along my jaw. He kisses my face right at the edge of where his hand is sealed over my mouth. It feels like an acknowledgment of my distress, and a deliberate way of letting me know he’s not going to move his hand.

      I blink rapidly, spreading the moisture gathered at the corners of my eyes.

      A tear squeezes out and he sees it.

      He cocks his head, lets go of my boob, and catches the tear on the pad of his thumb. He examines it, then looks into my eyes as he puts his thumb into his mouth and licks it off.

      My eyes widen, my tummy dropping in mild horror.

      Did he just taste my tears?

      His lips tug up, a glint of amusement in his deep brown eyes. “Are you scared, mermaid?”

      I swallow. I hate admitting it, but I nod my head.

      I don’t know what he’s going to do to me. This is all so fucked up and confusing.

      “Good,” he says, his eyes darkening with satisfaction. He brushes his thumb across my cheek and my breath hitches. “You should be scared. Next time you think about opening your legs for someone else, remember that you married a madman, and cheating on him is ill-advised.”

      My eyes widen, my tummy pitching.

      He finally moves his hand, his eyes gleaming with dark amusement as he moves off me and falls back onto the pillows beside me.

      I can scarcely breathe. My tummy flutters with nerves. It takes me a second to process that I guess he was… playing?

      Was he?

      It sure didn’t feel like he was playing. It felt real. I thought he might actually…

      I feel a little shaky, but I also feel dumb if he was just playing the scenario I dreamed up in the first place. He was much more committed to the role than I was.

      “You okay?” he asks, looking over at me.

      I nod, but my stomach feels sick. “Yeah.” I force a smile and look over at him. I can still feel his bruising kisses on my neck. “I’m fine.”

      I tell him I’m fine, but my heart and my body feel so confused.

      “Come here,” he says.

      His tone is almost gentle, more reassuring than I expect from him.

      Part of me wants to get off the bed and get away from him, but the overwhelming majority nudges me to do as he says.

      I turn until I’m cuddled up against him, his strong arm wrapped around me. I try to relax, closing my eyes and breathing in his scent.

      He holds me and strokes my hair.

      He’s the one who mildly traumatized me in the first place, but he’s also my only source of comfort, so I let him pet me and calm me down. Now that I’m not afraid he’s going to make me do something I’m not ready for, it’s easier to relax.

      As I relax, my body grows heavier.

      My eyes do, too.

      Sleep starts to pull me under.

      I tell myself to stay awake, that no matter how comfy I am, I can’t fall asleep on him. If I’m that tired, I should tell him to leave, but…

      I don’t want him to leave, not yet.

      I close my eyes, just for a minute.

      I only need to rest them. Once I get my second wind, then we can start talking again.
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      Dare, stop.

      Her cry whispers across my memory, making my cock feel like a rod of steel trapped inside my pants.

      I scared the living shit out of her, but she’s still lying here snuggled up with me, letting me stroke her hair and caress her arm.

      I love that she admitted it, too. She didn’t pretend to be unbothered. Fear danced in her pretty blue eyes as I touched her, kissed her, held my hand over her mouth and left my mark on her soft skin.

      Fuck, I liked that.

      It was a lot for her. Whether or not she’s a virgin like Anae thought, she definitely hasn’t gone a single round with a guy like me.

      Her response tells me a lot, though. She didn’t launch off the bed the moment she could have, cussing me out and telling me to get the hell out of her house. If she had the stubborn personality I thought she might have that first night, she probably would have.

      But no, my mermaid is soft beneath her scales. Life hasn’t been easy on her, and she doesn’t have a soul to support her as she shoulders burdens no one our age should have to shoulder alone.

      That would be enough to toughen anyone up. I’m glad I found her before it got much worse.

      Now, she needs to be trained to suit my needs.

      I won’t be as hard on her as life has been.

      Or maybe I will, just in different ways.

      She has been still and quiet for so long, I wonder if she’s still awake. I stop stroking her hair and shift her weight to look at her face. Sure enough, she’s asleep.

      She’s so vulnerable in her sleep.

      I watch her face for a moment to make sure she stays asleep, then I slide my hand up under her tank top. Her tits are so fucking soft, I can’t get enough of touching them. I watch her face as I gently squeeze and caress her flesh.

      She must be tired or a heavy sleeper because she doesn’t wake up.

      Even though she’s asleep, her body knows it’s being played with. Her nipple beads, pressing against my palm in a bid for attention.

      My cock strains against the fabric of my jeans. I let go of her tit just long enough to reach down and unzip it. Once I’ve relieved some of the discomfort, I put my hand back, careful not to wake her.

      There’s something intensely arousing about playing with her vulnerable body when she doesn’t know I’m doing it.

      She fits perfectly curled against me, her knee over my thigh. I palm her tit and replay the sounds of her moaning on the phone last night in my head, knowing if she were awake—and not being such a pain in the ass about Anae—that’s what I’d hear right now.

      I think about undressing her, kissing my way down her stomach, licking that pussy I know is already wet for me. I think about plunging my cock into her—she’d wake up, but then what? It would be too late to stop me. Would she just let me keep going, or would she fight me?

      I replay that first night by my pool, the way she squirmed and struggled to get away from me. The way my cock reacted.

      I eye the little swatch of skin exposed between the hem of her tank top and the top of her sleep shorts. I move my hand down her belly, pushing my fingers past the band of her shorts, but stopping to trace the waistband of her panties across her soft skin.

      I glance at her face.

      Still asleep.

      I’m curious just how heavily she sleeps, how much I could get away with, but I don’t know if I should take it that far tonight. Actually, I know I shouldn’t, but…

      I slide my fingers beneath her panties, my cock aching as my fingertips graze her warm skin. I keep my gaze trained on her face as I touch her. With her knee thrown over mine the way it is, her legs are spread enough to cover her pussy with my whole palm. She’s still asleep, but as I lightly drag my fingertip across her hot little slit, she stirs.

      I stop moving until I’m sure she’s not fully awake. I give her a moment to fall back into a deeper sleep, then I rub at her opening until I can slip my finger inside her.

      Fuck, her pussy is hot.

      Hot and tight.

      I want a taste but I can’t risk moving her that much, so I carefully draw my finger out of her panties and suck it into my mouth.

      She tastes delicious.

      I want more. I want to roll her on her back and eat her pussy while she sleeps, but I’d probably have to drug her to get away with that.

      I could wake her up. Even if she doesn’t entirely want to, I think I could make her give me a taste. I could fold her body into a position where I could restrain her, hold her hands behind her back with one of mine. Sure, she could call out to her mom for help if she really wanted to, but she wouldn’t. With all her mom’s health stuff, she wouldn’t risk upsetting her.

      It shouldn’t turn me on to think of making Aubrey helpless and using her against her will when I actually like her, but apparently, that’s where we are.

      She should just get over not wanting to be an asshole back to Anae, then she could fuck me without reservations and we’d both get what we want.

      Because I want to experience that, too. I want her arms wrapped around my neck, her straddling my lap with her bare tits pressed against my chest. I want her leaning against me and breathing me in as she takes my cock into her body.

      I want all of it.

      I suppose raping her right now might get in the way of ever getting to enjoy that little scenario.

      How unfortunate.

      If I stay here much longer, I might talk myself out of keeping my eye on the bigger prize, so I do the most sensible thing I can in the moment. I roll Aubrey onto her back, straddling her for just a moment and letting my cock press into her softness.

      Her eyes drift open. She’s bleary and foggy, maybe a little confused.

      I smile reassuringly and lean down to gently kiss her lips. “Go back to sleep,” I murmur.

      “Hm?” she questions, too sleepy to even kiss me back.

      “I’m gonna go home. I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”

      I know she won’t even remember talking to me, she’s so out of it.

      When I’m off the bed, she curls up on her side on top of the blankets. There’s an extra one on the bottom of her bed, so I grab that and drape it over her body, just in case it gets chilly overnight.

      Belatedly, I remember to zip my pants back up, then I draw out my wallet. I told her I’d give her the cash I owed her for the picture, so I count out $300 and place it on her nightstand. I look over at her again, considering, then on impulse, I grab another hundred.

      She deserves a tip.

      I turn off her light on my way out of the bedroom. The house is dark and quiet. I move carefully on my way to the kitchen. The house is old, so the floor creaks.

      A stack of bills are tipped over on the counter, spilling onto a grocery store sale ad. I move the ad and see quite a few things circled. Probably her grocery list. On impulse, I grab my phone and take a picture of it.

      Next, I examine the flowers in the vase on the counter. No card.

      These must be the ones she asked me about.

      I don’t like the idea that some mystery person sent her flowers, but she said they must be from her mom’s nurse or something along those lines. Her mom’s sick, so I suppose that could be true.

      I step away from the flowers and walk to the fridge, looking for any little hint I might find about her. I expect to find family photos, perhaps a drawing or craft from when she was a little girl. There’s one picture of Aubrey and a woman with a scarf on her head, presumably her mother. The older woman resembles Aubrey, but with added stress lines etched into her skin.

      Other than that one picture, the refrigerator is covered with old appointment cards, each one with a different specialist’s name on it.

      No sign of her father. If there ever was, Aubrey erased him.

      She holds a grudge.

      Then again, I was a complete asshole to her that first night at my house, and she gave me a second chance.

      She also said she didn’t think she could get past her husband cheating on her. With her mother’s experience so fresh, she could have said she never would outright and I would have understood.

      She doesn’t forgive those who abandon her.

      I think that’s more accurate.

      The floor creaks and my gaze darts to the hall. A moment passes and no one emerges from either of the bedrooms, but I had better get out of here so Aubrey doesn’t wake up and find me snooping through the remnants of her life.

      Before I go, I leave a new appointment card on the counter for her.

      I let myself out the front door, but halfway to my car, I can’t remember if I locked it. The crime rate is low in Baymont, but even if there’s little chance of someone breaking in the one night her door is unlocked, I won’t leave her unprotected like that.

      I go back to the door and turn the knob. Sure enough, the door opens.

      I think about locking it from the inside, but quickly change my mind.

      I haven’t had an opportunity to test my copy of her house key to make sure it works. I wasn’t sure I ever would unless I ended up needing to use it, but now I’m here when they’re both asleep, so I might as well try it out.

      I draw out my wallet, using a finger to spread the tightest pocket. I tilt the wallet, and the copy I made of Aubrey’s house key falls into my palm.

      It’s shiny and new, a tight fit when I slide it into the lock, but once I’ve turned it, I try the knob again and the door is locked.

      Satisfied, I nod and tuck the key back in my wallet.

      I’m a realist, so I can foresee a scenario or two in which I might want into Aubrey’s house, but she might not want to let me in.

      Good to know my key works just in case I ever need to use it.
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      When my alarm goes off the next morning, I wait for the usual dread to sweep over me. Exhaustion, my constant companion, to beg me to stay in bed.

      But I actually feel surprisingly well-rested.

      I reach for my phone on the nightstand, and when I lift up to grab it, I notice something else.

      Money.

      That wakes me up the rest of the way. I frown, turning off the alarm and sitting up on the edge of the bed. A bunch of twenties are spread out underneath my charge cord. I grab them and count them out on my lap.

      It’s $400.

      Dare must have put it here before he left.

      I feel bad that I fell asleep on him. I didn’t even get to say goodbye.

      I think about texting him, but I know there’s little point. It feels recent to me, but it was last night. Besides, I’ll see him at school.

      Since I was cuddling with him in the clothes he likely wore out in the world all day, I take a shower and get dressed for the day before I make breakfast.

      Mom is awake in her chair in the living room when I come in. The house is quiet, and she has a book open on her lap.

      “Good morning, honey,” she says.

      “Hey.” I lean in and kiss her temple before heading to the kitchen. “You want a spinach omelet this morning?”

      “Sounds good,” she says, closing her book. “Did you leave that appointment card for me on the counter?”

      I frown, grabbing a carton of eggs out of the refrigerator. “Appointment card?”

      She grabs a little white card off the end table and holds it up. “What is this? Why do you have an appointment card for a doctor in New York?”

      “New York?”

      I have no idea what she’s talking about, so I walk over and grab the card.

      I’m well versed in appointment cards at this point, but this one is confusing. It says we have an appointment next Saturday at 2:15—at a cancer center in West Harrison, New York.

      “Um… hang on. I need to text someone.”

      “Aubrey.”

      Mom’s tone is firm, like it used to be on the rare occasion I got in trouble.

      I look up at her. “What?”

      She’s giving me a look. “Why do you have that?”

      “I’m not completely sure. It may be the doctor a friend was telling me about, but I have to double check.”

      “Aubrey,” Mom says on a sigh.

      “I know, Mom. I know you’re tired of the doctors and the appointments,” I say, walking in to sit on the arm on her chair. “But Dare was telling me this guy helped his mom’s friend who they thought was a lost cause. They’re up on all the newest research, and they have access to trials maybe we didn’t know about. It can’t hurt to just talk to the guy and see if there’s something he can do for you. What if there is?”

      “Honey, we can’t afford to fly to New York for a consultation. Even if we could, you know how leery I am about flying. All those people crammed in a metal tube in the air, all their germs floating around. I get sick every time I travel on a plane. When I’m in perfect health, that’s mildly annoying, but now?”

      “Well, yeah, I didn’t realize the guy was in New York. He didn’t tell me that part. It’s possible he just didn’t think about it because his family has money, so they could probably fly out for something like this. I’ll ask if they have a location we could drive to.”

      Mom shakes her head. “Honey, I know you meant well, and I’m sure your friend did, too. This is very sweet, and I truly appreciate the effort, but we’ve already tried everything. We’ve been through all this, and I made the decision to stop for a reason. It wasn’t working, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life at doctor’s appointments.”

      “I know, Mom, but what if—?”

      “Honey.” She places her hand over mine, her eyes sad but resigned.

      A lump forms in my throat. “I just don’t see how you can pass up—” I stop and try again. “We might not even have to go anywhere. I did ask Dare if he might be able to do a video call. The appointment could be for that and the card only says New York so we know it’s New York time.”

      “Well, if it’s a call, I suppose it can’t hurt, but I’m not going to let you blow the money we need to live on sending me to some hopeless out-of-state meeting.”

      I don’t argue with her because there’s not much time before school, and I don’t want to rile her up right before I leave, but I don’t want to believe it would be hopeless, either.

      I guess that’s how I’ve felt every step of the way, though. Every time we heard about some new treatment we could try, I thought that would be the one.

      And every time, it wasn’t.

      It’s too depressing to think about, so I put it out of my mind. I don’t text Dare about it. I’ll just ask him about it at school.
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      It feels like a shitty day as I head down the halls of Baymont High, the books for my first couple of periods held snugly against my chest. I got here early so I could give Hannah her lunch bag back. I forgot all about the recipe, but even if I would’ve remembered, I’m sure I would still stare at her in open confusion as she held out a basket full of baking supplies.

      “What is this?” I ask.

      “Everything you need to make the muffins,” she says. Her smile dims a bit. “Well, not everything. I couldn’t put eggs or butter in the basket or it would have to be refrigerated, but everything else is there.”

      “That is unbelievably generous. You didn’t have to do that.”

      She shrugs. “No biggie. I have to get to my locker, but if you have any questions about the recipe, just shoot me a DM. I gave you overripe bananas on purpose, by the way. Those work better for things like banana bread or banana muffins.”

      “Noted. Thanks again, Hannah.”

      She flashes me a smile and then she’s off.

      I don’t have enough time to go back to my locker and stash the basket before class, so I guess I’m just going to be toting this basket around with me for a while.

      If I’d have known, I would have worn my hair in braided pigtails with a blue checkered dress and ruby red slippers, really gone for the Dorothy look.

      I smile faintly, amused by how random I must look walking through the halls with a basket full of baking supplies. I’m just passing the bathrooms on my way to homeroom when Mallory steps in front of me.

      A frown flickers across her face as she glances at my basket. “What is happening here?”

      “On my way to Oz. I’m hoping to find Anae a heart. Might be beyond even the wizard’s capabilities, but I’ll report back,” I tell her.

      Shooting me a dry, narrow-eyed look, she says, “That’s ironic coming from you.”

      “Is it?” I frown. “I don’t think it’s ironic. Maybe you’re thinking of a different word.”

      Taking a step back and gesturing dramatically to the entrance of the girl’s bathroom, she says, “Anae would like to speak with you.”

      My eyebrows rise and I shoot Mallory a doubtful look. “In the bathroom?”

      “For privacy,” she says primly.

      “No thanks.”

      I take a step forward, but she moves in front of me again. “Believe me, you’ll want to see this.”

      There’s a smug confidence in her tone that gives me pause. I glance down the hall, tempted to brush it off and head to class, but it sounds like Anae is up to something. I guess I can spare a minute to pop in and see what she wants.

      The queen bee is waiting in front of the sinks wearing a white silk button-down with a tweed skirt and pointy-toed mules. Her secondary minion flanks her while Mallory escorts me. Anae smirks when I walk in, tapping something on her phone screen and then gazing at me like the cat that got the cream.

      “What do you want?” I ask her.

      “To ruin your day,” she says with feigned sweetness. Her brow furrows a bit when she sees the basket I’m carrying, then she seems to recognize it, and she gasps softly. “That little tart. She was making that for you?”

      I don’t want to get Hannah in trouble. It’s clear it was for me if she saw Hannah assembling it this morning and me carrying it now, but I don’t bother verifying. “Can you get on with ruining my day? I’ve got class.”

      Her eyes are still narrowed with dislike, but she makes a visible effort to shake it off and get back to whatever had her excited. “I guess low-class whores have to stick together.” As she says this, her gaze lingers on my neck.

      I don’t know why until I glance in the mirror and realize, to my utter horror, Dare left bruises on my neck from his bites and rough kisses last night.

      I lose a shade of color, but Anae doesn’t miss a step. Her heels click as she walks over to stand beside me—odd, in and of itself—then she tilts her phone screen so I can see it.

      My heart drops into my stomach when the video she posted on her social media account a minute ago starts playing. It’s her and Dare in bed together. He’s shirtless. She’s wearing a skimpy white top that looks striking against her sunkissed skin. They look gorgeous in what appears to be her bedroom, lying together under the covers. They’re both sitting up in bed. It looks like they woke up together and are casually messing around on their phones as they while away the morning. His hair is mussed from sleep and he looks so handsome. He’s on his phone, but looks over to find her posing at the camera.

      Text pops up on the screen that reads, “When you’re in bed with your boyfriend and he tells you about the fugly skank who sent him nudes.”

      My heart bottoms out of my body completely. She smirks in the video and he reaches over, his big hand covering the camera. The video then transitions to the photo I sent Dare the other night of me in the panties he bought me with a caption above it reading, “Pathetic.”

      My heart—and every other organ in my body—seems to halt. My soul rips free and flies away. I can’t breathe, and only dimly register the white text she added below reading, “Nice try, Aubrey. The boy is mine.”

      She added the hashtags #weshareeverything and #couplegoals.

      All I can hear is the beating of my heart thrumming in my ears.

      She didn’t really share that picture of me on her social media… right? She’s not that evil.

      How did she even get it?

      Did he give it to her?

      The video definitely makes it look like…

      I can’t breathe.

      I reach out blindly and grip the edge of the sink to keep myself standing up. My brain is frozen with horror. Somehow, I get out, “Take that down. Right now.”

      I know it’s too late, that some people will still have seen it, but most people should be on their way to class…

      Yeah, walking the halls, playing on their phones.

      Oh my god. Everyone is going to see this.

      “Anae, I’m serious. Take it down.”

      “Nope,” she says cheerfully, pointing at her phone screen without touching it. “Would you look at that? Already 37 likes.”

      Oh my god.

      Oh my god, oh my god, oh my god.

      I feel like throwing up. I’m on the verge of hyperventilating. My heart pounds so hard I can’t hear anything else, and I can’t think clearly.

      She looks over at me, smiling as she drops her phone into her Chanel handbag. “Hey, maybe it’ll go viral.”

      I want to kill her.

      I want to grab a fistful of her glossy blonde hair and bang her head against the edge of the sink until she is lying in a bloody heap on the fucking floor.

      “Take the video down,” I tell her, “or I will go to the police.”

      “No, you won’t,” she says easily. “Even if you do, I don’t care. What’s the fine, like a thousand dollars? That’s a pair of shoes for me, and a price I would happily pay to see this look on your face.” She folds her hands together like it’s just too darling and looks over at Mallory. “Isn’t this a lovely moment? I’m going to treasure it.”

      I let go of the sink and turn around, making a beeline for the exit.

      “Oh, and Aubrey?”

      I glance back at her.

      She loses her smile, her eyes cool and threatening. “In case you didn’t get the message: stay the fuck away from my boyfriend.”

      Tears blur my vision as I leave the school without going back to my locker for my books. I don’t even think to look both ways before crossing the parking lot, but fortunately it’s pretty dead since the first class of the day is starting.

      My hands tremble as I fish my keys out of my purse and jam the car key into the ignition. I feel too shaky to really trust myself to drive, but I also have to get out of here.

      While I’m driving home, the horror and humiliation wash over me again and again. I get a couple of messages. One from Hannah that just says, “Oh my god, are you okay??” Another from Janie that says, “Did you really send that picture to Chase Darington?”

      I don’t answer since I’m driving, but when I finally pull in, I don’t answer, either. I don’t want to talk to anyone.

      Well, no, that’s not true.

      I sniffle, angrily swiping a tear away from my puffy eyes and grab my phone out of the cup holder. Finding the message chain between me and Dare, I type, “WHAT THE FUCK?”

      I push send, sniffle again, then debate what else to say. There’s so much, I don’t even know where to begin.

      I have no clue where he stands on all this.

      It’s hard to imagine I wouldn’t have heard from him right away if he saw the post and was somehow surprised by it. It’s hard to imagine how that could even be. How would she have gotten the picture if he didn’t give it to her?

      And when did she shoot that video? I only sent him the picture Friday night.

      Then again, it was late, and he was at her house.

      Did he spend the night?

      That sick feeling intensifies. I’m almost afraid of him texting me back. I don’t know what he’ll say, if it will be something that cripples me. I don’t know if we’ll ever talk again after this.

      I don’t know if we should.

      He was a complete asshole that first night. What if that was the real him all along? What if he only started being nice to me to get something incriminating for his girlfriend to humiliate me with?

      That’s too horrifying to imagine.

      Especially because it worked.

      I want to block his number and never talk to him again. Maybe I wouldn’t get my answers, but at least I wouldn’t have to risk finding out the guy I was starting to like was a mirage and I’ve been alone all along.

      I can’t do that, though.

      I have no clue what’s going on with Mom’s appointment with that specialist, and if somehow this isn’t as bad as it seems to be, I still need to ask him about it.

      “How could you show her that picture?” I type. “I trusted you.”

      Whether he’s been playing me or not, that’s the truth.

      I sit there for a few minutes staring at the screen, hoping I’ll see the three little bubbles that mean he’s texting me back while dreading it at the same time.

      Dare doesn’t have read receipts on, so I can’t tell if he has seen my messages or not.

      Ugh, I hate that.

      I don’t really want to go in the house because Mom will want to know what’s wrong and why I left school, but I can’t sit out here in the car all day, either.

      While I’m waiting to see if he responds, my gaze catches on something blue in the yard. It looks like a stray piece of litter. I open the door and go over to clean it up, but when I do, I find three more just like it scattered across the lawn.

      What the hell?

      I look around to see if there are any others, and my gaze catches on the porch. It’s littered with messy stacks of pamphlets, like someone took a huge bucket of them and dumped them all over my porch.

      I look down at the ones in my hand, identical to the ones on the porch, and that’s when it hits me what the pamphlet is for.

      A funeral home.

      My hand curls into a fist, crumpling the pamphlet. I look toward the door and the flower delivery from yesterday flashes to mind.

      My first thought is who would be malicious enough to send me shit like this, but it doesn’t take a Rhodes Scholar to connect those dots.

      Furious, I gather up as many pamphlets as I can carry and haul them to the trash. They’re so scattered I have to make three trips before I get all of them.

      Once the yard is clean, I look around to make sure there are no stragglers. The last thing I need is for Mom to find one of these next time she’s outside.

      That fucking bitch.

      I hate Anae Richards so much, I could explode.

      I go back to the car to retrieve the books I had on me and the basket from Hannah. I grab my phone, and when it lights up, I see Dare finally texted me back.

      Twice.

      The first message just says, “What are you talking about?”

      The second says. “Fuck. I didn’t give her that picture.”

      “Then how did she get it?” I demand.

      “I don’t know. She had to have gone through my phone.”

      “You don’t have a pass code?”

      “She knows it.”

      That settles in my gut like a rock. It’s the most Anae has ever felt like his girlfriend, and her actually feeling like his girlfriend makes what he’s been doing with me feel a lot ickier.

      My desire to talk this over with him evaporates into thin air. It doesn’t matter anymore. The picture is out there now. Even if it gets taken down, people have screenshots.

      How will I ever show my face at that school again?

      Defeat settles over me and brings numbness with it. It’s a relief in a way. After the lows, all the fear and the dread, to feel nothing is better.

      “You can cancel the appointment with the specialist in New York,” I type back. “My mom won’t go. She can’t risk getting sick on a plane, and we can’t afford the airfare anyway.”

      “Aubrey, I’m so fucking sorry she got her hands on that picture. It’s my fault she did, but that video is bullshit. She shot it weeks ago, she keeps a bunch of drafts on hand in case she’s low on content—or, apparently, she needs to fucking frame me and pretend I did something I didn’t.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I never should have sent it. I don’t think we should hang out anymore.”

      “Look, just hang in there, all right? Don’t give up on me. This isn’t as black and white as it looks right now.”

      “How?” I ask, hating how sad it makes me feel. “It doesn’t matter,” I add before he can answer. “I need to focus on my own stuff right now. All of this is a distraction I don’t need. I don’t even know how I’ll show my face at school again knowing how many people have probably seen that video.”

      “I’ll get the video taken down ASAP,” he assures me.

      “It won’t matter. They’ve all seen it. The ones who haven’t will see screenshots. I’m just over it.”

      “I’ll fix this,” he tells me.

      “You can’t fix it. Nobody can. My whole life is a mess no one can fix and I’m sick of it.”

      Tears burn behind my eyes because I’m not just talking about the picture.

      “Thanks for trying,” I add. “I’m turning my phone off for a while, so…. Bye.”
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      Anae is on her way to lunch, Mindy and Mallory flanking her, when I come up behind her and grab her by the arm.

      Mallory backs away, wide-eyed, and Mindy gasps at the violence with which I grab her.

      Anae is not all that surprised, so she turns to face me with a pleasant smile on her face. “Hey, baby. How’s your day going?”

      “I think you know exactly how my day’s going.” My grip tightens and I drag her out of the hallway so I can talk to her without an audience.

      “Anae,” Mallory calls, her concern evident as I haul her friend away.

      “Go ahead. I’ll catch up,” Anae calls back before being yanked into an empty classroom.

      I slam the door shut, grab Anae by the throat, and throw her up against it so no one can come in and catch me by surprise.

      Startled, she makes a little noise as she struggles to breathe. She grabs at my wrist, silently and instinctively seeking mercy.

      “You went through my fucking phone,” I state, my voice dangerously low.

      Her delicate throat works as she tries to swallow despite the tightness of my grip. Her face is already flushing from the strain, so I ease up just enough for her to explain herself.

      “We always go through each other’s phones,” she manages.

      “Not like that. You were looking for something. You went behind my back.”

      Her eyes rise to meet mine. “You lied to me.”

      Her expression doesn’t change. There’s no hurt that I can see, only anger and maybe a little confusion.

      I know how vengeful Anae can be over even a small slight, but she knows better than to play those games with me.

      I keep my hand around her throat, but I ease up a little more, cognizant of potential bruising. “About what?”

      She swallows. “You said you hadn’t made much progress with her. I saw your marks all over her neck.”

      “I put those there when I went to her house last night,” I say, hoping it stings to picture me in Aubrey’s bed. “You stole that picture out of my phone before then.”

      “You should be thanking me,” she says, trying to take control of the situation.

      I release her and take a step back. “Thanking you?”

      Anae inches away from the wall, rubbing her neck. “I made your job easier,” she goes on. “She hates me even more now. Wait until tomorrow, she’ll be begging for your dick just to piss me off.”

      “What do you have planned tomorrow?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she says, straightening her shirt collar and meeting my gaze coolly.

      “It does fucking matter. Now you’re trying to keep things from me. That’s not how this works. This was not the plan, and you don’t go changing the plan without even consulting me. I’m not one of your fucking minions, Anae. You don’t lead, and I follow you around without question. Try to weave your web around me again, and I’m out. And I’ll tell you something else, you’re taking that goddamn video down before we leave this fucking room or I’ll take your phone and do it myself.”

      Her eyes narrow. “The whole point of all this was to torment her and make her life hell, so I don’t know why you’re so mad about this stupid video.”

      “You made me look like a fucking idiot.”

      “Only to her,” Anae states. “No one else thinks your girlfriend went through your phone and put your balls in her purse. The only person who could possibly see it that way is Aubrey, and who cares what she thinks?”

      She’s fucking got me there. The way she did this, she didn’t make me look bad. She only made Aubrey look bad.

      “She’s not going to fuck me now,” I state, shaking my head. “She thinks I gave you the picture. She doesn’t want anything to do with me.”

      “She’s mad right now. She’ll calm down,” she says dismissively, reaching out and running her hand down my chest. “You’ll reassure her that I stole the photo—which I did—and you’re so sorry, and she’s so special to you,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Trust me, this won’t get in the way of you fucking her.”

      “You put doubt in her head about me,” I state.

      “Did I?” She feigns innocence. “Oops.”

      I push her hand off me. “I don’t fucking like that.”

      “I don’t see why it matters,” she says, watching me carefully. “You don’t really like her. This is just a game. Right?”

      “It matters because you undermined me. You went behind my back, and you kept me in the dark about what you were doing. I didn’t even know about the video until she texted me about it. What makes you think I want to keep playing games with someone who plays like that, hm? Why shouldn’t I say fuck your game and walk away right now?”

      “Simple. You want to fuck her. This way, you get to.”

      Her cockiness pisses me off, and I really want to knock her down a peg. “I don’t need to play with you to fuck her, Anae. I can dump you right now, and then I can go fuck her later tonight without any problems. Maybe it’d be nice to be with a girl who doesn’t play fucked up games with me for a change.”

      Anae stiffens. “I wouldn’t advise it.”

      I bet she wouldn’t. After the video she posted, getting her ass dumped and me going to Aubrey would make her look dumb as fuck.

      I smirk. “Doesn’t feel so good to be on that side, does it?”

      “Look, I’m sorry I went through your phone,” she says. “I should have asked, but… you lied to me, and it threw me. I wasn’t trying to one-up you or make you feel stupid.”

      “Bullshit.”

      “I wasn’t,” she insists.

      “Yes, you were. Don’t fucking lie to me. I know how you work. You got it in your head that I might actually like Aubrey and you had to get ahead of it, even if it meant blowing us up in the process.”

      That actually gets through to her because deep down, she knows that’s exactly what happened.

      Now that I’ve landed a hit, I don’t let her have a chance to recover.

      “You went through my phone like some insecure, basic-ass girlfriend. What the fuck is that, Anae? If I wanted to date a normal girl, I would. I thought you were different.”

      Because I took a swing at her own idea of herself—Anae thinks she is supremely different—I make contact.

      She swallows and looks down guiltily. “You’re right. I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I told you I was working on this girl, and I thought we had an understanding that how I went about that was up to me. If I don’t do this my own way, I don’t do it at all.”

      “I just… You’ve been leaving me out,” she says. “I thought we were going to do this together. I thought you would tell me things. I don’t care if you fuck her, you know I don’t care about that, but the secrecy concerned me. It’s just not what I expected.”

      I shake my head, looking off in the distance.

      “I’m sorry,” she says softly, because she knows she stands a better chance at forgiveness if she pouts. Wrapping her arms around me and leaning her head on my shoulder, she asks, “Forgive me?”

      I sigh like I have to think about it. “You’ve gotta delete that fucking video,” I tell her, but I’m calm this time. “I told her I’d get it done, and right now, I need to buy some goodwill just to get her to talk to me again.”

      “Fine,” she says, easing back and taking her phone out of her handbag. I watch as she opens the app, then I watch her delete the video.

      Some of the tension in my shoulders eases. The damage has been done, but at least it won’t keep circulating. “Thank you.”

      She nods and slips her phone back into her bag. “I’ll have to make a post and pretend it got taken down for going against community standards or something. What are you doing later? Maybe I can come over, we can shoot something on the beach around sunset.”

      “Sure. I’ll let you know if it changes, but I don’t think I have anything pressing tonight.”

      “Good.” She leans in to give me a kiss. “I’ve gotta catch up with the girls. Let me know if you need anything, though, all right? Even if it’s just to bounce ideas. Don’t be afraid to talk to me about her. I’m not one of those clingy, jealous girlfriends; I’m happy to brainstorm with you. I’ll help you corner her if you need me to, or I guess back off a little if that helps. Just let me know what’s going on. If you don’t tell me what’s happening, I think nothing is, and you know me, I’m a woman of action.”

      I crack a smile. “Noted. I’ll do better at keeping you in the loop from here on out.”

      “Thank you.” She smiles. “That’s all I wanted.”

      I watch her leave and my smile drops.

      I’m glad that’s handled, but I’ve still got major fucking damage control to do.
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      I don’t turn my phone on again until late Tuesday morning.

      I already told Mom I’m exhausted and need to take a day off from school to get some rest, so I don’t have to set an alarm or go to work.

      After a while, disconnected from the little rectangle of technology that keeps me constantly threaded into other people’s lives, I find peace. It doesn’t matter that out there in the world around me is a revealing picture I never wanted anyone to see. Here, in the sanctuary of my house, all is as well as it can be.

      That’s the reality I need to live in for a while. The one I was living in before Anae Richards slithered into my life.

      Unfortunately, the moment I turn the phone back on, my peace bubble pops. I never have much action on my social media accounts since I rarely post anything, but today, I have quite a few notifications. Every new comment is some form of insult—body-shaming, name-calling, creative insinuations that I’m an ugly whore. It’s a great time.

      Once I’ve deleted all the comments on my various socials, I go to my text messages. I’m already feeling icky from all the social media hate, and then I see I have a text from Dare, and that makes me kinda sad.

      “She took the video down.”

      The text gives me a small measure of relief, but considering all the hate I’ve deleted this morning, I know a lot of people already saw it—or maybe heard about it after it was taken down. Either way, the information (and the screenshots) are out there, and there’s nothing that can be done about it.

      “Thanks,” I text back even though he sent it yesterday.

      He texts right back. “How are you doing?”

      “I’m great. Never been better. Someone wrote me a haiku! Want to read it?”

      Without giving him time to answer, I paste in the creative insult someone anonymous internet person left on one of my photos last night.

      
        
        
        Aubrey

        By: Anonymous

      

        

      
        A busy morning,

        a nasty whorebag who sucks,

        Her ass is ugly.

      

        

      

      “Wow,” he texts back.

      “Right? That’s an impressive amount of effort to put into an insult.”

      “That’s what happens when you go to the smart school.”

      Reluctantly, I crack a smile—the first one since all this crap happened.

      He texts again before I can respond. “Want me to find ‘em and beat ‘em up for you?”

      “Maybe. You can dunk their head in a toilet and give them a swirly.”

      “Hang them up on the flagpole outside the school,” he adds. “Someone’s gotta punish them for telling lies like that about your ass.”

      “But will you write them a clapback haiku for me? I feel that’s the true test.”

      “I’m not much of a poet, but I’ll get my team of nerds on it, have them make a whole slew of haikus.”

      I laugh. “You and your nerd army.”

      “At your command, my queen,” he shoots back.

      My smile fades a bit, but my tummy feels fluttery. “I’m not your queen,” I type back, surprised by how sad it makes me feel.

      “You wanna be my princess? I can build you a tower to get you away from all these haiku-writing fiends.”

      “On your prison island?”

      “Naturally.”

      “Maybe. Are you coming with me? Can we bring my mom? Are there restaurants? I have a lot of questions.”

      Mom’s voice startles me and I nearly drop my phone. “What are you smiling at?”

      “Nothing,” I say guiltily, fumbling to text back a quick, “gotta go,” to Dare. Returning my attention to Mom, I flash a smile and hope she doesn’t ask more questions. “You ready for brunch?”

      She nods, but her gaze lingers on my phone. “Who were you talking to?”

      “No one.”

      Her lips tug up. “So, Chase Darington.”

      “No? What? I mean, yeah, but why—”

      Shit.

      I abandon this sinking ship of a denial and stand. “I’m going to make French toast.”
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      It’s evening before I get a chance to get on my phone again. Usually, I’m on it off and on, but since I know the phone brings only misery today, it’s easy to leave it alone.

      I have some new notifications, two comments calling me a whore and a slut which I promptly delete, and two new text messages.

      I open the one from Dare first. It reads, “What are you doing tonight?”

      “Just hanging out at home with Mom,” I answer, even though it has been a couple of hours since he sent it. “You?”

      He doesn’t respond right away this time, so I close that message and go to the other one. It’s from a number I don’t have saved in my phone.

      There are actually three texts. The first is a link, the second is a message, and the third appears to be a video.

      I read the message first. “Hope this doesn’t happen to your mom.”

      I frown, then I click the link.

      My frown deepens as I read the headline and first few lines of the article to realize it’s a news story about a morgue employee who was discovered having sex with one of the corpses in his care.

      Nausea grips me, but I ignore it and the warning not to and click the video.

      It shows a man in a white uniform running his hand up the motionless leg of a woman on a metal table, then touching her bare belly. It cuts to a new scene and the sounds of metallic creaking blare out of my phone. Startled and sickened at the same time, I silence my phone, but I can’t look away from the horrifying video of a morgue-worker raping a corpse with my mother’s face photoshopped onto it.

      I throw the phone across the counter without thought, just wanting to get it away from me. The video is still playing, so once I’m sure I won’t throw up, I grab my phone and turn it off.

      What the actual fuck?

      Furious and sick to my stomach, I try to think what to do. I don’t know. My hands are shaking. I don’t want the video in my phone, but I save it and send it to Dare with the message, “Did Anae send this to me?”

      I can’t believe anyone would send that to anybody, but I don’t know who else dislikes me enough to do something not only so cruel, but so fucking disgusting.

      I was in the middle of preparing dinner, but I’m no longer hungry. I brace myself on the edge of the counter, closing my eyes and trying to keep down the bile.

      I go back to the message and take a screenshot of the number before I block it. It’s not Anae’s number, but when I open the browser on my phone and try to look it up, it registers as a mobile number in Baymont, CA. Not exactly helpful.

      On second thought, I unblock the number and call it.

      No one answers, and the automated voicemail gives me no clue as to who it is. I leave a voice mail anyway because I’m angry. “You are a sick fuck and you deserve to die alone.”

      I end the call and put down the phone, my heart hammering in my chest.
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      “What the fuck is this?”

      Anae is lounging by the pool at her house, her long blonde hair pulled up in a ponytail, and a pair of Chanel sunglasses on her face as she reads a book for school.

      She glances over at me, then down at the fucked up video I’m watching on my phone. “Cinematic genius,” she offers.

      “Was this you?”

      She shrugs daintily. “Maybe.”

      “Are you insane?”

      “I made sure it couldn’t be traced back to me,” she assures me. “I told you before, the school stuff didn’t seem to be penetrating her skin, but when you told me about her mom, I realized I just needed to attack from a different angle.”

      I shake my head, not even knowing what to type back. “Don’t do shit like this anymore. You delegated her to me. I’ll handle her. You calm the fuck down.”

      Anae pouts. “But it’s fun.”

      “Did you write that fucking haiku, too?”

      Her frown is legit. “Haiku?”

      I shake my head, looking down at the phone. “Never mind.”

      I have a few of my most trusted nerd soldiers investigating who’s behind the haiku, but I haven’t heard anything yet. I’m kind of glad it wasn’t Anae.

      Deleting the video off the chain of messages, I tell her, “Don’t taunt her about her dying mom anymore. That’s low, even for you.”

      “Oh, come on,” she says as if I’m being unreasonable. “She deserves it.”

      “Does she?” I look over at her. “You never even told me what provoked all this?”

      It must be something stupid because she shifts in the seat, adjusts her tits to try and distract me, and looks out at the shimmering pool water. “I told you, she crossed me. It doesn’t matter what it was, she was snotty to me and she needs to learn her place.”

      “Seems a lot of energy to expend on someone who seems perfectly nice to me. Are you sure you’re not overreacting?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she states. “She’s on my shit list, and that’s that.”

      I shake my head and text back Aubrey to let her know Anae is definitely capable of something like that. She may not seem like a techie, but over the years of airbrushing imperfections out of her photos and her life, she’s become pretty technologically adept. The Photoshop job in the video was crude as hell, but it was supposed to be.

      “There you are. I need another drink,” Anae says, grabbing her empty glass off the end table and holding it out as if a maid just appeared on the scene.

      I look up and see Hannah Dupont in a blue one-piece swimsuit with a towel draped over her arm. She averts her gaze when we inadvertently make eye contact.

      “I didn’t know you guys were out here. I was just going to go for a swim.”

      Anae shakes the glass. “Swim all you want, just get me a drink first.”

      Hannah is awkward with the towel, starting to drape it around her shoulders, then clearly considering her waist. I smirk because it seems like my presence is making her uncomfortable. She turns around and disappears inside the house without a word.

      Anae scoffs. “She’s so fucking useless, I swear to God.”

      Annoyed, she puts her empty glass back down and resentfully resumes reading her book. Hannah comes back out a couple of minutes later to get it. She’s wearing a bathing suit cover that does what the towel didn’t—hides her from me.

      She takes Anae’s glass and glances at my bare chest in passing, but doesn’t look me in the eye. “Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head slowly. “I’m good.”

      She nods and heads in the house to get Anae a refill.

      Curious, I wait a moment so it’s not obvious I’m going after her, then I tell Anae I have to piss, and I head inside the house.

      This is the girl my mermaid didn’t want me to notice. I suppose I can see why. Hannah Dupont is a pretty nice package. She’s short, probably only about 5’2”, but her body is top tier, she’s got this soft blonde hair you want to reach out and touch, and most puzzling of all, she’s kind. I’m not talking the type of kind where she makes inspirational social media posts to cast a certain image—she’s truly, deeply kind-hearted and just seems to have a gentle soul.

      Seems to me, a soul as gentle as hers would be too easy to tear apart. She doesn’t interest me, personally, but I can see why Aubrey likes her.

      “Hey.”

      Hannah jumps, startled, and looks back at me over her shoulder.

      I stop behind her at the kitchen counter.

      I can feel how nervous that makes her.

      “Hey,” she says, her tone light, but tension lying just beneath the surface. “Did you change your mind about that drink?”

      “No. I’m not thirsty.”

      “Okay.” Since I’ve told her I don’t want what she offered, she sets about ignoring my presence and walks over to the refrigerator.

      I lean a hip against the kitchen counter and watch her. “You’re friends with Aubrey, aren’t you?”

      She looks vaguely annoyed at me for asking. “Yes. New friends, we haven’t known each other for very long.”

      I cross my arms. “What do you think about that video Anae posted?”

      Hannah sighs, reaching for a pink straw from a tube of them on the back of the counter. “I think you’re very cruel to drag Aubrey into Anae’s path when you know what she’s capable of.”

      That’s fair. I smile faintly. “You don’t like me much, do you?”

      “If I’m making a list of my favorite humans, you’re not on it,” she answers.

      My smile widens. “Even your ‘fuck yous’ are nice. I like that. You can keep being her friend.”

      “Ugh.” Hannah rolls her eyes. “Thank you so much for your permission, King Dare.”

      “Has she talked to you about me?”

      “If she did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

      I smirk. “All right, then.” I push off the counter. “Well, it sure was nice talking to you, Hannah.”

      She shoots me a look before I walk away, but doesn’t bother returning the polite nicety.
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      I’m curled up in bed, unable to sleep because I’m dreading the alarm going off so much, when I hear a tapping noise on my window.

      It’s a soft tapping, but there’s nothing close to my window that should blow against it. Fear creeps up on me as I look over at the glass. It’s dark out there, but it’s dark in here, too, so I can see the shadowy silhouette of a man standing there.

      My heart leaps, but then he moves and I realize it’s only Dare.

      Relief floods my system. I throw back my blankets and climb out of bed.

      I can’t remember the last time I opened this window. Maybe never. I turn the lock and lift it up, gazing at him with an expectant look on my face. “May I help you?”

      “You sure can. You can move so I can climb inside.”

      I smile faintly, taking a step back. “Didn’t I tell you I didn’t think we should hang out anymore?”

      “Yeah,” he says, climbing in the window. “But I decided that wasn’t going to work for me. Why should we let a few haters stop us from enjoying each other’s company?”

      “It’s not the haters I’m worried about,” I say dryly. “Your girlfriend is a total psycho who may or may not have sent me necrophilia porn.”

      “That is pretty weird when you put it that way,” he says. “It wasn’t porn, though, if it makes you feel any better.”

      I stare at him.

      He closes my window, locks it, then turns around to face me. “I nosed around on her laptop while I was over there earlier. It was a clip from some fucked up Spanish film called The Corpse of Anna Fritz. We should watch it. Looked fucking nuts.”

      I blink at him. “No thanks.”

      He shrugs. “All right. We’ll do something else, then.”

      “I was just about to go to bed.”

      He smirks. “I like that plan.”

      “Alone,” I specify.

      “I like that much less.” He walks over to my dresser, casually running a hand along the surface. “I saw your friend Hannah earlier.”

      I tense. “Oh?”

      He nods, flicking a glance at me. “She’s Anae’s stepsister, so they live in the same house.”

      “Right.” I lick my lips. “Um… Did you guys talk, or…?”

      He nods again, looking at an old picture of me and Janie propped up against the mirror. “I asked her what she thought of that video.”

      “Oh.” My heart thuds in my chest. I never messaged Hannah back when she asked if I was okay. I was too mortified, and some part of me wasn’t sure if she would be on my side once she knew I sent a picture like that to her stepsister’s boyfriend—even if they don’t get along. “What did she say?”

      “That I’m an asshole for dragging you into Anae’s path.” He smiles faintly, turning to face me. “She didn’t use that word. She used something nicer. Cruel, I think it was.”

      I crack a smile. “I’m not sure if cruel is any nicer than asshole.”

      He shrugs. “Not the first time I’ve heard it. Won’t be the last.”

      His footsteps are slow and deliberate as he meets my gaze and closes the distance between us.

      My heart speeds up. Butterflies scatter in my tummy as he moves so close, I have to look up to hold his gaze.

      He smiles, and my heart drops free from its cage.

      His hand moves toward me, and then he’s stroking my jaw, causing gooseflesh to erupt all over my body. “Do you think I’m cruel, mermaid?”

      Entranced, I shake my head.

      “No?” His voice is low, intimate, but confident in a strange way.

      He knows he’s taken control of me.

      He knows he’s my body’s conductor, orchestrating every flutter, every beat of my pounding heart.

      It’s impossible not to think about how we’re in my bedroom alone, in the dark.

      I lick my lips. They’re suddenly so dry, I wish I had some water.

      “You haven’t been cruel to me,” I say.

      He shakes his head, his thumb stilling on my face. He slides it over and grazes my bottom lip, sending a thrill straight through me. “No,” he says. “I don’t want to be cruel to you.”

      He dips his head. My heart thunders. His lips meet mine, and it’s like I’m not even breathing my own air anymore. I’m melded to him as he pulls me against him, holding my body close and backing me toward the bed.

      I kiss him back, but I keep my hands to myself. It’s the hardest thing in the world when I want to touch him. I want to slide my arms around his waist and hug him, or wind an arm around his neck to pull myself up to his height.

      Because I don’t, he breaks the kiss and looks down at me, his eyes slightly narrowed.

      I don’t want the trouble that comes with him, but I can’t deny wanting him.

      “Get on the bed.”

      My heart drops at his command.

      I back up until the backs of my legs hit the soft material of my bedding, then I sit down and scoot back toward the middle.

      Dare walks to the edge of the bed and looks at me, then he pulls off his hoodie.

      I’m frozen as the T-shirt underneath rides up a little to show a swatch of his toned abdomen. The tease makes my body warm, but then he reaches back, grabs the T-shirt, and pulls it off, too.

      Oh my god.

      Tension gathers between my thighs. I shift awkwardly on the bed, unsure where to look. I want to look away because it feels somehow rude to stare, but he’s so beautiful. His eyes are dark and hooded, his body a work of absolute perfection. His chest is smooth and muscled, his abs cut like he belongs on the cover of a fitness magazine. He’s too beautiful to be real, and far too beautiful to be here, in my bedroom.

      He looks at me as he reaches for the button on his black jeans.

      I’m not sure if I should say something or wait and see what he does. I didn’t even really say he could be here, let alone undress in my bedroom.

      “Can I tell you a secret, Aubrey?”

      I nod.

      He pulls down his zipper. “The first time you turned me on was the night you nearly drowned. When I was holding you in my lap and you were struggling to get away from me.”

      My heart beats in my throat.

      “Is that fucked up?” he asks, letting go of the zipper.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. I was moving around on your lap, so your body probably got confused.”

      He shakes his head slowly, kicking off his white sneakers. “No, I wasn’t confused.”

      “Oh. Okay,” I say, unsure how to respond to that.

      I suck in a breath as he pushes the jeans down past his hips, then steps out of them and stands there in just a pair of stark white boxer briefs.

      Holy shit.

      Finally, he climbs on the bed. He comes toward me and I don’t know what to do, so I start to scoot away to make room for him.

      Quick as lightning, he grabs my hips and drags me down, forcing me on my back on the bed. I gasp as he climbs on top of me, straddling me, then braces his hands on the mattress and looks down at me.

      The dark look in his eyes makes it hard to breathe.

      “It was the struggle I liked.”

      My eyes widen.

      “I liked that you were trying to get away from me and I wouldn’t let you.”

      I try to swallow, but my throat doesn’t seem to be working.

      “And when we were playing the other night? I liked when you were afraid.”

      He uses the side of his finger to trace the curve of my face. I stiffen at the contact. I don’t mean to, it’s just the stuff he’s saying… I’m not sure how to take it.

      He smiles, but there’s a devious tilt to it. “You’re afraid right now, and I like that, too.”

      I lick my lips, but it’s pointless. My mouth is so dry. “I’m not afraid.”

      He leans down, putting his full weight on me and resting his forearms on either side of my head. “You’re not?”

      He looks so serious.

      “I think you’re messing with me,” I say, my heart pounding in my throat.

      He laughs softly, looking down. “Maybe I am.” Then he looks back into my eyes, his smile dissipating. "But what if I'm not?"

      I don’t know.

      Why would he like to scare me?

      “Anae thinks I’m too dark for you,” he says.

      I hate that he’s bringing her up right now, but I’m more confused by the way he’s bringing her up—as if they’ve discussed the possibility of a relationship between us. That’s insane. No one talks to their girlfriend about other girls they’re interested in.

      “What do you think?” he asks.

      “I… I think Anae and I probably wouldn’t agree on much.”

      He nods. “It’s true. You’re nothing alike.”

      “Do you like to scare her?”

      He smirks and shakes his head. “Anae doesn’t get scared. Not of things like this, anyway.”

      “Oh.” I hesitate. “Do you like that?”

      He shakes his head. “Not particularly.”

      “Do you like me?”

      He smiles, shifting his weight to one hand so he can thread his fingers through my hair and cup the side of my head. “Very much.” His thumb strokes my face, a devilish glint dancing in his eyes. “Do you like me?”

      My heart fills to bursting at his teasing. My brain tells me to hold my tongue, that I’m being lulled into a false sense of comfort and he doesn’t need verification of what he already knows, that I’m signing a contract I can’t fulfill, but I can’t look into those beautiful eyes of his and say anything but the truth. “More than I want to,” I admit.

      “Good.”

      He leans in and kisses me again, and this time, it’s impossible to hold back. I wrap my legs around his waist, buzzing as the weight of him comes to rest between my legs. My hand slides along his hard jaw to his neck. He shifts, and I gasp against his lips as I feel his cock pressed between my thighs.

      “Do you feel what you do to me?” he asks roughly before biting at my bottom lip. His hand covers my boob and he squeezes, triggering a whole new wave of arousal between my thighs.

      “Dare,” I gasp.

      He pulls his mouth from mine, and I feel bereft immediately. My fingers sink into his dark hair as he slides down my body, kissing and sucking my tender flesh as he works on getting my shirt off. I lift my arms, letting him pull it over my head. He tosses it on the floor, then he’s back up and kissing me again.

      I was wearing pajamas, so I don’t have a bra on underneath. His hand covers the soft globe and he squeezes it again, kissing me harder, bruising my lips.

      My hand slides down his chest to his flat stomach, then lower until I reach the top of his boxer briefs. I’m curious, but not brave enough to go past the fabric.

      “You wanna feel me?” he murmurs against my lips.

      I shouldn’t, but I nod.

      He reaches down to grab my hand. My chest feels thick and tight. I hate the feeling, but I like it, too. With his big hand around mine, he guides my palm down until I’m cupping his hard-on through the fabric.

      I can’t believe this is happening.

      My fingers curl around him, and he groans. My gaze shoots to his face. It definitely seems like he liked it, so I caress him a little more.

      It’s addictive, not just the feel of him in my hand, but the sight of the taut muscles in his neck as I touch him.

      I’m doing that to him.

      I want to do it more.

      This time as I stroke his dick through the fabric, I tilt my head and kiss his neck. I kiss right where the tension is, trying to absorb it from him. His fingers rake through my hair as I make love to his neck.

      “That’s good, baby. I like that,” he says. “Now, reach inside. I want to feel your hand on my skin.”

      I want that, too. I’m still a little nervous, but emboldened by the response I’ve already gotten. I want to make him feel good.

      My hand slides beneath the fabric, my palm caressing his warm skin. I curl my fingers around his cock and look up at him, watching his eyes close as I touch him.

      I love this.

      He kisses me hard on the mouth as I feel my way around his cock, then he drops his head and kisses lower, across my clavicle and my chest. He stops to squeeze and caress my boob, flattening his palm against it and catching the nipple between his fingers. A noise slips out of me as he squeezes the taut peak, then lets go and slides his hand down between my legs.

      My sleep shorts fit loose and he pushes right past my panties. I gasp, arching off the bed, as his finger presses into me.

      “Relax,” he says, pushing his finger deeper.

      He pushes so deep it starts to hurt. I squirm, trying to get him to stop without verbalizing it.

      His gaze drifts back to mine. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

      I nod, my face flushed.

      “Sh, it’s okay,” he murmurs, kissing my forehead, then my brow. His lips drift lower and he kisses my face all over, making me smile until I hear the words he murmurs. “I’m gonna hurt you.”

      My smile drops and so does my stomach. I look up at him, unable to keep a glint of fear out of my eyes. “What?”

      “Because you’re a virgin,” he specifies. “Not on purpose.”

      “Oh.” My heart flutters. He says it like it’s a foregone conclusion that we’re going to do this, and I guess… I mean, I do want him, but I haven’t even had time to think about this. I didn’t even invite him to come over tonight. I was trying to go to sleep.

      He doesn’t give me time to consider, either.

      He withdraws his hand and sits back on his legs, dragging my sleep shorts and panties off me.

      I’m shy about him seeing me completely naked, so as he’s turning to toss them off the bed, I climb under the covers.

      He’s amused when he realizes what I’ve done. “Are you hiding from me?” he teases.

      I bite down on my bottom lip, bunching up the soft blanket in my hand and covering myself with it.

      He shakes his head, then drags off his own underwear and tosses them.

      Chase Darington is completely naked in my bed.

      His muscles flex, emphasizing his physical perfection as he moves the covers aside and climbs under them with me. Mercifully, he pulls them back over us once he’s settled between my thighs.

      “You okay?” he asks, watching me carefully.

      I nod, my heart still hammering. “I just wasn’t expecting this tonight.”

      “Is that why you’re hiding from me?”

      “I’m not hiding from you, I just…” The mean comments about the picture resurface, creating doubt where he had wiped it away the night I took that picture.

      Worse, the pictures I saw of Anae on her social media account play across my mind. Maybe I haven’t seen her naked, but I’ve seen her in a bikini. I know she’s completely perfect, and she’s the one he’s used to seeing naked.

      Nobody would make mean comments about her butt.

      He slides a stray strand of hair off my face and asks, “Seriously, what is it?”

      I feel like such an idiot saying it, but… “That haiku.”

      He frowns.

      “It’s so stupid. I know it’s stupid. Who cares what some random internet troll says about my butt.”

      His face freezes like he can’t believe what he just heard. “Are you kidding me?” His hand slides up my thigh and cups my butt. “This ass? This perfect ass?”

      I throw my head back into the pillows, smiling helplessly. “The poet hates it.”

      “The poet is a fucking moron and is probably jealous of you, let’s be honest. He or she wishes I wanted their shitty nudes, and I don’t. I only want yours.”

      I’m grinning helplessly, but his last words dig in deep and plant hooks in my heart. “Only mine?” I ask softly, pushing my fingers through his hair.

      “Only yours,” he promises.

      “You’re not just saying that to be nice?”

      He smirks and gives me a kiss. “I’m not nice,” he tells me.

      Tenderness fills me as I caress the side of his face. “You’re nice to me.”

      “Sh.” He presses his finger to my lips, reminding me, “That was supposed to be our little secret.”

      If I do this, will I be his little secret?

      The thought whispers across my mind, but I don’t have time to entertain it.

      Dare grabs something off the bed, something I didn’t notice before.

      A square, foil packet.

      Chase Darington is naked in my bed, on top of me, holding a condom.

      He doesn’t ask if I’m ready or if I even want to.

      Instead, he rips the packet open with his teeth, takes the little rubber ring out, and reaches down to slide it over his dick.

      Ready or not, here we go.
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      My body tenses as Dare positions himself between my thighs.

      I loved kissing and touching, but this part I’m afraid of. It could hurt, physically and emotionally, because the man between my thighs about to take what doesn’t belong to him doesn’t belong to me.

      Only a fool would let him do this.

      “Dare, wait,” I say softly, pushing against his chest and looking down where our pelvises are pressed together. “I think maybe we’re moving too fast. I mean, I know we are. This is—”

      He covers my mouth before I can say another word.

      Fear shoots through my veins, a reminder of the other night when he held his hand over my mouth and touched me even though I wasn’t sure he should.

      He wouldn’t do that with my virginity… right?

      I’m not sure, and I can’t tell looking up into his face. It’s intense, but strangely blank. Maybe shielded is a better word. I don’t know, but I want to fix it, so I do the only thing that springs to mind.

      I kiss his palm. He watches me. I watch him back. I kiss the hand covering my mouth again, and then I turn my head and kiss his fingers, offering tenderness instead of resistance.

      It works. His grip on my mouth eases. Figuring he must like what I’m doing, I keep kissing him. I kiss his wrist softly, then kiss his corded forearm. He has exceedingly sexy arms with prominent veins and sunkissed skin. He’s so beautiful, it’s easy to worship him. Natural, even.

      I feel like I’ve narrowly escaped some kind of danger, but I don’t know if it’s true. Maybe there never was danger, or maybe there is and I’m not free of it. All I know is when he reaches out and grabs me by the throat, I don’t fight him, and I don’t resist.

      He watches my face, waiting for a reaction.

      His grip isn’t painful, just controlling. It’s not enough to demand entrance to my body—he needs to control my breathing, too.

      I think it pleases him that I don’t fight, but I’ve never been grabbed by the throat before, so I’m not sure how I’m supposed to react.

      He keeps his hand where it is and leans down to taste my lips. That’s the only way to put it. It’s not a kiss, it’s a tasting. I don’t partake, I just sit here with my heart beating wildly in my chest as he samples me.

      “Delicious,” he murmurs against my skin when he’s finished.

      He’s in control here. That’s the way he wants it, and I let him have it, keeping my doubts to myself as he reaches down and guides his cock back to my entrance.

      He slips just the head of his cock into my slick pussy. My tummy tenses with nerves, my brain still reeling a bit that this is actually happening.

      He pushes deeper until his cock comes up against that same fragile barrier his finger hit when he was exploring me with his hand.

      His grip on my throat shifts to a tender caress. “It’s okay,” he says, his sure tone a salve on my frazzled nerves. “You don’t have to be scared. I won’t make it hurt more than it has to.”

      It feels like that could apply to our whole relationship.

      Deep down, I know this is a bad idea, but as his cock nudges the last barrier of resistance, I don’t ask him to stop. I brace my hands on his muscular arm and his shoulder. I tell myself to relax because tensing can only increase my discomfort.

      He pushes forward, and I feel a twinge as my body stretches to accommodate him. My grip on him tightening seems to alert him to the discomfort because he stops.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “It just…”

      “Shh.” He leans down, softly pressing his lips against mine to reassure me—or to silence me. I guess I’m not sure.

      Then, with one brutal plunge, he breaks through. I cry out in surprise and pain, but he muffles the sound, capturing my mouth and catching my cry in his.

      “It’s over now,” he assures me, pulling back slightly, then easing forward much more quickly. “Oh, fuck,” he groans, throwing his head back as he forces himself all the way into me.

      At least I think he’s all the way in. My body is tight and resisting the invasion, trying to squeeze him back out. It’s no match for his will, though. He shoves deep every time it tries to expel him, filling me in a way I never knew was possible.

      It still hurts as his thick cock moves through the tight channel, but as he moves inside me, it starts to hurt a little less.

      He lets go of my throat to reposition, then leans over me and kisses my mouth, murmuring, “Do you know how fucking good your pussy is, Aubrey?”

      My heart thrills at his words.

      “Fuck, I could stay inside you all day.” He pulls his hips back, then drives forward. “So fucking hot. So fucking tight. You’re so fucking wet for me. Christ.”

      I can definitely feel how tight a fit he is. It continues to hurt a little every time he drives his cock in, impaling me so hard and so deep, I can feel the force of the impact in my guts.

      I love the sound of his skin as it collides with mine, though. I even like the twinges of pain when he throws his head back and closes his eyes as his cock fills me to the hilt.

      I love being full of him, even if it hurts.

      His thrusts are so hard and so relentless I’m sure I’ll be sore tomorrow. It’s like he’s trying to leave a mark on me, and remembering the way he bit and kissed my neck before, maybe he is.

      I don’t know. I don’t know how sex is supposed to be.

      He grabs my throat after a while, his beautiful body coated in perspiration. He looks down at me with a dark look in his eye that momentarily terrifies me, but then it’s gone and his grip eases, and I try to shake the feeling of having been in danger.

      He slides his hand down between our bodies, pressing a finger inside me while he continues to fuck me. I gasp as he curls his finger and it brushes my sensitive clit. A whole new wave of sensation rolls over me as he teases my clit and pounds his cock into me at the same time. I feel wild and desperate, grabbing his sides and arching off the bed.

      “Dare,” I say on a gasp as his finger on my clit works actual magic.

      I don’t know if it’s the blood rushing through my body or what, but my vision fades out and I can feel pressure everywhere—in my body, in my head, between my thighs. It’s worst between my thighs. I can feel him working me up to a fever pitch, and when I come, it’s hard not to scream. I start to, but Dare pushes me into his shoulder. It’s an insane thing to do and I don’t mean to, but I bite his shoulder as the pleasure shudders through my body in waves.

      “Oh, Christ, Aubrey.” He drives deep and groans as my pussy convulses around him, squeezing even tighter and triggering his own release.

      I go limp, but he’s still holding me off the bed, pulled tightly against his slick chest.

      He lets me down gently, then drops his full weight on top of me, burying his face in the crook of my neck.

      Happiness and affection float around me like bubbles in a warm, comforting bath. I wrap my arms around him and hold on tight while my racing heart slows to a more normal pace.

      This is the best feeling in the world.

      I love having him in my arms like this, both of us sated from our bodies being joined together. It’s not until I realize I left a mark when I bit him on his shoulder that even a single bubble pops.

      “Crap. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to do that,” I say, stroking the mark with my fingers.

      He shifts to look over at his shoulder and smirks before relaxing against me again. “That little nibble? Next time, bite me harder.”

      I’m startled, so I laugh. We’re tangled together so I can feel him all over me, my laugh reverberating through him as well.

      If this is physical intimacy, I love it.

      A bit lazily, I turn my head so I can kiss him. I know he’s tired. So am I, but I want kisses. He happily obliges, tangling a hand in my hair and pulling me close as he kisses me. It’s tender and raw, and I don’t know how I’m just finding out about this.

      I feel too many lovey feelings I have to keep in, but I’m sure it’s just the hit of oxytocin. I’m rational enough to know I need to keep my mouth shut and just enjoy the high.

      When we’re able to move again, Dare moves off me, but I almost don’t want him to. I love the feeling of his weight pressed against me, and I want to keep cuddling.

      Thankfully, he doesn’t go far. He grabs a tissue off the end table and pulls the condom off his dick, then he curls right back up in bed with me. He rolls on his side, pulling me close and settling his arm around my waist.

      “You’re mine now,” he says, tone thick and deep and gravelly enough to make my heart skip a beat. “No one’s going to take you from me.”

      I don’t know why his words make my heart sink. They’re nice… aren’t they?

      They are, but at the same time, they’re odd.

      Maybe it’s just our situation.

      Maybe it’s the things I don’t want to think about, like the fact that he has a girlfriend who isn’t me.

      I definitely don’t like that, and as much as I enjoyed having sex with him, my brain reminds me that’s exactly why this was a bad idea.

      Crushing on him and not wanting to admit it to myself when I knew he was with Anae was one thing.

      How much worse will it be now?

      There are things I haven’t had to think about before, things I’ve deliberately not thought about when they popped up in my mind because I told myself there was no reason to. Yeah, he kissed me. Yes, he touched me in my bedroom. Yes, I sent him that picture, but all of those things… they weren’t quite this.

      Now I’ve slept with him, and that opens up a whole new world of worries.

      I don’t want the guy I’m sleeping with to sleep with anyone else.

      I know I risk making big waves if I bring it up, especially right now. I know it’s quick, and we haven’t even made any concrete commitments to each other, but he did just say I’m his.

      “Dare?”

      “Yeah?”

      I don’t know if I’m relieved or not that he’s still awake.

      “Are you mine, too?” I whisper.

      His arm around my waist tightens. “Of course.”

      He says it easily, like it’s a given.

      I don’t think it is, so maybe he doesn’t understand what I’m asking, or maybe he does, and there’s stuff he hasn’t told me yet.

      He clearly came over tonight with the intent of sleeping with me, and now that he has, he’s clearly claiming me as his, so maybe he made preparations for that he just hasn’t told me about yet. He mentioned being at Anae’s house and snooping on her laptop, but he didn’t say anything else.

      Surely he would have mentioned a breakup or something, right?

      But he also said that thing about Anae thinking he’s too dark for me. In the moment, it seemed crazy because how would that even come up? But maybe that’s how it came up. Maybe they got in some fight or he told her he wanted to break up, and when she demanded to know why, it came out that he wanted to be with me instead. Maybe that’s when she flung back that he was too dark for me, that I wouldn’t be able to handle him.

      Bite me harder next time.

      I shake off the thought that there could be some weight to that argument. I’m just not used to him yet, that’s all. All of this is new to me. The sex and the intensity. For all I know, that’s how most people fuck and I just don’t know it.

      Whatever the case, it’s clearly how he does it, and I didn’t dislike it, I just have to get used to it. I know we like each other, but we still have to get to know each other more, too.

      I’m looking forward to it even if all of this suddenly feels a little scary.

      Before this, we weren’t beholden to each other in ways that I feel we will be now, and deep down… I’m not even sure he’s having the same thoughts I am.

      Has anything changed for him at all? Or does he think we’ll just keep going like we have been, but now he gets to fuck me when he feels like it?

      I wasn’t ready for this level, but now we’re on it, so I guess we’ll have to figure it out.

      I hope this wasn’t a mistake.

      I swat the thought away.

      I don’t care if it’s a rational concern. I don’t want it to be.

      It’s too late now. There’s no going back.

      Either this was a good thing, and our relationship will evolve in a way that won’t shatter my heart into a million pieces, or…

      It won’t, and it will.
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      The hateful alarm blares from my nightstand, disrupting my lovely dreams.

      Blearily, I reach for it, but I’m startled to find a barrier keeping me from moving freely.

      I look down and see Dare’s arm still wrapped snugly around my waist.

      My eyes widen as I look at the window and verify it is, in fact, morning.

      Oh my god, he spent the whole night!

      I hope Mom isn’t awake. I don’t know how I’ll get him out of here if she is.

      He grumbles in my ear, “Smash that fucking thing.”

      I crack a smile and reach for it. He loosens his grip so I can get my finger on the button to turn it off.

      I can’t believe it’s morning. I can’t believe he slept over. We must have just fallen asleep. I’m sure he didn’t mean to.

      I look back at him over my shoulder. My tummy sinks seeing how beautiful he looks, sleepy and disheveled in the morning. “I guess we fell asleep. You’re not going to get in trouble, are you?”

      He shakes his head dismissively, “Nah, my dad doesn’t care if I’m home or not. Doubt he noticed.”

      My lips tug down sympathetically and I roll over, rearranging my covers so I can curl up beside him and rest my hand on his tummy. “You and your dad aren’t close, huh?”

      “Not really. He’s a dick and so am I. We butt heads.”

      I crack a smile, absently caressing him. “You’re not a dick.”

      He smirks over at me. “That’s the post-orgasm high talking.”

      I roll my eyes. “No, it isn’t. I slept that off.”

      “Mm-hmm,” he murmurs, unconvinced as he rubs my arm. “How’d you sleep?”

      “Very, very well. You?”

      “Same.”

      I sigh, resting my head on his bicep. “I dreamed I got to take Mom to Italy. I think she was still sick, I could feel it hanging over us like a reality I couldn’t shake, but it was still a nice dream.”

      “I take it you’ve never been?”

      “No. She always wanted to. She planned a trip there with a guy she was seeing before my dad, but I guess they broke up before it happened. When my mom and dad got married, they planned to honeymoon in Rome, but then she found out she was pregnant with me. They didn’t have the money for a vacation and a baby, so they skipped the honeymoon altogether, and they never found the money to go after that.”

      “You should go now,” he says, like it’s just that easy. Like we can just take a trip to Italy because we feel like it.

      I crack a smile. We lead such different lives.

      “We can’t,” I tell him. “Mom can’t risk getting sick on the plane ride over. Planes creep her out ever since her diagnosis. So many people, so many germs. If she gets sick, it could kill her, and that’s obviously a pretty high-stakes risk to take. As much as I’d love to take her on her dream vacation, even if I could afford to, I just can’t, unfortunately. I’d never forgive myself if something happened to her because of it.”

      “Would you even be able to do anything once you were there?”

      “If we could teleport?” I ask lightly. “Yeah, sure, there’s stuff we could do. We’re fine outdoors, as long as we can keep our distance a bit. We have to be more diligent if we go somewhere indoors. If I hear a cough or a sniffle, we’re out of there. But in Italy I know they have a lot of sidewalk cafes, so I think there’s a lot of stuff we could do that would be perfectly safe. Most of the stuff she wants to do. It’s just a pipe dream because we can’t get there. It’s not like you can drive to Italy. I’ve been trying to recreate the experience here at home,” I say, peeking up at him to see if he thinks I’m a total nerd. “I make her a lot of Italian food, and we’ll watch movies with a lot of great shots of Italy. I’ve done that with other places, too, but Italy was her bucket list trip. That’s the one she really wanted to do. I’m sad it’s my fault she never got to. She should have just taken the vacation and I could have slept on the floor or something,” I joke.

      He smiles down at me. “I like that. Are you going to teach me an Italian dish?”

      “If you want me to.”

      “What are you making for dinner tonight?”

      “I don’t know. I have to see what I have the groceries for. I’ve been a hermit the past couple of days. We need a lot of stuff.”

      “Send me a list,” he says. “I’ll take care of it. Include whatever you need for whatever you want to teach me to make. I’m coming over for dinner tonight. We can cook together and I’ll meet your mom.”

      My heart stalls. “Oh. Um…” I clear my throat. “I don’t really… I don’t really have people over.”

      His eyebrows rise and he indicates us, right now, in my bed.

      “You came in through the window and are only in my room. You’ll probably think I’m crazy, but as soon as I get home from school or work, I go straight to the shower. I’m extremely careful. I don’t even want to risk bringing germs in on the clothes I’ve worn out in the world all day.”

      “All right, so I’ll bring a spare change of clothes. We can shower together,” he teases.

      I grin. “We are not showering together.”

      “Fine, I’ll shower alone and think about you. It’s not a big deal. I can do your little cleanliness routine, then I can help you make dinner.”

      “That would be really nice.”

      “It’s settled, then.”

      I stay under the covers as he pushes his back and climbs off the bed. My gaze travels, pausing so I can admire his muscular back and perfectly rounded butt.

      Just looking at him, I get another hit of yearning like I had last night, but there’s no time for that now. As much as I’d love to stay in this bubble with him, I have to get ready for school, and he needs to get out of here.

      While he gets dressed, I slip my pajamas back on and creep out of my bedroom to see if Mom is awake.

      She’s not in the living room, so when I see the coast is clear, I go to retrieve Dare, hauling him down the hall and practically pushing him out the door.

      He laughs at my paranoia about getting caught, but clearly our parental situations are not the same. Maybe his dad wouldn’t care if he got caught sneaking a girl out of the house early in the morning, but my mom definitely would.

      He gives me a kiss before he goes, and I lean in the open doorway, watching him walk to his car.

      I hate to see him go.

      I wish last night would have lasted forever.

      It may not have been deeply reassuring, but this morning was.

      I’m afraid that going to school today could ruin all of it.

      I tell myself only an illusion can be ruined by reality, so I shouldn’t be afraid.

      But I am.

      Illusion or not, I like what I have with him. I like how he makes me feel, and I love how I made him feel last night.

      I don’t want to risk reality shining a light on us and blowing it all away.

      I don’t want to see him with her.

      I swallow, giving him a little wave as he backs out of my driveway, then takes off down the road.

      I tell myself he’ll be back later this evening. We made plans. He’ll help me cook and meet my mom. Everything will be fine.

      I just wish it felt more like the truth.
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      Because last night went the way it did, I think I underprepared for my first day back at school.

      People smirking in the halls, knowing they saw that picture of me? Sucks.

      Some openly calling me a skank and a whore as I walk past? Not great.

      When I open my locker and a whole ream of paper with the screenshot of her video (including the “pathetic”) showing my picture spill out into the hall and cause everyone in the vicinity to stare?

      Zero out of ten, do not fucking recommend.

      I tell myself to shake it off and pick the papers up as quickly as I can, but they’ve spilled everywhere. They’re covering the ground in front of the lockers. People are stepping on them as they walk past. Some guy stops and grabs one, then keeps walking.

      “Hey, give that back,” I call after him as I hurry to pick up the others before anyone else grabs one.

      “Suck a dick,” he answers. Then, turning around and smirking, he says, “Oh, wait, you’re already sucking Dare’s, aren’t you?”

      His friend laughs, he smirks more maliciously, and they turn and disappear down the hall with my picture.

      Assholes.

      I’m late to homeroom by the time I get every last stray paper out of the hallway. Seats are assigned in this class, so we always sit at the same one.

      When I hurry in, a couple minutes late, and get to mine, I find another copy of that screenshot picture taped down on top of my desk, and next it is a printout of the haiku I deleted from the comments on my post.

      Face burning, I tear them off and sit down while the teacher gives me the evil eye for coming in late and being so distracting.

      By the time I get to English class, I’m so tired of having that picture thrown in my face and insults hurled at me, I just want to leave.

      Especially because this is the class I have with Dare.

      He hasn’t realized I’m in this class yet. He’s already seated in his usual seat with his friends around him by the time I get there. The guy who stole my picture in the hall is one of them, and he’s sitting right next to Dare.

      Dread settles over me as I drop my bag. I have my whole bookbag with me today because I think I’ll eat outside again. I need a break from the nonstop bullshit.

      “Hey, there she is,” he says with a shit-eating grin, nudging Dare. Then, loudly, he says, “Think she’ll sign it for me?”

      Dare turns slowly, clearly surprised to see me over here in the corner. He frowns, stands, and grabs the paper out of his friend’s hand without looking.

      He balls up the paper on his way over. I look up at him, a little relieved, but a bit nervous, too. He hasn’t famously been fantastic to me in front of his friends, and I’m not sure what’s coming.

      “Have you been in this class all year?”

      I nod. “Sure have.”

      “Huh. And here I thought I was observant.”

      I crack a smile. “I’m easy to miss. My class before this one is so far away, I barely get here on time, and I sit by the door so I can be the first one out.”

      “Good strategy.”

      I nod, glancing at his friends. They’re watching, a bit confused. I guess I can see why. The way Anae’s video framed it, I sent this picture of myself to him unsolicited. Even though people saw us arrive at school together last week, I guess they didn’t think he actually liked me.

      Which, again, makes sense if he still has a freaking evil girlfriend.

      Haven’t been able to get confirmation on that yet. Maybe I would have at lunch, but there’s no way I’m putting myself through the cafeteria today. Everybody has an opinion about us even though literally none of them have any of the facts.

      “What time should I come over tonight?” he asks.

      The girl in front of me turns around to steal a not-so-subtle look at us.

      I clear my throat and look up at him. “I don’t know, like six?”

      “All right.”

      The way he looks at me makes me feel melty. He’s not trying to, I just really like him, and I feel like him coming over and talking to me in front of everyone like this is partially to get some of the heat off me.

      The bell rings, so he glances at the teacher, then back at me. “Guess I better go.” His lips tug up.

      I smile faintly, but my face feels so hot because I can feel people watching and I hate it. “Okay. I’ll see you later.”

      He touches my shoulder, then turns and heads back to his seat.

      At least after that, none of his friends in this class smirk at me or say another word.
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      Knowing Dare is coming over later, I utilize my lunchtime outside to eat the food I packed myself and get started on my homework.

      I’m relieved when I head back in to know I only have two classes left and then I can go home. Unfortunately, on the way to my next class, I get a text message.

      It’s from Anae. Not her fake number she sent the disgusting video from, but her own number.

      My stomach sinks when I see it’s another video from her social media—this one isn’t intended to overtly humiliate me, though. Just to hurt my feelings.

      It’s a video of her and Dare in his car with the windows down on the way to school this morning. Her caption reads, “When you and the BF decide to carpool.”

      I hate myself for feeling so disappointed.

      He never said they broke up.

      But he did come to my house with the express intention of fucking me when he knew I didn’t even want to kiss him when he had a girlfriend.

      I had hoped that meant…

      My heart cracks a little more when I see that Dare liked the video.

      What?

      When I went through her stuff before, it seemed like he never liked her shit, so for him to like this feels… deliberate.

      Not deliberate in the sense that he expected me to see it, of course, but like maybe he has a guilty conscience and thought since he fucked someone else last night, he should give his actual girlfriend a little extra attention.

      I close the message without responding and tuck my phone in my bag. I feel sick to my stomach.

      People still stare and whisper on my way to class—kids at this school love their gossip, after all—but I don’t even pay them any mind.

      I want to go home and curl up alone in bed, but I’ve already missed so much school, I don’t want to miss more for no reason. I’m useless in class, though, and when the bell rings and school is over, like an absolute masochist, I hurry outside because I know Dare tends to leave first since he parks up front, and I want to see if she gets in his car.

      She said they carpooled and implied it was today. He was wearing the same shirt he was wearing in English so I’m probably grasping at straws, but he did say she banks footage. Maybe she posted that today, but the footage was old. That would be far preferable to him actually leaving my house after taking my virginity and sleeping in my bed all night and then deciding to drive over to his girlfriend’s house and give her a ride to school an hour later.

      I feel like a crazy stalker girl semi-hiding behind the little free library box so I can keep an eye on Dare’s car. I’m worried he’ll spot me. He and Anae are standing in a group of their friends chatting. I’m not encouraged by the fact that she is also wearing the same outfit from the video. It’s starting to feel very much like I’m grasping at straws here.

      Then they say their goodbyes. Anae has a big smile on her stupid face as she turns, her high pony bouncing, and follows Dare to his car.

      Please don’t get in.

      She did send me that video. She’s probably crazy enough to coordinate her hair and outfit to make sure she matched the video she was using.

      The last straw slips through my fingers as she opens up the passenger side door, laughing at something he says, and gets in. My gaze drifts to him. He’s smiling that same smile that melts me as he gets in the driver’s side.

      I want to die.

      This hurts a lot more than it should.

      I know it’s my own fault. I read into what he said last night and interpreted it the way I wanted it to be. I wanted so badly for them to be over, I just… tricked myself into finding evidence to support it.

      I sit down on the black slatted bench on the quad. I’m visible now, but I don’t care.

      He’s backing out, so I doubt he’ll see me, anyway.

      I feel like a fool.

      I feel like what people have been calling me all day—a pathetic skank.

      I swallow past a lump in my throat and take a couple of breaths.

      It doesn’t matter.

      I tell myself that, but I don’t believe it.

      This is exactly what I was afraid would happen today.

      A familiar voice calls out, “Hey,” and a moment later, Hannah sits down on the bench beside me, adjusting her purse strap and smiling until she sees my face. “Rough day?” she asks sympathetically

      I nod woodenly. “Really rough.”

      She gives me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry. I’d invite you over to vent about it, but considering Anae would probably be there, I don’t think that would help.”

      “No, it sure wouldn’t.”

      Probably be there.

      Her words just trigger more questions. Is he taking Anae straight home, or are they hanging out? Will he take her to his house, or go to hers?

      I feel sick.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?” Hannah asks.

      “I think I made a really big mistake.”

      The words slip out and my eyes well up with tears.

      Hannah puts her books down on the bench and leans over to hug me. “We can go somewhere else if you need to talk. We could go get ice cream,” she offers, pulling back and smiling. “My treat.”

      I offer a watery smile because it’s a nice offer. “Thanks, but I can’t.”

      Some guy walking by calls out, “Hey, Aubrey, show us that ass.”

      Hannah shoots him a dirty look. “Keep it moving, perv.”

      I shake my head, looking down. “I hate everything.”

      “Chase Darington is very persuasive,” she tells me. “When he sets his mind to something, it’s pretty much a done deal. If he convinced you to do something stupid, you wouldn’t be the first.”

      “Since I met him, I feel like I’ve torpedoed my whole life.”

      She nods sympathetically. “Sounds about right. He’s not a good person, Aubrey. He and Anae are two peas in a pod, and she’s definitely not a good person. She’s sick.”

      As easily as all of this spills out of me, I’m at war with myself as far as believing it. I still don’t want to. I want my illusion back. I want Dare telling me I’m his and he’s mine, and I want it to be true.

      “You’re sure you can’t hang out? We could go to your place if you want,” she says. “I’m supposed to go over to my friend Parker’s for dinner, but she’ll understand if I can’t make it.”

      I shake my head. “No, I can’t. I wish I could. I really do want to be your friend, I think you’re great, but I have family stuff right now that takes priority and pretty much swallows up all my time. Unfortunately, I just don’t have time to be a good friend right now.”

      “So?” She shrugs. “My friendship doesn’t come with a minimum time requirement. Just because you’re busy doesn’t mean we can’t be friends. Shoot me a text whenever you feel like it or need to talk. If you have time to hang out, cool. If not, no biggie.”

      I crack a smile. “If you’re not a sapphire, this school has no business sorting students into houses.”

      She grins. “I am, actually.”

      “I figured.” At our school, the sapphire house stands for kindness and friendship. “I’m an emerald,” I tell her.

      “How funny. I must be drawn to the courageous. My best friend Parker is an emerald, too. You know what?” she says, like a light bulb just went off. “Dare’s onyx. Those onyx guys are always bad news.”

      “Wisdom and loyalty, my ass.”

      Hannah laughs. “I’m pretty sure they’re the school’s equivalent of Slytherin, they were just too afraid to say that.”

      Even though I felt—a bit dramatically—like I’d never smile again five minutes ago, I find myself smiling, too. “Fucking Slytherins.”

      “I’m a total Hufflepuff, I can’t hang with Slytherins,” Hannah says, shaking her head.

      I shake my head, too, a little in awe. I’ve never had a friend with energy as pure as hers before, but it’s addictive and oddly uplifting. “My head feels so much clearer when I’m around you. Every time I see you, you clear the Dare fog. Maybe you should move in with me so I can get back to making good decisions on a regular basis.”

      Hannah cracks a smile. “Don’t tell him that. I ran into him at my house when he was over visiting Anae, and he followed me to the kitchen to grill me about you.”

      My heart stalls. “He did?”

      She nods. “He wanted to know if we talked about him.”

      My eyes widen. “What did you say?”

      “I didn’t tell him anything. I’m not his spy. Anyway, before he wandered off, he told me I’m allowed to be your friend. If he knew I helped clear your mind about him, he’d change his mind. And I know you probably think you’d never let him tell you who to be friends with anyway, but believe me, when Dare wants to get something done, it gets done. He probably wouldn’t go about it in a straightforward way where you’d see what he’s doing, he would just find a way to turn you against me so it seemed like your decision. He did that with one of Anae’s friends he didn’t like. She lets him play, but not with her friends. So he fucked one of them. Anae went for her so hard, she had to leave school.”

      My eyes are stuck roughly the size of dinner plates. “What?”

      She nods solemnly. “Be careful with him. He’s tricky.”

      “When you say she lets him play…?”

      “He’s allowed to fuck other people as long as she knows about it and gives it her blessing.”

      My stomach sinks.

      My chest cavity seems to shrink, making breathing nearly impossible.

      “He… didn’t tell you that,” she realizes belatedly.

      “No, he sure didn’t.”

      And there have been a lot of times he probably should have.

      What the hell has been the point of torturing me and letting me feel like a terrible person for liking him when, apparently, he’s in some kind of open relationship?

      And why would he leave a relationship like that?

      He wouldn’t.

      That’s the simple answer.

      I’m a fucking idiot.

      I don’t want to be in a relationship like that, and he’s not going to leave a situation where he has unlimited free passes to do whatever the hell he wants to be monogamous with me. Why would he?

      “Sorry,” she says, grimacing. “It’s not common knowledge, but with the picture and everything, I thought you knew.”

      I shake my head. “Apparently, I don’t know anything.”
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      After countless rounds of back and forth with myself over whether I should cancel dinner with Dare tonight, the clock runs out.

      A knock at the door tells me he’s here, and my stomach twists with anxiety.

      I know I should have canceled. Hannah was the breath of fresh air I needed to clear the fog Dare constantly leaves me shrouded in. If I’d have taken advantage of that clarity, maybe I could have put myself back on track, but I know the moment I let him back in, he’ll fuck me all up.

      I didn’t even know what to tell Mom about him coming over for dinner. Earlier, when I was still in his bubble and I hadn’t gone to school yet, I had fantastical notions of telling her he was my boyfriend.

      My, how things change in the span of one day.

      I’m miserable when I walk to the door. I don’t want to open it. It feels like opening the door to a vampire I know will suck all the common sense out of me and inviting him in to do more damage.

      The door opens and Dare stands there, a charming smile on his handsome face and bags full of groceries hanging off his arms. Nothing about his smile changes, exactly, but the moment he sees my face, he knows something is off. I can see it in his eyes.

      “Hey.”

      “Hey,” I say back, my tone subdued. I take a step back to let him inside.

      He walks in, watching me carefully as he walks past, but my mom is here and he must want to make a good impression because he puts that winning smile right back on his face to greet her.

      I introduce them, but not with stars in my eyes and a goofy grin on my face like I probably would have earlier. I thank Dare and take the grocery bags to the kitchen so I can unpack them while he talks to my mom. He has his gym bag with him and tells her he’ll be back to talk to her after he showers.

      Realizing he’s a guest in this house and might not even know where the bathroom is, I abandon the groceries to show him the shower and get him a towel.

      As soon as we’re far enough away from my mom, he grabs my wrist and hauls me into the bathroom with him.

      I glance at the door as he closes it and blocks it with his body, trapping me in here with him. “Um, my mom is literally right out there. I told you nothing could happen in here.”

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Bullshit. Try again.”

      I sigh, avoiding his gaze. “Nothing is wrong, I just don’t want my mom to think… I don’t know, that we’re doing something we shouldn’t be in here.”

      “I don’t think your mom has anything to do with it. I’ll ask one more time. What is wrong?”

      I open my mouth to say nothing, but he said he’d only ask once more, and I don’t know what Dare’s next move is when his first attempt doesn’t work. “I heard some things today,” I finally say, so hesitant I don’t look him in the face.

      He doesn’t sound surprised. “What kind of things?”

      “Discouraging things.”

      “Like?”

      My heart aches, and on the surface, I don’t want any more pain, but deep down, I know I should rip off the Band-aid. “Like you and Anae have an open relationship?”

      He shakes his head. “No, we don’t.”

      “You’re not allowed to fuck other girls?”

      He misses a beat. “I am,” he says slowly. “But it’s not an open relationship.”

      “How is that not an open relationship?”

      He sighs, looking irritated. “You really want to talk about the mechanics of my relationship with Anae?”

      “No. I don’t want there to be a relationship with Anae. I’m such a fucking simple-minded idiot, apparently, it never occurred to me you guys had some kind of arrangement. I just thought you liked me, and—”

      “I do like you,” he interrupts.

      “I feel so stupid,” I say, raking my hands through my hair. “Why wouldn’t you tell me that?”

      His jaw locks. I don’t expect this to go well. Honestly, I expect it will probably be the end. I have to play the crazy girl, and he has an ideal set-up with someone else. Why wouldn’t it?

      He closes the distance between us, grabbing my jaw and forcing me to look up at him. “You said you were going to trust me. Do you?”

      “Yes, but—”

      “No, not but,” he says, not letting me finish. Slowly and deliberately, he says, “The deal was, if you trust me, I will not give you a reason not to. Wasn’t that the deal?”

      My heart thuds. “Yes.”

      He nods carefully, holding my gaze. “So why aren’t you trusting me?”

      “Because there is an awful lot you left out.”

      “Left out, yes. I didn’t lie about it.”

      “That seems like a technicality. If I’m just one of many girls you feel like fucking aside from your girlfriend, I think I deserved to know that beforehand. I never would have…” I swallow, unable to get the awful words out.

      His tone is calm, measured. “You never would have what?”

      “Last night wouldn’t have happened,” I say softly.

      The confession brings the sting of tears to my eyes. They’re glistening on the surface before I can stop them.

      “Why are you crying?” he asks.

      “Because you’re going to break my heart,” I whisper.

      His grip on my jaw tightens. He directs my gaze back to his and looks me dead in the eye. “No, I am not.”

      “You already are,” I tell him, trying to pull away, but he doesn’t let go. “I don’t know how Anae does it, but I can’t. I can’t be emotionally invested in someone who’s sleeping with other people. I didn’t ask before because it wasn’t my business and we weren’t even supposed to be… anything, but after last night…” I blink away the tears.

      “Tell me what you need to feel better,” he says.

      “I need you to break up with Anae,” I blurt.

      His lips thin like he expected that to be my response, but he really hoped it wouldn’t be.

      That fucking sucks.

      “I can’t do that right now,” he says carefully.

      I pry his fingers off my jaw and back away from him. “You mean you don’t want to.”

      “No, I mean I can’t. It’s complicated. Getting out of a relationship with Anae isn’t that simple. Her attachment to me isn’t emotional, but I’m a significant part of her identity and the life she wants. She gives me the leeway she does because she thinks it will keep me around. She doesn’t understand things like love, she understands transactions. I fit the image she wants to be associated with. Just because she doesn’t love me does not mean she’ll let me go.”

      I shake my head because that sounds like utter bullshit.

      “I know how this sounds,” he says, seeming to realize I’m not buying it. “You don’t know her, Aubrey. You don’t know what she’s like. No one does.”

      “You do,” I state.

      He straightens and stares down at me. For a moment, he’s wordless, then he says, “Yes, I do.”

      “Why? If she’s such a fucking mystery to everyone, why do you get her?”

      “Because we’re similar.”

      I hate that.

      “And because we’re similar, she feels more comfortable being open with me about certain things. She knows I won’t judge her.”

      I cross my arms, loathing this secret club they’re in together.

      “And because I know how she thinks,” he says, pulling me out of my defensive stance and taking my hand, “I can tell you with absolute certainty that if I break up with her right now to be with you, I would be putting you in danger. I like to think I could outsmart her and keep you safe, but that’s not a chance I’m willing to take when there are better options on the table.”

      My eyes widen.

      What?

      Like… danger, danger?

      “What… do you mean?” I ask uncertainly. “I mean, she’s horrible, but… she’s not dangerous.”

      He doesn’t appear to agree, but he doesn’t explain why. His hand tightens on mine. “I need to leave you out of this, Aubrey. There’s stuff you don’t know, stuff you don’t need to know. This web was tangled long before you fell into it. It didn’t bother me before, but now…” He drops his gaze for a moment, then looks back into my eyes. “I’m working on getting out, but it’ll take some time. I know it isn’t easy, but I need you to trust me.”

      Well, that’s sobering.

      I swallow, unsure what to say.

      He knows he has me, but he closes the distance between us, cupping my face in his hand and stroking my cheek with his thumb. “Who told you these things and upset you?”

      I hesitate, remembering what Hannah said about not letting on that she helps me see things clearly where he’s concerned. The lie feels sticky in my mouth, but I know I have to utter it. “I ran into my friend Janie after school.”

      He nods, his gaze shuttered. “The one you were with the night you came to my party?”

      I nod, but I can’t hold his gaze. I’m not nearly as comfortable lying as he is. Still, I hope he bought it. I don’t want him to get the idea that Hannah’s a bad influence.

      Or… a good influence?

      He makes everything confusing.

      “Well, you did tell her you didn’t have time for her, and now it’s clear you’ve been spending time with me. Maybe she’s a bit jealous,” he reasons. “Wanted to stir things up.”

      Right. Because someone giving me sound and reasonable information he held back is clearly trying to stir things up.

      I should keep my mouth shut, but I look up at him, wanting some kind of reassurance beyond what he’s given me. “She said you’re tricky.”

      “Tricky,” he repeats, like he’s tasting the word and trying to ascertain where he’s had it before. “That’s a gentle word.”

      “It’s not like I didn’t already know that, but…” I shake my head, looking up at him. He’s still holding my face. “Please don’t be fucking with me, Dare. Don’t jerk me around and make a fucking fool of me.”

      “I am not jerking you around,” he promises. “I am on your side, regardless of how it might feel sometimes. I do not want to fuck anyone else. You’re the only person I want to be with.”

      I want to believe him, but I’m not sure I do. “You liked her video today.”

      “Yes, I did.”

      I blink, a little surprised he doesn’t even act annoyed or guilty in any way about being called out on it. “So, you hardly ever engage with her content and now, after last night, you’re liking her video of you guys hanging out together and her calling you her boyfriend? What am I supposed to think of that?”

      “That if I’m doing something I ordinarily don’t, I must have a reason.”

      That knocks a bit of the wind out of my sails. “Well, I did figure you had a reason,” I mutter, dropping his gaze because I already know he won’t be impressed with my crazy girl rationale. “I thought you had a guilty conscience and wanted to show her some attention after spending the night with me.”

      He shakes his head very slightly. “I don’t get those, and I’ve never cared to protect her feelings. Anae posting that picture of you went off-script. I have her under control again, but now I’m aware that she has started perceiving you as a big enough threat that she’s acting on it, so I have to move carefully. She’s more impulsive than I am, so there’s a very good possibility she will veer off course again if she feels provoked. I have to offer small reassurances right now to make her think I’m not going anywhere. Nothing overboard that would alarm her because it’s out of character for me, but I have to keep up appearances to keep you safe. I cannot dump her. I understand I could be lying about all this just to keep you on the side, but I’m not. That’s why I’ve asked you to trust me implicitly. I know it’s not the easiest thing to do, but it’s the only way this works.”

      He’s asking a lot and I’m not sure I’ll be able to do it. There’s a lot already on my plate, and what he wants me to do is effectively ignore the reality I’m seeing with my own two eyes and trust whatever he tells me instead.

      That seems crazy.

      “Aubrey.” He flexes his hand on my jaw, forcing me to look back up at him. “Listen to me. Anae will try to get under your skin. She’ll do whatever she has to do to accomplish that end. She’ll make posts that hurt. She’ll lie to you. She wants to scare you off without doing something to alienate me, and as long as that’s where we have her, we’re fine. If she begins to sense she’s losing control, that’s what will drive her to go off-script. Let her see a reaction if that’s what she wants, but don’t let it truly get to you. I’m asking you to effectively stop thinking for yourself when it comes to this, stop trying to make sense of it. You won’t be able to. You’re not like her. You don’t think the way we do. Trust that I am looking out for your best interests, and let me handle this.”

      I smile faintly at the absurdity of it all. “’Ignore the reality in front of your eyeballs, don’t question it or me, and let me do all the thinking for you.’ Anything else, master?”

      He smirks, backing me up against the wall. He keeps space between our bodies so our clothes don’t touch, but he leans in to kiss me. Playfully, he says, “Exactly. Now, is that so hard?”

      “Do you want a girlfriend or a robot?” I mutter against his intoxicating mouth.

      “I want you,” he states, making my tummy flutter. “If there’s no imminent threat, you’re free to notice all the reality you want, but in a scenario like this, I need you to stay out of the way. I need you to trust me and let me handle it. Let me protect you.”

      I sigh. “For a girl whose father dipped out amid the worst time of her life, you’re asking for a lot.”

      “I know,” he says gently, caressing my cheek and leaving a soft, tender kiss at the corner of my mouth. “I’m not him. I’ll never abandon you the way he did.”

      He may be the least trustworthy human I’ve ever encountered, but that promise is like a salve over a wound I didn’t even know I had. Gazing up at him, vulnerability in my eyes, I ask, “Promise?”

      He nods and leans in to give me another kiss. “I promise.”
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      My mood improves markedly after our encounter in the bathroom.

      Firstly, because Dare said all the right things.

      Secondly, because he followed it up by covering my mouth, sliding his hand down the front of my jeans, and fingering me until I could scarcely remember my own name.

      The post-orgasm buzz gets me through his shower, and when he comes out in fresh, clean clothes, he comes into the kitchen where I’m getting our dinner ingredients together and wraps his arms around my waist from behind. He’s so much taller he towers over me, but I’ve never felt safer than I do in his tight embrace.

      I didn’t intend on all the PDA in front of my mom since I didn’t even know what to call him, but Dare isn’t shy. He bends to kiss my cheek and the side of my face as I move the sourdough bread across the counter. He kisses the corner of my mouth and I giggle—actually giggle.

      I’m smitten again, and maybe the forecast is foggy, but I like not being able to see the danger. If he’s intent on killing it before it gets to me, do I really need to?

      It’s nice to be light and happy again.

      It’s nice to feel confident that he has my back.

      “So, Chef Aubrey, what are we making for dinner tonight?”

      “I’m going to teach you how to make a sandwich,” I tease.

      “Seriously? I know how to make a sandwich.”

      I smile and look up at him. “I thought we’d start with the basics. We’re going to make homemade sweet potato fries and turkey melts for dinner tonight.”

      “Sounds delicious.”

      I nod, grabbing a sweet potato. “We’re going to keep the skins on, so the first step is to scrub this clean.” I hold it out. “Here you go. Get to scrubbing.”

      He pulls a face, not removing his arms from around my waist. “Really? I usually pay people to scrub things for me.”

      “Nope. We’re doing everything ourselves. I believe in you,” I say lightly as I hand him the sweet potato.

      Reluctantly, he lets go and grabs it, but he looks lost standing at the sink. “What do I scrub it with?”

      I laugh and walk over to show him.

      While he’s doing that, I get the cookie sheet ready and pop it into the oven so it’s nice and hot when we put the fries in.

      Mom comes in to sit at the island counter like she usually does when I cook. “Mind if I sit?” she asks.

      “Of course not,” I say. I was reluctant about this when he suggested it, and wasn’t really sure if it would be awkward, but overall I just feel happy that I get to spend time with both of them.

      “I’m the guest here, Mrs. Gale,” Dare says lightly.

      It’s the kind of overly respectful bullshit that seems obviously out of place to me, but Mom doesn’t know him, so she doesn’t second guess his charming act. “Please, call me Emilie. I’m not even a Mrs. anymore.”

      “I heard,” he says with a nod, grabbing a knife to start slicing fries. “Dropped the dead weight. Good for you.”

      She cracks a smile.

      “Aubrey tells me you don’t want to go to the consultation in New York this weekend.”

      “It’s a long trip, and we can’t really afford it.”

      “Yes,” he says with a nod. “I understand that. Aubrey told me about your compromised immune system, too. I understand that makes things more difficult, but I think I have a solution.”

      My ears perk up because this is the first I’m hearing about this.

      Dare goes on. “My father shares a private jet with a friend of his. I explained your situation, and we’re having it professionally cleaned on Friday—of course, it’s already very clean, but this way we can be sure no one left behind any germs for you to catch. The cabin crew will be kept as small as possible, and every person will have their temperature checked before they’re allowed to board the plane. They’ve been informed an immunocompromised individual will be on board, and have also been informed that if Aubrey hears so much as a sniffle, she has full authority to throw them out of the plane.”

      Mom laughs and Dare smiles. Her gaze shifts to me uncertainly because this is obviously an overwhelming amount of effort to help her from someone she has never met before. “Oh, I couldn’t ask you to do all that for me…”

      “It’s already done,” he assures her, slicing through the sweet potato. He’s much more comfortable cutting than cleaning. “I did ask about a video call since that’s what Aubrey asked me to do, but he wanted to meet with you in person so he could make sure all your test results are up-to-date and give you an examination before he gets started. He’ll need you to send over your medical records so he can look at them ahead of your visit. He’s not there to waste your time. If there’s nothing he can do, he’ll tell you that. If there’s something you haven’t tried that he thinks stands a shot at working, he’ll tell you that, too.”

      Mom looks at me. I see the same thing I felt when he first mentioned this to me—a reluctant gleam of hope.

      I walk over and place my hand over hers on the counter. “I think it’s worth trying, Mom. What’s the worst that can happen? He can’t help? Then we come home.”

      “I suppose ‘ride on a private jet’ is a good bucket list item,” she says, considering. “But this all sounds very expensive.”

      “It’s on me,” Dare assures her. “The trip, anything you need as a result of the trip. I’m covering all of it.”

      Mom looks over at me, wide-eyed. “Is he an angel?”

      I grin. “I thought he was when I first met him, too.”

      Dare smirks at me because we both know he’s the furthest thing from an angel, but Mom has no clue.

      I’m glad she doesn’t because if she knew how complicated things were with him, she might not accept his help. Since he’s here kissing me and cooking with me and meeting my mom like a normal boyfriend, she has no reason to suspect otherwise.

      Although I don’t think Dare will take up cooking as a hobby anytime soon, he proves quite an adept pupil. We finish up our light dinner and eat at the table while Mom and Dare get better acquainted.

      She embarrasses me telling him I hadn’t told her I was seeing anyone, but she could tell by the big grin on my face every time I would get a text from him.

      Dare grins at me across the table. “Aw, mermaid. Do I make you smile?”

      When you don’t make me cry.

      But I don’t say that. My face heats and Mom laughs, and honestly, it’s a great time. I didn’t really expect Dare to be good with parents, but by the time he stands and clears the plates for us, I can tell Mom is fully charmed.

      “You sure you don’t need help?” I ask him.

      “Nah,” he says, grabbing my plate and stacking it on top of his and Mom’s. “I’ve got it.”

      As soon as he’s out of the room, Mom reaches across the table and puts her hand over mine. “I love him.”

      I crack a smile. “I’m pretty fond of him, myself.”
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      We visit some more and enjoy dessert while Dare dazzles Mom with his life experiences and future plans.

      I ask if they want to watch a movie before he leaves, but Mom decides she’s going to head to bed a little early and give us time to ourselves.

      “Are you sure?” I ask her.

      I’m on the couch with Dare, his arms wrapped around me.

      Mom smiles and waves me off. “You kids have fun. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      Dare waits until Mom is down the hall, then he kisses my neck and teases, “Your mom likes me.”

      “Well, sure. Who wouldn’t love the generous, all-American charmer I just had dinner with?” I tease. “Now, if the Dare I know would like to come back out, he’s who I’d like to cuddle with while I watch this movie.”

      “Hey, Mom’s approval is crucial to my Aubrey domination plan.”

      He says it like he’s joking, but I don’t even know if he is anymore. “There he is,” I say dryly.

      We cuddle up on the couch and pick a movie to watch. Dare behaves himself for the first half. I sit between his legs, his strong arms locked around me. He loves to have his arms around me, and I love it, too. Makes me feel safe and relaxed.

      As we get nearer to the end of the movie, he starts distracting me. He pulls my hair away from my shoulder to expose my neck. I know as soon as he does it he’s about to cause trouble. My skin prickles in anticipation with only his eyes skimming the curve of my neck.

      His finger follows. He places his fingertip at the top of my neck, just below my jawline, then he lightly traces the curve all the way down. My eyes drift closed when he does it again, and my body sinks back against his when he does it a third time. My body is primed for his attention, so when he slides his hand down my shirt and grabs my boob, my nipple is already hard for him.

      “Maybe we should save this for the bedroom,” I say softly, shifting on his lap. “I don’t want my mom to—”

      He grabs my jaw, turning my face up, and silences my objections with a hard kiss. He squeezes and caresses my breast as he kisses me, and as much as I really don’t want to do anything sexual on the couch in my living room, I can’t deny my body is swiftly siding with him.

      Stupid body.

      “Dare,” I murmur against his lips, but he doesn’t listen. The solid wall of him behind me moves, and I sink a little.

      I start to sit up on my own, but Dare lets go of me, climbs on top of me, and shoves me back on the couch.

      My pussy throbs, liking his roughness and the fact that I know where it’s leading.

      He’s on top of me looking down, a dark gleam in his eyes. The room is dark but for the light of the TV. He looks a bit sinister, but also familiar now, and oh, so beautiful.

      I reach up to caress his face.

      He tugs his T-shirt off and tosses it on the ground.

      Then, he slides his hands up under my shirt and tugs the fabric up until it’s off me.

      I sigh at his utter disobedience as he tosses my shirt on the ground with his. I’m still in my bra and jeans, but when he starts to unbutton them, I grab his hands to try and stop him.

      “Dare, we can’t do this here,” I whisper.

      He doesn’t like being told no.

      Or maybe he does.

      Whether he does or he doesn’t, he grabs my wrists, pinning them above me on the couch, and leans in to murmur roughly, “I can do whatever I want to you, mermaid. Wherever I want to do it.”

      My heart pounds. I surely didn’t agree to that.

      I look up at him, his beautiful face shadowed in the dark room. “Please, let’s just go to my room.” When my words don’t move him and I feel him reaching around my back with his free hand to unclasp my bra, I kiss his neck. “Dare, please.”

      My pussy throbs. I don’t know if it’s begging him or the helplessness I feel being pinned down while he completely fucking ignores my pleas to stop. Maybe it’s just because it’s him. Maybe he’s being an ass, but he smells and tastes and feels like the same person who made love to me last night because he is.

      The material goes slack. He drags it off me and tosses it, his hand covering my breast immediately. “I fucking love your tits,” he rumbles, turning my tummy upside down and making it flutter at the same time. He dips his head and takes one in his mouth.

      I want to stop him, but it feels so good. I gasp, pulling at my wrists overhead to try to free them, but his grip tightens.

      “Dare, please…”

      In response, he sucks my nipple into his mouth. I squirm, pulling at my pinned wrists and stealing a glance at the hallway. I’m trying to be as quiet as I can, but I’m still worried Mom will hear us.

      He bites down and I cry out. He claps a hand over my mouth, holding it there while he sucks and bites on my breasts. I try to fight him, and he gets more aggressive, shoving me deeper into the couch cushions.

      When he pulls up from assaulting my breasts and gazes at me, there’s a wildness in his eyes, like last night when he gripped my throat while he was fucking me.

      It’s like he’s teetering on the brink of losing control.

      Fear shoots through my body and maybe makes an appearance in my eyes because something shifts in his demeanor. He eases up on my wrists and moves his hand off my mouth.

      I suck in a shuddering breath, looking up at him with uncertainty in my gaze.

      He lets go of my wrists, and reaches for the button on my jeans. This time, I don’t try to stop him. I’m too afraid of what will happen if I do.

      I hear the zipper slide past the metallic teeth, feel the material around my hips go slack. I look away as he grabs the belt loops and tugs my jeans down and off, leaving me in just my panties.

      I wore sexy ones tonight in anticipation of things maybe going this way, though I imagined we’d be in my room and I’d be more on board than I am currently. They’re black with a bit of delicate lace detail.

      Dare’s hand slides over the crotch until he’s cupping my pussy in his palm.

      I close my eyes as he rubs me, teasing my slit through the fabric. My pussy pulses with need, but I still don’t want this to happen here.

      Dare drops down between my thighs. I feel him down there and open my eyes only a moment before he grabs my spread thighs and lowers his mouth to my pussy.

      I’m still wearing underwear, but he kisses me through the fabric and it’s the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced. I feel myself getting wetter as he kisses my pussy through the fabric like he’s kissing my mouth—hungrily.

      The will and decency melt out of me. I’m desperate for his touch, no matter where we are. When he slides my panties off and uses his thumbs to spread me open, I can barely stifle my own cry of pleasure. I wish I had his hand over my mouth again as his tongue darts inside me, licking my tender flesh.

      I grab his hair, tugging him closer. He puts his hands under my ass and raises me off the couch, steadying me as he fucks me with his tongue. I move my hips in time with his lapping, riding his face and chasing the pleasure he offers. I’ve never been kissed so intimately before, but it’s fucking incredible.

      My thighs shake beneath his fingers as he moves his tender assault to my clit, strumming that magical bundle of nerves until I’m bucking against his mouth, writhing and clawing at the couch cushions.

      When my orgasm hits, it hits so hard I can’t stop myself crying out. I grab a pillow and pull it over my face to muffle the sound as I whine and cry, lifting off the couch as his mouth stays latched on my pussy.

      I collapse, boneless. His tongue laps my pussy one more time, then he pulls out of me and rises up to look at me.

      I’m sated and completely unable to move, dazed and happy and oh-so-sleepy from the orgasm.

      Dare lies down on top of me, resting his face in the crook of my neck and kissing me.

      My hand slides down between us. I can feel how hard he is and I want to help him out with it, but I can’t move a muscle.

      I rub his cock and he groans into my neck. I smile sleepily and turn my head slightly so I can murmur in his ear, “Just let me get my bones working again and we can go to my room.”

      Dare chuckles against my neck, but doesn’t seem to be in a rush. Which, honestly, is so great of him because I’m sure he’s not comfortable.

      I’m going to make him come so hard as soon as we get to my room, I just need a little rest first.
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      When my eyes open, it’s because I’m unconscious and being lifted, and my body doesn’t know what’s happening. My heart thuds dully in my chest, but I look and see Dare close, his arms braced beneath my body.

      He’s carrying me.

      I lock my arms around his neck. I’m unsure about being carried like this, but he’s so strong, it doesn’t seem to be a problem for him.

      Once I realize he’s not going to drop me, I smile softly and rest my head on his broad shoulder.

      “You fell asleep,” he tells me in case I’m not sure.

      I’m so tired. We haven’t had sex yet. I need to stay awake. I lick my lips and try to hold my eyes open, but they’re so heavy.

      Dare places me down gently on my bed. I rally enough to pull the bedding back so I can climb underneath. I’m completely naked, and his gaze rakes over my body as I do.

      “Are you going to join me?” I ask, pulling back the covers and patting the mattress beside me.

      He smiles, leaning in and kissing my forehead. “Not tonight.”

      I pout at him and he kisses my pouty lips. He tangles his hand in my hair, kissing me more hungrily and making my heart pound. He must like when I pout.

      “Fuck, you’re a tempting little thing,” he tells me, adjusting his cock as he straightens.

      I smile, lowering the blanket and rubbing my boobs since I know how much he likes them. “You sure? There’s room for one more…”

      His eyes flash dark. “Believe me, I wish I could,” he says.

      I don’t know why he can’t, but I am exhausted.

      I suppose if he doesn’t mind not getting any satisfaction tonight, I can be okay with it, too.
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      Aubrey is asleep before I even leave her bedroom.

      My cock stirs, tempting me to go another round with her. Her tits beckon me. They’re dying to be played with, and I’m only too happy to oblige, but I force myself to ignore the impulse and cover them up.

      I’m glad the crushed up Ambien I sprinkled in the bottom of their dessert bowls was enough to do the trick. I wasn’t sure, but I didn’t want to risk giving either of them too much, either. Just enough to make Mom sleepy so she’d go to bed early, and Aubrey to sleep deeply enough that I could finish what I started the other night.

      Fuck, she was beautiful passed out on the couch—her face peaceful, her tits jiggling as I thrust into her wet pussy again and again.

      So. Fucking. Beautiful.

      I ignore my aching cock and retrieve Aubrey’s clothes off the living room floor. I take them back to her room and dump them on the floor so her mom doesn’t find them in the morning, then I ease her bedroom door shut.

      Goodnight, beautiful.

      I turn off the television and lock up on my way out.

      It’s late. I dozed on top of Aubrey for a bit after I fucked her, my cock still buried inside her body. I don’t know what it is about her that brings me peace and makes it impossible not to fall asleep with her. I’ve certainly never encountered it before.

      I put those thoughts away and drive away from Aubrey’s house, getting into more familiar territory as I draw closer to Anae’s.

      Where our mansion is pretty modern, Anae’s house was designed to resemble a French château.

      It wasn’t hers back then, of course. She and her mother only moved into this house when her mom married Hannah’s wealthy, widowed father. He had it built for his first wife who was, by all accounts, a lovely woman. Anae’s mother detested the place because of that fact, but Anae loved the house immediately because it was the kind of place she imagined a princess would live.

      She was younger then. She didn’t know she had more in common with evil queens than sweet-tempered princesses.

      I use the code to open the entry gates since everyone inside is fast asleep. They open and I drive past, cutting the wheel and rounding the circular driveway.

      I park near the front door. I don’t lock my car since I’d prefer not to flash the lights. I don’t expect anyone to bother with it while I’m inside.

      The house is dark since everyone is sleeping. I don’t turn on any lights. I’ve been here enough to know my way around, even in the dark.

      I keep my steps light as I make my way down the hall upstairs. When I find the bedroom I’m looking for and let myself inside, my steps fall more slowly and deliberately.

      I’ve been to Anae’s plenty of times, but I haven’t been in this room before. It’s massive, with a giant bed made up of soft blue silk and white fluffy pillows. I flick a glance at the girl sleeping there, but she doesn’t move, so I look around a little more.

      I touch ribbons from various awards, peruse the romantic books on her shelves, and the fluffy white chair in the corner with a cozy blanket draped over it. I see a rolled up yoga mat beside her dresser and some clutter on top, but it’s the pictures that catch my attention.

      Always the pictures.

      She has more of them than Aubrey does. I grab one, a picture strip of her and a red-haired girl making silly faces, sticking their tongues out, and hugging in various shots taken in a photo booth.

      I don’t know the other girl, so I put that one back and continue looking.

      I stop when I find one that appears more important. It’s old, the edges yellowed over time. It’s a photograph of a little blonde girl in a blue frilly dress with smiling parents behind her, each of them holding one of her hands. The picture was shot in the driveway in front of this house and appears to be the sort of thing there would only be one copy of.

      I slide it into my jacket pocket.

      Once I have what I need, I cross the large room and approach the bed.

      My presence still hasn’t woken her and I don’t have all night, so I sit down on the edge nearest her. Her body shifts slightly as the bed sags, and her eyes flutter open.

      Then widen with horror when she sees me sitting on her bed.

      Gasping, Hannah grabs at the blanket draped over her, clutching it to her breasts and quickly sitting up.

      “Hello, Hannah.”

      Her chest rises and falls rapidly, fear glinting in her big blue eyes. “Wh—what are you doing here?”

      I reach over and run my hand across the blue silk covering her body. I hear her fearful gasp, then look up to meet her gaze. “Letting you see how easily I can get to you.”

      She draws a shuddering breath but doesn’t say anything. Her gaze breaks away from me and darts to her bedroom door. She looks around the room, probably to see if Anae is lurking, too. When she realizes I’m here alone, her gaze returns to me. “Why—why would you need to get to me?”

      “I think you know why.”

      She shakes her head, still looking at me like I’m here to crush all her dreams.

      And I can be, if she fucking tests me.

      “I thought our last talk went well,” I tell her. “Imagine my disappointment when I went over to Aubrey’s tonight and discovered a little bird had been in her ear.”

      I knew Aubrey was lying when she told me it was Janie she’d run into as soon as she told me what was said, but I don’t tell Hannah that because I don’t want Aubrey to curry any more favor with her. Let her think Aubrey sold her out to me.

      “You told her I was in an open relationship with Anae.”

      She swallows. “I told her the truth, nothing more. That Anae let you—”

      I reach out and grab her by the throat. She gasps with horror, dropping the blanket as both of her hands go to my wrist.

      And they’d better, because I’m squeezing hard.

      “Stay the fuck out of my relationships,” I say slowly, clutching her delicate throat even tighter.

      She struggles to breathe and her nails start digging into my hand as she frantically fights to free herself from my grasp. I don’t want scratches that I can’t explain to Aubrey, so I ease up a little, but don’t release her.

      “I thought you were going to be a good friend,” I say. “Good friends support their friends’ romantic relationships.”

      Even though I literally have her by the throat, she glares at me. “Not when those friends are in relationships with abusive assholes who jerk them around.”

      “That’s a bit foolish when I have my hand around your throat, isn’t it?”

      “You’re not going to kill me,” she says.

      “You’re right. Tonight, I’m only here to scare you. See, tonight, I left Aubrey’s house with my balls empty, so I’m in a pretty good mood. But if you have your way, I have a feeling Aubrey will stop opening her door to me. I can’t have that.”

      “If she stops wanting to see you, it will be your fault, not mine.”

      “No. See, I have a pretty good hold on her when it’s just the two of us. She doesn’t have any other friends at this point, so there’s no one to make waves but you. As Anae’s stepsister, you’re in a unique position to make even bigger waves than the average person. I need you not to.”

      She pulls on my arm, trying to get loose of my grip.

      I let her go.

      She rubs at her neck, shooting me a wounded look. I’m hoping she’ll roll over nice and easy, but she dashes those hopes. “That poor girl has been through enough, Dare. I won’t help you trap her.”

      “Well, then I’m afraid you won’t be her friend any longer.”

      “It’s up to Aubrey who she’s friends with,” she says, but I can see she knows better even as she says it. “She’s not like Anae,” she adds quickly. “If you lay a finger on me, she’ll blame you, not me.”

      “That’s true. But you should think about what will happen if your mission to save her from me works. If I lose Aubrey, and I can’t get her back. If I think it’s your fault.”

      Wisely, she swallows and eases away from me.

      I smile. “If that happens, little orphan Hannah, I will be back. I won’t kill you, but I’ll make you wish I had. Can you imagine if I fucked you? The abuse you would have to endure at your sister’s hands.”

      Her voice is small because she knows she’s entirely defenseless against such a threat. If I wanted to take her right now, I could, and even if her cries woke them up, no one in this house would lift a finger to help her. “I would never let you fuck me,” she states.

      I lean in to look her in the eye. “And I wouldn’t care how much you screamed and begged for me to stop.”

      She braces her hands beside her on the bed and draws in a shaky breath. “Get out of my bedroom.”

      Her voice shakes. I debate scaring her a little more to really drive my point home, but I don’t want to risk her saying something to Aubrey.

      That’d be a bit fucking stupid unless she has brutal rape fantasies, but I don’t know how bright Hannah Dupont is.

      Better not risk it.

      There is one more thing I can do, though.

      “I’m surprised they let you keep this bedroom,” I say, gesturing around the spacious room that has obviously been hers since childhood. “The way Anae and her mom feel about you, I’d have thought they would’ve stashed you somewhere less… comfortable.” I meet her gaze. “Maybe I’ll mention that to her.”

      Then, the cherry on top of her punishment. I draw the photograph of her with her parents out of my pocket. She frowns when I hold it up, her eyes widening when she realizes what it is. Her gaze darts to the dresser, but the sound of me tearing it in half jerks her focus back to me.

      “No,” she cries, reaching for it.

      Too late.

      I drop the torn pieces on her bed. “If I have to come back, it’ll be much more than an old picture I tear through.”

      Gathering the torn pieces of the picture in her hands and looking at me like I’ve just broken her heart, she says softly, “You’re a monster.”

      “And you’re no longer Aubrey’s friend. Next time you see her, walk the other way. If she messages you, be busy. The friendship is new, so it should be easy enough to unravel.”

      “You already have Anae, and she would do anything for you,” Hannah says. “Why can’t you just leave Aubrey alone?”

      I pause on my way to the door and look back at her. “I think I might be in love with her.”

      Hannah’s gaze softens a smidge, but I almost think she looks… pitying. “This isn’t love,” she says softly.

      “How would you know?” I toss back. “Nobody loves you.”

      She gasps like I just struck her.

      I smile because I did, with the ugliest weapon I have at my disposal—the truth.

      I turn the doorknob and leave without waiting for a response, satisfied that now Hannah Dupont knows she had better mind her fucking business—or else.
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      I wake up to my alarm and the bed all to myself, but I also have a text from Dare that makes me smile.

      “Should have taken you up on that offer. It was a long night without you.”

      I sigh happily and text back, “Don’t worry, you can have a rain check.” I add a heart emoji and press send, then I fall back in the bed with the phone hugged to my chest.

      I hope he’ll text back, but he must be still asleep or busy getting ready because a few minutes pass, and nothing.

      I guess that means I should get up.

      Strangely, when I sit up on the edge of the bed, I feel sore between my thighs like I did when we had sex. I know he went down on me pretty enthusiastically, but I didn’t think that would make me sore.

      I guess maybe it’s leftover soreness from the night before, but I’m sore in places I wasn’t yesterday. Weird.

      I shower and brush my teeth, then I get dressed for the day and head to the kitchen to make Mom her tea and some breakfast for both of us.

      “How’d you sleep?” I ask her as I grab the matcha tea.

      “Very well,” she says, looking back at me. “Did you and Dare have fun?”

      “Yeah, we watched a movie and cuddled a bit before he went home.”

      “He seems very affectionate,” she remarks.

      I smile. “Yeah.”

      “He really seemed to like you, too.”

      My smile widens. “Yeah.”

      “I’m glad,” Mom says seriously. “You deserve to have some sunshine in your life.”

      Sunshine makes me think of Hannah.

      I grab my phone and shoot her a message telling her we’re having the last of the muffins I made with her recipe this morning with a little crying face emoji. I expect her to message me back, but after a few minutes have passed and I’ve given Mom her tea, I check my phone and see she hasn’t responded. Rereading the message and thinking maybe it came off weird, I add, “I can’t wait to make them again, though! Thanks so much for the recipe.”

      I set my phone aside and make Mom some oatmeal to go with her muffin. Once she’s set up, I head to school.

      That feeling of dread moves over me as I approach the building.

      The video with my picture is inching toward old news so there aren’t as many clear instances of people judging me, but there are still a few nasty looks, a couple of people who call me names to their friends without even trying to keep me from hearing.

      I don’t let it get me down as much this time, though. I’m focused on this weekend.

      Dare said he will give us a ride to the plane and pick us up when we get back home. It’ll take a little under six hours each way and we’re not spending the night, so we’ll be spending a lot of time on the plane that day.

      At lunch, I brave the cafeteria. I eat and keep my head down, not paying attention to anyone around me.

      I’m working on homework when the freckled soldier Dare sent last time approaches.

      “Dare wanted me to give you this,” he says, passing me another handwritten note.

      I smile. “Thank you.”

      He blushes, nods, then hurries away.

      I unfold the sheet of paper and read the note.

      

      
        
        
        Meet me on the beach behind my house tonight.

        Come to the cave.

        I want to watch the sunset with you.

      

        

      

      

      It’s cute that he sent a note instead of simply texting me like he could have. I fold the note up and tuck it in my book, then I watch his table until I catch his gaze and give him a little smile.

      He gives me a small smile back, but then he gets pulled into conversation with one of his friends.

      I wasn’t planning to see him tonight, but watching the sunset together sounds romantic. I’m looking forward to it.

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      It’s windier than I was prepared for when I get to the beach.

      I wore a thin blue dress with flowers on it. It’s feminine and soft, the same vibe as the skirt I wore that Dare really liked. Thankfully, there’s no one else around because it keeps blowing up and I have to make a constant effort to keep my panties from showing.

      I start looking for Dare as soon as I reach the bottom of the steps. I don’t see him, but it’s getting pretty close to sunset, so maybe he’s already over on the rocks by the cave. I trek over there quickly so we don’t miss it, but when I get to the rocks, he’s not there.

      I look past the rocks at the cave. The note did say to come to the cave, but that’s not where he said we should watch the sunset last time we were here.

      I consider crossing the dangerous rocks and going to look for him in the cave, but something feels off. Rather than go over there, I grab my phone out of my purse and send him a text. “Are you in the cave?”

      Dare texts back immediately. “What are you talking about?”

      “I’m at the beach, but I don’t see you,” I text back. “I’m by the rocks. I know the note said the cave, but this is where you mentioned watching the sunset before.”

      The message goes through and I wait for him to text back, but instead, my phone rings.

      I swipe the screen and put it to my ear. “Hey.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      My stomach drops at the coolness in his tone. “The note you sent over at lunch. You—you asked me to meet you at the beach so we could watch the sunset together.”

      “You’re on my beach? Right now? Where are you, exactly?”

      “By the rocks.”

      “Did the note say to meet me at the rocks?”

      “No, it said the cave. I didn’t want to cross the rocks if you weren’t over there because I know last time—”

      “Get the fuck away from the rocks, Aubrey. Come back toward the steps. Do it quickly. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      My stomach sinks. I look around, a bit paranoid, but it sounds like he doesn’t have the first clue what I’m talking about. I don’t see anyone else on the beach, but I turn and hurry back toward the stairs, anyway.

      I watch Dare hurry down the steps along the cliff down to the beach with a knot of concern in my tummy. The stairs are steep, and I know he’s an athlete, but he should still take them carefully. I’m relieved when he hits the sand, but he runs to get to me quicker, then pulls me into his arms protectively and surveys the beach.

      “Do you have the note on you?” he asks.

      I nod, reaching into my purse and drawing it out.

      He grabs it, looks at it, and shakes his head. “This isn’t my handwriting.” His gaze flickers to me. “Who gave this to you?”

      “I don’t know his name. A chubby kid with glasses and freckles. He’s given me stuff from you before.”

      “Okay. Fuck.” He looks out at the water, then around the beach one more time. Still seeing no one, he keeps his arm around me and takes me back to the steps. “Let’s go. You walk ahead of me. If you get a message like this from me again, don’t just automatically listen to it. Clear it with me first in person or on a call, but make sure you hear my voice. No texts, no notes.”

      “This isn’t from you?”

      He shakes his head, his expression grim.

      That’s so confusing. “But why would someone else send this to me?”

      “It’s from Anae,” he says simply. “She copies handwriting pretty well.”

      “And she used your soldier?”

      “Apparently,” he says, his tone grim. “You’ll get something from him again tomorrow. Don’t let on that you know he’s been compromised. Don’t talk to him for long, but if he lingers near you with you ignoring him, that would be ideal. Keep the sheet of paper he gives you. I’ll need it back.”

      My head is spinning, but I don’t question him, I just hurry up the steps. Knowing Anae sent me here and not him is creepy.

      Why did she want me here? What was the purpose of that?

      Doesn’t seem like it could have been good.

      I hate to admit it, but I’m a little scared. “How unhinged is she?”

      “Severely.”

      We make it to his yard. I take a cautious look around, but seeing no apparent danger, I turn back to look at him. “Do you think she wanted to hurt me?”

      “Possibly.” He drapes his arm around my waist and pulls me close. “Don’t worry, I won’t let anything happen to you. But you need to listen to everything I tell you and follow my directions exactly.”

      I lean on him, nodding my head as I rest my face on his hard chest.

      “I like this dress,” he murmurs.

      It’s hard to smile right now, but he draws a little one out of me. “I thought you would.” I stay where I am in his arms, but I glance toward the beach. “Look, the sun is setting.”

      He turns slightly so he can watch the sunset while he holds me.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say softly.

      “It sure is.” He pulls me back, his hand sliding around my neck, then leans down and gives me a soft kiss.

      Sighing against his mouth, I wind my arms around his neck and kiss him back.

      As much as I’d love to get swept up in him, I’m too shaken up by what just happened, so I pull back after only a moment. “I think I better get home,” I tell him. “She has left stuff at my house before, so she clearly knows where I live. What if she lured me here just to get me out of my house?”

      “Why don’t I take you home,” he suggests. “I’ll give you a ride to and from school tomorrow, too. You can pick your car up when you get back from New York Saturday night.”

      “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

      He nods. “I want to have your car checked out, make sure nothing was tampered with. Can you start keeping it in the garage?”

      “We mostly use our garage for storage, there’s not really room for the car.”

      He nods again, but I can see his wheels turning. “All right. Well, I’d still like to have it looked at. Either way, you’ll be safer with me. Do you think we could convince your mom to let me spend the night tonight without letting her know why?”

      “Um… not sure. But if you sneak in after she’s asleep, we don’t have to ask.”

      “All right. Text me when she’s going to sleep and I’ll come over.”

      Trying to find a bright spot in all this, I say, “At least you didn’t have to wait long to cash in your rain check.”

      Dare smirks, sliding his hand down and grabbing my ass. “Make sure you keep this dress on, but ditch the panties.”

      

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      When Dare takes me home, he checks around the house to make sure nothing seems suspicious. My neighbor Josie comes out and watches curiously as he comes around the side of the house. I tell her he’s my boyfriend for simplicity’s sake. He tells her there was something wrong with my car again, so it’s being looked at and that’s why he gave me a ride home.

      He walks me to my porch and gives me a kiss, then he tells me he’ll see me in a couple of hours.

      I’m excited for him to come back, but still really nervous about whatever Anae had planned. If that plan was thwarted, where is her head at now? Was she really going to hurt me?

      I feel like I’m in a tense horror film as I walk in the house and find Mom not in the living room. Dread curls around me and I grip my phone as I walk down the hall.

      “Mom?”

      Thankfully, she’s just in the bathroom.

      I don’t want to worry her over nothing, but I still find myself checking every room to make sure nothing is amiss.

      I’m fully aware how crazy this is, and I feel crazy, but I don’t know what else to do.

      It occurs to me that Hannah might know where Anae is, so I shoot her a quick message even though she never responded earlier. That one wasn’t urgent and this one is.

      “Hey, sorry to bother you,” I write, “but I was just wondering if you could do me a favor. No big deal if not, but do you know if Anae is home right now?”

      I wait, chewing on my bottom lip. Her icon shows she’s online and a moment later she messages back, “No, she left a while ago. Why?”

      “This is going to sound crazy, but I think she tried to lure me to the beach behind Dare’s house.”

      “WHAT? Did you go?”

      “No. I mean, yes, but not where she told me to. The note told me to go to this cave, but Dare would have told me to go somewhere else if we were meeting to watch the sunset like she claimed in the note. Something felt off, so I texted him, and he said it wasn’t from him at all.”

      “She’s really good at forgery,” Hannah sends back.

      “Yeah, that’s what Dare said.”

      “It wouldn’t be the first time she did something like that either. When my dad first died a few years ago, she started leaving me notes in his handwriting to convince me he was still alive. It was seriously messed up, but the handwriting looked so much like his, I started to believe it.”

      My eyes widen. “Oh my god! What kind of psychopath would do a thing like that?”

      “Sociopath,” Hannah corrects. “Psychopaths tend to be more cool-headed. Anyway, yeah, it definitely sounds like she set you up.”

      “Well, that’s freaking scary.”

      “Yeah, it is,” Hannah agrees. “I’ll keep my ears open. It’s unlikely she would plot around me, but if I overhear anything, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks,” I send back. I hesitate to say what I’m thinking, but it feels so crazy in my head, I need another opinion. “Hey Hannah?”

      “Yeah?” she writes back.

      “I can’t swim. Anae knows that.”

      I don’t complete the path of my thought, but Hannah is able to piece it together. “Then whatever you do, don’t end up alone with her anywhere there’s water.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            THIRTY

          

          
            Dare

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you staying for dinner, Anae?”

      We’re on the couch watching TV. Anae’s lying back on a tower of pillows, her bare legs stretched across my lap. She tilts her head to look back at my dad standing in the archway, her hands instinctively going to the plunging neckline of her dress to draw his attention there while she toys with it. “Oh, I don’t think so, Mr. Darington,” she says with feigned sweetness. “Cinderella’s making my favorite tonight.”

      I give her leg a squeeze. “You sure? You should stay.”

      She looks at me, surprised. “Yeah?”

      I shrug. “If you want to.”

      Her eyebrows rise and she tips her head back to look at my dad while giving him a strategic peek at her cleavage. “All right, I guess I’ll stay.”

      I glance over my shoulder and watch my dad tear his gaze from my girlfriend’s tits, nod gruffly, then disappear into the other room.

      Anae smirks and leans up to whisper in my ear, “Your dad wants to fuck me.”

      I smirk, my gaze trained on the TV. “No kidding.”

      She settles back against the pillows again, her ego momentarily satisfied. “Does that make you mad?”

      “He can want to all he wants. Only I get to.”

      She grins, turning her head and glancing at the television.

      “Speaking of fucking,” I say slowly, still absently trailing a finger along her smooth legs. “I finally fucked Aubrey.”

      Her gaze snaps back to me, instantly alert. “You did?”

      I nod. “You were right, virgins are boring fucks.”

      She smirks a little, but she’s too curious to be satisfied with that crumb. “I told you.”

      I nod, looking back at the TV. “Under the covers, lights out, clumsy hands.”

      “Ugh, I’m sorry, baby. Insecure people are so gross.”

      “The first time was so tiresome, I decided to drug her for the second round.”

      Her face registers surprise. “Really?”

      I nod, tracing the curve of her kneecap. “That was a little more fun, but she was literally passed out, so I can’t give her much credit for it.”

      Anae bites down on her bottom lip to contain her amused smile. “I didn’t know you were into that.”

      “Yeah, neither did I,” I say dryly. “Your little stepsister has been a surprising pain in my ass. I had to pay her a visit the other night.”

      I feel her stiffen, but she tries to play it cool. “You visited Hannah the other night?”

      “Mm-hmm. While you were asleep.”

      Anae swallows. “What kind of visit was it?”

      “Just a short one. Had to put a little scare in her to get her to back off. I was surprised to find she was still in her old bedroom,” I remark. “All that expensive silk on her bed. So comfortable.”

      “You were on her bed,” she repeats, trying not to sound alarmed.

      “Yeah,” I say smoothly, smiling as I look over at her. “She didn’t like it much, either.”

      “Did you fuck her?”

      I shake my head. “No. Like I said, just giving her a warning.” My hand stills on her leg. “She told Aubrey you let me fuck other people. For obvious reasons, that wasn’t something I wanted her to know.”

      Anae’s eyes widen. “Are you fucking serious? That little cunt. Does Aubrey suspect anything?”

      I shake my head. “It shook her confidence in me for a minute, but I was able to iron the wrinkles back out pretty easily. Since she hasn’t had sex before, it’s easy to control her with it.”

      “She sounds boring,” Anae states.

      “She’s no you, that’s for sure.”

      Anae meets my gaze and smiles.

      “Anyway, while my little gift hasn’t been the most entertaining, it still made me appreciate you for not being like that. You should have seen the insecure fit she threw when she thought I might want to fuck other people after we’re married or wherever she thinks this is heading.”

      Anae laughs. “What a fucking child.”

      I smirk. “Yeah, I had to exercise a lot of restraint dealing with that.”

      “I bet. My poor baby,” she croons, but I can tell how delighted she is. She can’t stop smiling.

      I resume stroking her leg. “Since you gave me a gift, I’d like to get one for you. Is there anything you’ve had your eye on lately? I plan to do a little shopping this weekend.”

      The possibility of presents catches her attention. “Actually, yes. There’s this gorgeous Dior necklace I’m dying to get my hands on, but it’s a few thousand dollars. Mom has been such a cheap-ass lately, she won’t let me buy it. It’s ridiculous.”

      “Done,” I tell her. “Send me a link so I get the right thing, I’ll pick it up this weekend.”

      Anae sighs contentedly, resting her hands on her abdomen. “You really are the best boyfriend ever.”

      I smirk and give her leg a squeeze. “That’s why I’m yours.”
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      When Dare picks us up to take us to the airport, it’s so early that it’s still dark outside. Even though I know where we’re going, it doesn’t really hit me until we literally drive up to a matte black private jet that I am going on a private jet.

      Dare isn’t fazed as we all get out of the car. Mom walks up ahead to give us a moment to say our goodbyes. Dare wraps his arms around my waist and pulls me close.

      “I wish you could come with us,” I tell him.

      “Me too. We’ll go somewhere another time. I’ve got a lot to deal with here this weekend, and you’ll only be there long enough for the doctor’s appointment, anyway. When I go with you, we’ll go somewhere fun.” He leans in and kisses my lips, murmuring teasingly, “Maybe Italy.”

      I bite down lightly on his bottom lip before I pull back. He cocks an eyebrow in surprise.

      “What? I’ll miss you.”

      He cradles my head in his palm and pulls me in to give me a slower, more lingering kiss. “I’ll miss you, too.” When he breaks the kiss, he says soberly, “But, to be honest, I feel more comfortable with you in New York today. At least I know you’ll be safe there.”

      “Thank you again for doing all this for us. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.”

      He smirks down at me. “You can show me when you get home.”

      I grin and steal a look over my shoulder at my mom to make sure she didn’t hear that. Seeing she didn’t, I look back up at him. “Oh, I will. Come over tonight after my mom’s in bed and I’ll let you do anything you want to me.”

      “Oh yeah?” he murmurs with interest.

      I nod and lean up to kiss him one more time. “I better go. It seems like they’re waiting for us. I don’t want to be rude.”

      He chuckles, but lets me go. “Here,” he says, reaching for his wallet.

      I frown, watching him open it. “What’s this for?” I ask as he holds out a credit card.

      “Anything you might need. I told you the whole trip was on me. I don’t want you paying for so much as a coffee.”

      “You are much too generous,” I tell him, leaning in to give him one more kiss. “Thank you, Dare.”

      He smiles, caressing my face briefly before letting me go. “You’re welcome, mermaid.”

      Dare falls back and I walk over to join Mom in looking up at the plane. It’s lit from the inside, the staircase already open for us to climb aboard.

      “This is crazy,” Mom says.

      “Right?”

      “His plane matches his car,” she adds.

      I crack a smile. “He has an aesthetic, that’s for sure.”

      “It’s a bit ominous for such a nice boy,” she remarks.

      I bite my tongue rather than respond to that. “Well, I guess it’s time to board.”

      A pretty brunette flight attendant smiles at us. “No luggage?” she asks since we just have our purses.

      I shake my head, and she waves for us to come aboard.

      Mom walks up ahead of me. I trail behind so I can wave at Dare one last time before I disappear inside the cabin.

      The interior has a black, gray, and silver color scheme. The flight attendant shows me and Mom to our seats and says we’ll have to buckle in for takeoff like we would on a regular flight, but once we’re in the air, we’ll be free to roam around. She asks if we’d like anything to drink and tells us we’ll have brunch in a couple of hours.

      It feels strange to have the whole plane to ourselves, but I’m so much more comfortable flying with Mom this way. I’m not sure if we have to on a private plane, but I put my phone on airplane mode to prepare for take-off just in case.

      Once we’re in the air, the flight attendant comes over to tell us we can unbuckle. Everything is so much more laidback and unofficial than a plane packed full of people with lights overhead that do most of the communicating.

      “Since brunch won’t be for a couple of hours, would you like a bowl of fresh fruit for breakfast?” the flight attendant asks.

      I glance over at Mom. She nods eagerly and tells her, “Sure.”

      She invites us to come with her. We walk past a living room area with a long black leather couch in front of a television. There are cozy looking fur blankets draped over it.

      We have some fruit and bottled water, and take a tour of the spacious cabin. There’s a bedroom with its own private bathroom and a plane seat in the other corner. If Mom’s feeling tired after the appointment, she could have a nap in here, and I could sit there and keep an eye on her.

      “Would you like your hot stone massages now, or later?” the flight attendant asks.

      “Our hot stone massages?”

      She smiles and nods. “Mr. Darington thought they would help you both relax before your mom’s appointment.”

      I look over at Mom. She looks back. “An angel,” she says emphatically.

      I chuckle and tell the flight attendant, “I guess we’ll have those now.”
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      The necklace Anae wants is not exactly what I was expecting.

      Typically, Anae likes statement pieces. She likes bold and expensive.

      This isn’t cheap, but it’s surprisingly delicate and feminine for her tastes. If I were picking out a gift for her, I would never look twice at this.

      Aubrey, however, I could see wearing this. I could see it on her when she wears one of her cute little dresses or short skirts. Something girly and flirty that I could shove up before I drive my cock into her.

      I imagine how she’d look lying across my bed with the thin chain wrapped around her delicate throat, my cock jammed in her pussy. I picture grabbing her throat, tempting the delicate chain to break as I squeeze and she cries out.

      “Can I help you with something, sir?”

      “Yes,” I tell the saleslady, pointing to the necklace with the diamond rose pendant in the jewelry case. “I want this.”

      While the saleslady grabs the necklace and walks over to the register, my phone starts to vibrate in my pocket.

      “Hey, baby. I was just thinking about you,” I say when I answer.

      The saleslady flicks a curious glance my way. I ignore her and draw out my credit card.

      “How’d your mom’s appointment go?”

      The saleslady quietly reads me the total and I pop my card in the reader.

      On the other line, Aubrey talks a million miles a minute about the appointment. She tells me the guy I sent her to is amazing and seems so hooked up. She tells me he thinks her mom is a really good candidate for a clinical trial that’s starting soon and they’re really hopeful about it. There are only 20 spots available, but if her mom wants one—and they can afford it, of course—she’s got it.

      That’s how it usually works with this guy, so I’m not surprised. In my world, the best kept secrets are often pay-to-play, and even then, you have to know the right people to open those doors.

      “That’s great news,” I tell her.

      “Can I tell him she’s in? I know you said you’d pay for whatever, but she’ll have to travel back and forth a few times, we may even have to stay here for some of it, and there’s a ‘referral fee’ that doesn’t feel super ethical, but…”

      “Of course. Whatever she needs, tell him I’ll take care of it. He knows my family, he knows we’re good for it.”

      “Thank you, Dare. Thank you so, so much.”

      I smile faintly and mouth thank you to the saleslady as she hands me the little white Dior bag. “Of course, baby. I’m glad the appointment went the way you wanted.”

      Now that the last of my shopping is done, I make my way out of Dior and casually walk past the Fossil store where Rina Cahill is working today. Aubrey prattles on about her mom in my ear, and I listen like a dutiful boyfriend, but my attention is admittedly split.

      Rina is a boring-looking girl with a forgettable face and an unremarkable presence. Admittedly, I’m a little biased since I came into my impression of her already knowing she’s the hack poet who wrote that bullshit about Aubrey, but honestly, seeing how entirely unspecial she is, I’m not surprised she has nothing better to do than sit around writing mean shit about people she doesn’t even know on the internet.

      She should’ve kept her criticisms to celebrities who will never know or care who she is, and she should have left Aubrey’s ass out of it.

      Her shift isn’t over, apparently, so I dip into a nearby store to buy Aubrey a new bikini for our date tonight. I find a skimpy one. It looks more like a bra and panty set with clear mesh above the crotch so I can see more of her skin while still covering up the best bits, solid black on top with a cute little bow in the center.

      Rina’s still working when I walk by again, so I stop into another store and grab a pair of heels with a black and white polka dot bow for Aubrey to wear with the bikini. She’ll be fucking gorgeous dressed like this. She’d never dress herself this way, but she’s more modest than she needs to be. She has a beautiful figure, she just needs a confidence boost.

      She’ll look like a Playboy bunny by my pool tonight, and I can’t wait.

      At long fucking last, I walk by and see Rina grabbing her purse. I followed her to work this morning, so I know right where she’s parked and made sure to park nearby myself.

      I put my shopping bags in the empty passenger seat and turn on my car. Rina mindlessly navigates out of her spot and starts down the row toward the stop sign.

      My phone dings—not my phone, but the burner in my cupholder. I grab it to see a new message from Rina. “Almost there” she typed with a smiley.

      “Can’t wait to see you,” I type back.

      “Can’t wait to see you more,” she responds.

      Ugh, she can’t even come up with her own words. Some poet she is.

      My actual phone buzzes again. When we hung up, I told Aubrey to text me when they were heading back to the plane. This is that text. I grab my phone, tapping talk to text and say, “Have a safe flight, beautiful. Can’t wait for tonight.”

      I follow Rina to the park where we agreed to meet up. The sun is about to set, so it’ll be dark soon.

      “You’re late,” she teases via text. “I’m waiting for you on the bench by the water.”

      “You better not be wearing panties,” I tell her.

      “I’m a good listener,” she says with another smiley face.

      “Is there anyone around?” I ask her.

      “No,” she answers. “It’ll just be us.”

      “Fantastic. Now, be a good girl and take off your bra, too. Put it on the bench next to you. I want it waiting for me when I get there.”

      “God you’re hot,” she tells me.

      I snort, grabbing my regular phone and turning it off. I stash it in the glove compartment, grab a pair of black leather gloves, and pull up my hood.

      “Are you wet for me, pretty girl?”

      “God yes,” she answers.

      “Good. That’s how I want you and I don’t like to be disappointed.”

      “I would never disappoint you,” she promises.

      Before I put the gloves on, I text her one more time. “If there’s still no one around, get on your hands and knees with your forehead pressed against the bench. I want your ass in the air, your pussy exposed when I come over so I can play with it. I want you to come for me before you even see my face. If you’re not waiting for me in position like a good little slut, there will be consequences.”

      With that, I pull on the leather gloves, grab the nail gun from Dad’s construction site out of the passenger side floorboard, and go to meet my date.
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      When we disembark from the plane, I’m grinning from ear to ear.

      I haven’t felt this happy in a long time.

      Dare is waiting for me, leaning on the hood of his car. He smiles when he sees me, and I run into his arms, throwing mine around his neck and kissing him like we’re in the end scene of a rom-com.

      Smiling warmly and kissing my lips, he secures his arms around my waist. “I missed you, too.”

      “Today was the best day,” I tell him, unable to keep the happiness from bursting out of me.

      “It sure was.” He pushes a chunk of hair behind my ear. “I’m looking forward to spending tonight with you.”

      He told me when we talked earlier he wanted to do our date at his house tonight instead of mine. I like to sneak him into my room instead of coming to his place so I don’t have to leave Mom alone just in case she needs me, but as much as he has done for us today, I feel compelled to let him have his way.

      Originally, he said we would go pick up my car from his house on the way home, but since I’m going to his house after, we drop Mom off at home first. I follow her inside and make sure she has everything she needs, but she tells me she’s tired after such an eventful day and wants to go to bed, anyway.

      Then I run back out to Dare’s car and slide in the passenger seat.

      He looks over at me out of the corner of his eye as he prepares to back out of the driveway. “You ready to learn to swim, mermaid?”

      “No,” I say good-naturedly. “I guess at least knowing I have the star of the swim team teaching me, you won’t let me drown.”

      He smirks as he cuts the wheel and backs onto the road. “Nah. I didn’t save your ass just to let you drown tonight.”

      It’s still a warm night, but not super hot, so he rolls down the windows on the ride over to his place. My car is parked in the driveway, but he pulls up ahead of it, then stops.

      He comes over and grabs my hand, and together we walk around back like I did alone that first night I showed up at his party.

      To my surprise, when we get back there, he has presents waiting for me. I gasp at the completely unexpected show of romanticism—there are candles lit all around the pool, a bucket of champagne chilling with two flutes waiting on the table, and laid out on a pool lounger behind it is a brand new bikini and the prettiest pair of polka dot heels.

      When we draw closer, I see that on the table with the champagne is also a round box of red roses and a little white bag from Dior.

      “Dare,” I say, turning to look at him with my jaw hanging open.

      He smiles, walking up behind me and securing his arms around my waist. “I told you I missed you.”

      I laugh, leaning back into his embrace. “I wasn’t even gone for a whole day.”

      “I wanted to surprise you.”

      “I am definitely surprised.” I turn around in his embrace so I can give him a hug. “Thank you so much.”

      He slides his hand around my neck, pulling me even closer and kissing me. “Now, go change into that bikini so we can get started.”
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      Swimming lessons are over, but we’re still in the pool.

      We’ve been in and out a few times, but I’m feeling downright languid as Dare pins me against the pool wall and devours my neck. He’s being rough so I know he’s leaving bruises, but the champagne is hitting me surprisingly hard so I don’t even seem to care. I have my legs wrapped around his waist, and I’m so turned on, I rub my pussy against him.

      Dare tangles his fingers in my hair, tugging my head back hard and biting my neck. I gasp at the bite of pain, but he soothes it with his lips as he reaches behind my neck and unties my bikini top.

      The bikini top hardly covers my boobs as it is. I should feel shy when the material drops away, but when his hand covers my bare boob and he squeezes, all I feel is warmth.

      “Maybe we should move this inside,” I suggest.

      “Too far,” he murmurs, kissing his way along my neck.

      I’m so tired, but I want to blow his mind, too. Ugh, traveling is hard.

      “Dare, please, can we get out of the pool?”

      He finally lets up, staying with me as my tipsy ass gets to the ladder to climb out. He climbs out behind me, watching with a smirk as I adjust the skimpy material covering my ass.

      “Put your pretty heels back on,” he tells me.

      Those heels are high and I’m not convinced I won’t die wearing them, but I sit down on the lounger and do as he says.

      He shakes his head, pouring out the last of the champagne and handing me a glass. “Fucking gorgeous.”

      I flush under his praise, but I really like it, too.

      I feel intensely sexy standing here in these beautiful heels and only my bikini bottoms. I sip the champagne he poured me and caress my boobs with the other hand.

      “Take the bottoms off,” he rumbles lowly.

      My eyes widen. “Here?”

      He nods.

      I swallow the champagne and set the glass down, then I push down my bikini bottoms. They drop to the ground and pool around my heels. I step out of them carefully, then I grab the champagne flute and drain it because I need some liquid courage.

      “Come here,” he says, indicating the ground in front of him.

      I walk over, the clicking of my heels against the tile sounding so loud in the quiet night. My eyes are feeling heavier and heavier. I hope he doesn’t notice how sleepy I am.

      He pulls me close until we’re belly to belly, his hand at the small of my back. He looks down at my face, appraising. “Are you tired?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      He smirks, dipping his head and tasting my lips. “Remember, you promised I could do whatever I wanted to you tonight.”

      I smile against his mouth. “Oh, I haven’t forgotten. Can we go to your room now?”

      He nods and grabs the Dior bag off the table, but leaves the flowers. He takes my hand and hauls me inside.

      I keep an eye out to make sure his dad isn’t around since I’m completely naked, but we make it to his bedroom without being seen.

      Dare drops the Dior bag on his nightstand and nods for me to get on the bed.

      I leave the heels on because he hasn’t told me otherwise and climb on his bed. I sink back into the soft, heavenly bedding and resist the urge to curl up and go to sleep.

      “You haven’t even opened your present yet,” he says, untying the bow and opening the Dior bag himself.

      God, his pillow is so soft. I tug it close, letting my eyes drift shut for just a moment.

      Dare climbs on the bed with me, the Dior bag in hand. He puts it down on the bed between us, then draws out a jewelry box.

      “Even the box is pretty,” I murmur drowsily.

      He smiles and opens it up. Inside is a beautiful rose gold necklace with a little rose pendant, a single diamond at the center.

      “Oh, Dare, it’s beautiful.”

      He takes the necklace out, reaches over, and secures it around my neck. Then he leans down, softly kissing my lips. “I’m glad you like it.”

      “I do. Thank you.”

      “Did you like the champagne?” he asks.

      “Mm-hmm.”

      The soft material of his blanket feels so good against my skin.

      Dare rolls me onto my belly and spreads my legs so he can climb between them. My pussy throbs as he grabs my ass, massaging the globes in his hands.

      “You had quite a bit of it,” he says.

      Did I?

      “I wouldn’t be surprised if you passed out,” he murmurs teasingly as he leans down over me and kisses my bare back.

      “No, I won’t pass out,” I murmur thickly against the pillow. “I want you to fuck me.”

      “Oh, I will,” he assures me, sliding a finger in my pussy without warning.

      I gasp and push my butt up in the air instinctively. “Should I take off the heels?”

      My head feels swimmy. Maybe he’s right.

      Maybe I did have too much champagne.
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      When I wake up, it’s still dark outside.

      I feel a little woozy and confused, not quite sure where I am. I’m tummy down on the bed, and fuck, I’m dehydrated.

      Instinctively, I look to my nightstand to see if I brought a bottle of water to bed with me, but I’m startled when I see Dare lying next to me in a room I hardly recognize.

      Oh, right.

      I’m at Dare’s house.

      We came to his room after the pool.

      I try to remember what happened. I know we got on the bed, and he gave me a necklace.

      I touch my neck. It’s still there.

      I was naked except for my heels. I wiggle my toes. No heels.

      When did I take them off?

      The last thing I can remember, he had told me not to take them off. He was between my legs touching my ass and my pussy, but I can’t remember anything after that.

      Did I black out?

      There’s no way I had that much to drink.

      My pussy feels a little tender, though. I guess we had sex?

      I feel weird about not remembering it.

      I see a bottle of water on the nightstand so I reach over Dare’s sleeping form and grab it. I take a few big gulps, but as I’m leaning over to return it to the nightstand, his arms slide around me.

      I smile, sinking against him.

      “Good morning,” he rumbles.

      God, his voice is so sexy when he’s waking up.

      “Good morning,” I whisper back, threading my fingers through his hair and snuggling up half on top of him, half beside him on the bed.

      “How’d you sleep?”

      “I don’t know,” I say with an uneasy smile. “I don’t remember falling asleep. I don’t even remember… Did we have sex?”

      “Well, if you don’t remember, maybe we should go another round,” he teases, rolling me onto my back.

      I smile as he climbs on top of me. He leans down to kiss me, and I wind my arms around his neck.

      “You want me to eat your pussy?” he asks, kissing the side of my mouth.

      “Mm, I wouldn’t say no,” I tell him.

      He kisses his way along my jaw and down my neck. God, his mouth feels so good. He can’t pass up my boobs, so he stops there, kissing and sucking on my nipples before he moves lower and kisses his way down my tummy.

      My tummy muscles tense as he does. I sigh as he parts my legs, spreading them wide so my pussy is on display for him.

      I feel a little shy held open this way, but seeing the raw hunger on his face as he looks at me makes it hard to feel that way for long.

      He’s on his knees now, his face between my thighs, his tongue licking its way along my entrance. I gasp at the thrilling sensation, my fingers digging into the bedding as I wait for it to delve into me.

      “Your pussy was so fucking good last night,” he says before licking me again. He uses his thumbs to spread me open, then covers me with his mouth.

      I breathe hard, grabbing the edge of the mattress as his tongue swipes my clit.

      He pulls back and looks up at me. “I want you just like that again when I’m finished tasting you.”

      He shoves a finger in me all the way to the knuckle as he resumes licking my clit. My pussy feels a little sore, but it’s easy to ignore when he’s eating me out.

      I come with a cry I don’t have to smother at his house. Dare rises up, grabbing me and practically throwing me onto my stomach on the bed.

      He knocks me right out of my post-orgasm bubble with the violence. At first, I think maybe he dropped me, but then he parts my thighs and shoves his cock into me so aggressively, I cry out.

      My heart pounds as he forces his way deeper into my body. I try to push myself up, but he places a hand on my back and shoves me face-down into the mattress.

      “Oh, fuck,” he says, driving into my pussy, not letting me move.

      I’m so stunned for a moment, I can’t react. I let him fuck me, but I don’t know how to feel about not participating—and I can’t the way he has me pinned here.

      My whole body is flushed, but I can’t tell why. I feel like I’m doing this wrong and I don’t want to disappoint him, but he’s not really giving me a chance to do anything. Surely this utter lack of participation isn’t what he wants.

      He thrusts into me again, and maybe it’s just because my pussy is so sore, but it hurts. I try to grin and bear it, but he fucks me harder and harder, and it becomes difficult to hold in the cries.

      How hard did he fuck me last night?

      If he was this brutal, no wonder I’m sore.

      “Dare, can we switch positions—”

      “No.”

      He pauses to reposition himself over me, then resumes pounding into me. It feels like a deliberate violation, but surely he doesn’t mean for it to.

      Occasionally, a little cry slips out of me. If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he really likes it because rather than ease up and see if I’m okay, he shoves into me harder.

      I finally give up on trying to contribute and squeeze my eyes shut, holding onto the bed as he drives into me like he’s trying to break me in half. My pussy stings and I’m upset. I just want it to be over.

      Finally, I hear him groan with his release, and then it is.

      He collapses on the bed beside me, looping an arm around my waist and pulling me back against him.

      I don’t know how to feel. I wanted to have sex, but… I don’t know if I wanted it like that.

      My heart is still pounding. I feel a little afraid, but also ridiculous to feel that way.

      “Was that… okay for you?” I ask tentatively.

      “Mm, yep. Just what I wanted.”

      “Okay,” I say quietly.

      He kisses my temple. “Are you okay?”

      I’m a little relieved to know he’s at least aware he should ask. “Yeah, I’m okay.”

      He starts playing with my hair, and the tenderness slowly melts away the last of my uncertainty. I’m so relaxed I’m nearly ready to fall back asleep when he murmurs, “You don’t have to hold the cries back, you know.”

      My eyes pop open. “What?”

      “You were whimpering when I fucked you. You don’t have to hold back here. Be as noisy as you want.”

      I’m a little confused. “Did you want me to cry out?”

      “I want you to if you feel like it.”

      I swallow. “Did you like fucking me like that?”

      “Yes,” he murmurs, petting my hair again, then leaning in to kiss my shoulder.

      “It didn’t feel… a little mean to you?”

      He doesn’t answer right away and my heart sinks. I don’t want him to feel bad, I just… wasn’t prepared for that, and I don’t really know what to think about it. Finally, he leans in and kisses the shell of my ear before rumbling, “Sometimes, I like to be a little mean.”

      “Oh,” I whisper.

      He trails a finger lightly down my arm. “Sometimes, I want to fuck you like I want to destroy you.”

      I swallow. “But you don’t want to destroy me?”

      “But I don’t want to destroy you,” he verifies.

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “It’s just a game,” he says, like that will reassure me.

      I guess it does.

      I don’t think I liked what just happened, but if he did, I guess… I guess I’m open to it.

      I like what’s happening now, at least. I love when he’s tender with me, when he pets me and relaxes me. I love when he leans in and kisses me like I’m something precious to him, even if he just fucked me like I’m definitely not.
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      It’s light outside when my eyes open again.

      I am lying in Chase Darington‘s bed with his arm draped over my waist. I can feel his hard, muscular length pressed against my side, see his handsome face looking peaceful as he sleeps. I am exactly where I want to be.

      Memories of last night wash over me. They’re violent and brutal and a little confusing, but in the light of day, it doesn’t bother me so much. So he likes rougher sex than I do. He’s more experienced than I am. Maybe I’ll grow to like it, too.

      Besides, it’s not just bad memories. Before the confusing sex, we had the most romantic night. He bought me flowers and this beautiful necklace. We drank champagne, and he gave me my first swimming lesson because he wants to make sure I stay safe.

      And that was after he went to such extreme lengths to make sure I could safely get my mom to a doctor’s appointment on the other side of the country—an appointment that he paid for, and a treatment that might save her life.

      Looking at the overall picture helps me with my perspective.

      I think the sex only threw me so much because I was unprepared for it. If I knew what he wanted going into it, it wouldn’t have been so jarring and… scary.

      I shake that thought off, turning in his arms so that my back is facing him. I’m thirsty, so I grab the bottle of water off the nightstand and take a drink.

      “Pass that over here, would you?”

      His voice rough with sleep makes me smile. I ease back in the bed, pulling his sheet around my breasts, and pass him the water.

      He takes a few greedy sips, then hands it back to me. “Thanks, baby.”

      I put the water back, then snuggle up in the blankets. He grabs me around the waist, pulling me back until I’m spooned against his hard body.

      “You sleep okay?” he murmurs.

      “Yeah. Your bed is incredibly comfortable.”

      He smirks. “And the company wasn’t so bad, either?”

      “Oh, right, you,” I tease. “Yeah, I like you, too.”

      He squeezes me and starts tickling me as an act of revenge. I laugh and squeal and cry for mercy, but end up curled right back up against him.

      His arms tighten around my waist. “Do you have anything planned today?”

      “I have to work tonight.”

      “Do you have to? You can’t get out of it?”

      I crack a smile, hugging his arms around me. “No, I can’t get out of it. I need the money.”

      “I’ll pay you not to go,” he says. “I’ll pay you double what you’d make working.”

      That is tempting. “I… I don’t want to screw them over, though.”

      “They’ve never screwed you over?”

      I think about Stacey writing me up for the Anae thing. “Yeah, I guess they have.”

      “So, call off. I’m sure you never do it. Live a little. I want to take you somewhere. Spend a little more time with you before we have school for another week.”

      “Where do you want to take me?”

      He leans in and kisses his way along my jaw. “Just somewhere I always liked to go with my parents when I was a kid.”

      I expected him to say something totally different, but that feels like he wants to open up to me and show me a little piece of him I haven’t seen yet. I don’t know if I can pass that up. “I’ll call and see if anyone can cover my shift. I’ll have to go home first and get ready, anyway.”

      He moves my hair and kisses my neck. “All right.”

      Since his body is fitted right up against mine, I can feel him getting hard as he holds me close and kisses me.

      Reluctance tugs at me as his hand finds my breast and he squeezes. My body isn’t ready to go another round, and after the last one, I’m not positive my mind is, either, but when he grabs a condom and sits up in bed, I let him pull me on top of him.

      I shift on his lap, instinctively trying to move away from the part of him that hurt me last night. He grabs my hips, taking control and guiding himself between my thighs.

      I grab his shoulders, my teeth sinking into my bottom lip as I ease down on his cock. I go slowly, but it stings so bad.

      “Can you please be a little gentler this round?” I ask, a bit self-consciously. “I’m sore from last night.”

      He cradles the side of my face and leans in to run his lips along my jaw, leaving little kisses there. “I’m sorry.”

      My heart thumps like a drum and sinks at the same time. There’s something about the combination, his sweetness after his roughness, the apology I didn’t expect… I don’t know, but it pulls me in.

      He continues to touch and caress my face tenderly, murmuring, “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, pulling him closer as his lips find mine. “It’s okay,” I murmur against his mouth. “I know you didn’t.”

      Since he was rough on my body last night, he goes easy on me this morning. He lets me stay on top and control the pace, lifting my hips and taking him into my body only as hard and as fast as I’m comfortable with.

      It’s fascinating to watch his face while we fuck. I can tell when he’s holding himself back, see the strain in his neck, the tightening of his strong jaw. I run my fingers over his face, marveling at his beauty, that he can be mine.

      Well, mostly.

      Pressure builds up inside my body. I start to move faster, chasing the taste of pleasure. It hurts a little, but it feels good, too.

      “That’s it, baby.” He tangles a hand in my hair and tugs as I ride him. “Take it deep in your pussy. Come down on me hard.”

      His words tighten the tension in my lower belly. I hold on tighter, closing my eyes as our bodies slam together.

      “Fuck, yes,” he says, kissing my chest, biting my nipple. “Harder, baby. You’re perfect.”

      Pleasure breaks open inside me and I ride him harder. I don’t care if it hurts, I want to be perfect for him.

      My orgasm slams into me with more force than expected. My body convulses with incapacitating pleasure. I come apart in his arms, my limbs shaking as he buries his face between my breasts, groaning against my skin as his release hits hard.

      I can feel his pleasure as his fingers bite into my skin. He’s gripping me too hard, but I don’t complain. His grip eases when it passes, and his whole body relaxes.

      He wraps his arms around my body and hugs me, his face casually pressed against my boobs. He kisses one, and then the other. It’s like a little thank you for letting him use me, and maybe that’s a fucked up thing to thank someone for, but it feels nice.

      I run my fingers through the thick locks of his dark hair. I hold him close and kiss his face. I wait for our heartbeats to return to a normal pace.

      I love when he hugs me like this. It feels so intimate. I feel so close to him, and not just physically.

      After a while, he lets go.

      He invites me to shower with him, but I tell him I have to go home and spend a little time with Mom if I’m going to be going out with him for the day.

      He tells me not to forget my roses, then gives me a kiss and heads for the shower.

      I sit up on the edge of the bed, my body trembling slightly as I adjust to my post-coital high. I’m still sore and keep trying to reposition myself in a way that doesn’t hurt, but it seems sitting comfortably is completely off the table today.

      I get dressed, gather my things, and head downstairs.

      I’m startled when I get to the living room and find a man sitting on the couch.

      A man who looks a lot like an older version of Dare. His hair isn’t as dark as Dare’s and they have different eyes, but their facial features are quite similar.

      I shift uncomfortably, my grip on the gifts Dare bought me tightening. “You must be Mr. Darington.”

      “Mm-hmm. Who are you?”

      “Aubrey Gale. Dare and I go to school together,” I say, somehow unable to come up with a better reason for why I’m walking down the stairs with major bedhead, clothing bundled in my arms, and a Dior bag in my hand.

      He sips his coffee and watches me over the brim. “Is that right?”

      “Thank you,” I say a bit belatedly. “Letting us use your jet to take my mom to her doctor’s appointment was incredibly generous of you. It might’ve saved her life.”

      “Ah.” He nods. “You’re that one.”

      My spine stiffens, but I guess I can’t fault him for speaking so dismissively. In all likelihood, he’s aware that Dare is still technically with Anae and not aware of the circumstances.

      “You should thank Dare,” he says. “He paid for the trip out of his trust fund.” Then, giving me a not-so-subtle onceover and a slow smirk, he says, “Actually, I guess you already did.”

      Wow.

      I don’t like him.

      My spine is still stiff from his first swipe, so it can’t get much straighter. I clear my throat and glance toward the glass doors that open out to the pool. “Well, I have to get home, but thanks again.”

      “Anytime,” he says, his tone so condescending and assholey, I want to throw a shoe at him.

      God, what an unbearable ass.

      No wonder Dare doesn’t like him.
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      Dare picks me up after Mom and I have lunch.

      I wear a little white dress and the polka-dot bow heels he bought for me. Walking in them still feels dangerous, but I love the way he looks at me when I’m wearing them, like he can hardly keep from fucking me right then and there.

      I’m a little confused when he pulls into a parking spot in front of a hair salon. He takes my hand and we walk up to the building. I’m still confused when he opens the door for me and follows me inside.

      “This is where you came when you were a kid?”

      “No.” He lightly grabs my hip, ushering me inside. “This is our first stop. We’ll go there after.”

      “Okay,” I say, casting him an uncertain smile. “Are you getting a haircut or something?”

      He smiles faintly. “You are.”

      My heart flips over. “What?”

      He runs a hand through my hair a bit absently, his other still on my hip as we wait at the reception desk. “I know you can’t afford to come to places like this, so I wanted to bring you.”

      “Do you not like my hair?” I ask uncertainly. As much as he plays with it, I figured he did.

      “I love your hair. That’s why I want to take care of it.” He presses a kiss to the side of my head.

      That’s rational, and I guess I haven’t been able to get it trimmed for a long time. It has probably been two years since my last haircut.

      “I don’t want to lose a lot of length, though,” I say, looking up at him.

      “I like your hair long, too,” he assures me. Then, wrapping his hand around my throat and pulling me close, he kisses me. “Trust me,” he murmurs.

      The receptionist smiles as she comes over to assist us. I feel out of my element in the expensive salon, and cast a look back at Dare as she leads me away.

      The lady doesn’t ask what I want, she just puts me in the chair, ties the cloak around my body, and gets to work. I guess that means Dare already told her.

      I wish someone would have told me.

      I’m a bit nervous as she washes and conditions. My anxiety ramps up when she gets out her scissors.

      In the end, Dare was right, though. She only gave me a trim, just making the cut neater and sleeker, and styling it so my hair feels like silk between my fingers when I touch it afterward.

      “So, what do you think?” she asks, turning me to look in the mirror.

      “I actually really love it,” I tell her.

      She grins. “Yay! Now, let’s go show your boyfriend.”

      I was worried when I walked away from him, but I feel happier and significantly more confident when she leads me back out to the waiting room to show off my more polished look.

      A slow smile spreads across Dare’s face when he sees me. He stands, and I do a little spin to show him my pretty hair. “What do you think?”

      “You look gorgeous, as always.”

      I smile, and Dare wraps an arm around me, leading me over to the counter so he can pay.

      I may not have initially wanted the haircut, but my hair feels so amazing, I can’t stop playing with it in the car.

      He drives us to the next place, but I’m not immediately sure what it is. There’s a strip of shops across the street from where he parks the car.

      He takes my hand and we walk across the street. Before we go inside, he stops and glances at the decal on the storefront we’re in front of.

      “We should take a selfie together,” he says.

      I blink in surprise. I don’t actually have any pictures of us together yet. I wasn’t sure he would want to take any since things are still complicated with Anae.

      He smiles like it’s no big deal. “Gotta show off that new haircut, after all.”

      “That’s true,” I say, flipping my hair playfully. “Hair this good should be shown off.”

      He comes up behind me, wrapping his arms around me in a tight hug. My heart jumps and I hold out my camera, preparing to take a picture of us. Right before I do, he presses a kiss against my cheek.

      My heart hammers with happiness when I look at the picture. We look so much like a couple. I look like a cherished girlfriend, not… whatever I technically am.

      “Post it,” he says.

      My eyes widen and my smile falls. “What?”

      He nods at my phone. “You can tag me if you want.”

      “Um… are you trying to get me killed?” I ask lightly, but also not, because what the fuck? “If Anae sees it…”

      “She will.” Almost casually, he reaches over and toys with the necklace he bought me. He gives me another small smile, but no explanation.

      I frown down at the picture.

      I don’t think posting it is a good idea, but I guess if he really wants me to…

      I don’t tempt fate by tagging him, though.

      I feel uneasy as we walk into the shop. I don’t have a ton of followers, but it seems impossible that the picture won’t get back to Anae. I don’t understand why he wants her to see that.

      “Dare, I think I should at least private the picture so no one else can see it,” I say, unable to get it off my mind. “Of course it would be nice to be able to put pictures of us up on social media, but I don’t think it’s a good idea to provoke her.”

      “Stop worrying about her,” he tells me, giving my hand a squeeze. “I’ve got all that under control.”

      How?

      I want to ask, but I don’t. Dare is looking around the shop, so I try to be in the moment and look around with him.

      It’s definitely not where I thought he would bring me.

      “This is where my parents met,” he tells me.

      I look around the simple popcorn place. There’s prepackaged stuff on the shelves, and a popcorn bar in the back where you can order individual paper cones of the different flavors. It’s a cute little popcorn shop, not some extravagant place like I would have imagined. “Oh, yeah?”

      He nods, looking around at the flavored packages of popcorn lining the shelves. “She was here on a date with someone else, some dorky guy who made her laugh. My dad took one look at her, saw how beautiful and happy she was, and knew he had to have her.”

      I don’t know why, but hearing that makes me feel a little sad. Maybe it’s knowing how it all turned out.

      “She used to talk about him a lot.” He glances back at me. “The guy she left to be with my dad. I think she regretted it as soon as the initial thrill wore off. The guy she was seeing was some broke fuck from New York. He had no real skills and could never give her the kind of life my dad could, but he did something my dad didn’t know how to do. He made her smile.”

      That feeling of sadness deepens. I haven’t met his mother, but I feel sad for the girl he’s telling me about, the one who got swept up with the wrong guy and left the right one.

      Dare turns to look at me. “I always want to make you smile.”

      His words take me off guard like a sock to the stomach. I soften, walking over to hug him around the waist. “You do make me smile,” I assure him.

      “It doesn’t always occur to me to… express what someone means to me. I think I picked it up from my father. He’s not great at that, either.”

      “You do, though.”

      He wraps his arms around me, too. “I try to remind myself to, but if I ever forget, I need you to remind me. My mind doesn’t work the way yours does, so I’m sure over the course of our relationship I’ll come up short from time to time.” He looks down at me, one hand coming up to cradle my face. “I may hurt you accidentally, but I’ll never do it on purpose.”

      I lean up and give him a little kiss. “I trust you.”

      He smiles, a glint of fondness in his eyes. “Good.” Breaking the intensity, he lets me go and grabs my hand. “Now, let’s get some popcorn.”
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      I return home with the taste of cinnamon-sugar popcorn on my lips, the imprint of Dare’s fingers on my thighs, and happiness in my heart.

      It has been a rollercoaster of a weekend, but it feels nice to finally have a little calm.

      Dare walks me to the door and kisses me. I ask if he’ll be back after Mom goes to sleep, but he teases that he should probably give my pussy a break. He grabs my neck and pulls me close, giving me one more lingering kiss. Then he lets go, and walks down the steps. I sigh a little, hanging onto the railing as I watch him walk back to his car.

      I shower and spend the rest of the night hanging out with Mom.

      When I go to bed alone, even though I completely agree about my pussy needing a break, a small part of me still hopes he’ll show up at my bedroom window. Even if we don’t have sex, he could still cuddle with me. I enjoy sleeping with his strong arms around me.

      I drift off to sleep still hopeful, but when I wake up, it’s morning, and I’m in bed alone.

      I grab my phone to see what time it is. Just a few more minutes and my alarm would have gone off. I have a single social media notification. I swipe it open to see a few likes on my post of me and Dare at the popcorn shop, but none of them are Hannah.

      I wonder if she’s seen it.

      I don’t think she’d like it even if she did.

      I go to my private messages and send her a quick one. “I had a dream you and I went to this cute little popcorn place Dare took me to yesterday. Do you like popcorn? We should go sometime.”

      I wait to see if she comes online, but maybe she’s still asleep or busy because she doesn’t.

      My alarm goes off, but since I already have my phone in my hand, I shut it off quickly.

      Oh well. Guess I had better get ready for yet another glorious day at Baymont High.

      I’m worried about the picture Dare had me share. I made it so only my followers can see it, but it feels inevitable that someone will have taken a screenshot and sent it to Anae.

      I use the new shampoo and conditioner Dare bought me at the salon. It smells fabulous and makes my hair feel so soft.

      While I’m in the shower, my mind drifts to Hannah. I imagine getting out and finding a message from her that she loves popcorn. I imagine making plans to go there together because I think she’d really like the place.

      When I get out of the shower, there’s no message from Hannah.

      I sigh, a little disappointed, and finish getting ready for the day.
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      When I get to school, there’s a strange energy in the air. It’s as if I’ve walked into the middle of a stage production without even having glanced at my lines.

      Something’s up and I’m out of the loop.

      Dread moves over me. It wasn’t long ago I never would have stepped foot into Baymont High and assumed whatever drama was circulating had a thing to do with me, but since Dare came into my life, it seems like I’m always involved.

      I’m glad I got to school a little early this morning because although Hannah didn’t message me back, I see her heading my way down the hall. Since she’s in the grade below me, we don’t have a lot of opportunities to actually see each other at school. I’m ready to ask if she got my message about the popcorn place and if she maybe wants to go this weekend, but my smile drops when I see she is definitely not smiling.

      “Hey,” I say.

      She thrusts a sheet of paper at me. “Have you seen this?”

      I frown, taking the paper. I scan it and see it’s another damn haiku, but this one’s not about me. “No? What is it?”

      “These were printed off and left on the counters in restrooms all over the school.”

      I take a minute to actually read the haiku so I can see what she’s so worked up about.

      
        
        
        Rina

        By: Anonymous

      

        

      
        A hateful message

        of seventeen syllables.

        Good luck typing now.

      

        

      

      “Okay,” I drawl, glancing at her uncertainly. “I still don’t know what this is?”

      “Haven’t you heard what happened?” she asks.

      I shake my head.

      “Rina Cahill was attacked over the weekend.”

      I have no idea who that is. “Attacked how?”

      Hannah sighs. “Someone nailed her to a park bench, Aubrey.”

      My jaw drops. “Oh my god! How horrific.”

      She nods. “Yeah. Someone catfished her. She thought she was there for a hookup. This psycho lured her there, and then nailed her hands to the wooden park bench they were supposed to meet up at.”

      “Wow, that’s insane. I can’t believe something like that happened in Baymont. I don’t know what that has to do with this, though,” I say, holding up the paper.

      Hannah swallows. “You know that crappy haiku someone wrote about you? Turns out it was her.”

      My heart stalls.

      I look down at the paper again and read the poem more carefully.

      “Was Dare with you over the weekend?” she asks.

      Wide-eyed, I look up at her. “You think Dare did this?”

      “I think a haiku has seventeen syllables, and Rina got seventeen nails pumped into her hands. The poem definitely implies the two things are related. I don’t know who else is crazy enough to do something like this that would do it in your defense.”

      Her implication seems to be that Anae might be crazy enough to do it, she just wouldn’t do it for me.

      My stomach twists with fear. “Do other people think that?”

      She shrugs almost apologetically and glances around. “I wouldn’t worry about anyone ever calling you an unflattering name again, let’s just say that.”

      If people think he did it, he could be in big trouble. I grab my phone and shoot off a text to Dare, asking where he’s at.

      “That’s not all,” she says.

      “Oh, come on,” I say off-handedly. “Isn’t that enough?”

      I feel bad as soon as the words are out because she looks seriously distraught.

      “Look, I don’t want to have to tell you any of this, but I think you should know. Dare came to my house last week and told me to stay out of your relationship. I wanted to listen because, honestly, he’s giving off pretty strong serial killer vibes at this point, and the threat he made...” She trails off, shaking her head. “I know he’s not bluffing. I know he’ll hurt me if he thinks I have anything to do with you leaving him, but I’m sick at the thought of you being with him, Aubrey. I’m so afraid he’s going to hurt you.”

      Tears well up in her eyes and the sight makes my heart hurt. I grab her and hug her, shaking my head. “I had no idea he threatened you. I’m so sorry. I wouldn’t let him hurt you, Hannah. I’d never let him hurt you.”

      “But you know he hurts people.”

      I hesitate, pulling back. I don’t know what to say to that. “I mean, I’ve heard things, but I’ve never actually seen him hurt anyone.”

      “He is not a good guy, Aubrey,” she says, shaking her head. “He’s dangerous. Usually I can see the good in anyone, but…” She drops her gaze, shaking her head like it makes her unspeakably sad to say this, then looks back up at me. “I don’t know if there’s any good in him. I know there must be some reason you like him, so maybe there’s a side of him I just haven’t seen. But maybe there isn’t, Aubrey. Maybe he’s faking it.”

      That makes me profoundly uncomfortable because it’s not the first time the notion of illusions has floated across my mind where Dare is concerned.

      “I don’t know what’s going on behind the curtain, but something about him just… I don’t feel any good coming from him.”

      I look at her, unsettled. It’s just like the other times. She’s blowing away his fog.

      Before it can fully clear, he rounds the corner and comes down the hall toward us.

      Seeing him coming, I put a little more space between me and Hannah. She notices the shift immediately and turns to look.

      As soon as she sees him, I feel the spike of fear in her. I don’t know what he said when he was at her house, but it must have really frightened her.

      “I have to go,” she says quickly.

      “Hannah, wait.” I try to catch her arm, but she hurries past me so she doesn’t have to face him.

      I’m frowning when Dare gets to me.

      “Good morning to you, too,” he says.

      “Did you threaten Hannah?”

      His gaze sharpens. It feels predatory and sends a shard of fear slicing through my nerves.

      I shouldn’t have asked like that. That was tactless. What was I thinking?

      Actually, what I was thinking is I have an awful lot of violence to ask him about today, and it’s hard to consistently say the right things when my mind is completely blown.

      “Did she say I threatened her?” he asks levelly.

      I swallow. I can’t tell him what she said, but I guess I should communicate that she didn’t completely tell on him. How do I do that?

      “I don’t understand what you have against her. She’s like the sweetest person in the whole world. Maybe your read is off because you’re so used to hanging out with the Wicked Witch of the West, but Hannah is a nice person who would never wish either of us harm.”

      He smirks, but there’s no humor there. “Not you, at least.”

      “Not either of us. She’s my friend, Dare. I need you to be nice to her.”

      “You need me to be nice to Hannah?” he says, grabbing me and lightly trailing his finger over one side of my jaw while leaning in and kissing the other. “I can be nice to her. How nice do you want me to be?”

      Something in his tone makes my stomach rock. It feels vaguely like a threat, but I’m probably reading too much into it based on my prior assumption that he would be attracted to her, and knowing Anae let him sleep with other people. “Just… she’s my friend. You two should get along.”

      “If she wants to get along with me, then she should stop putting whatever poison she’s putting in your head to make you mad at me every time I see you after she does.”

      “She isn’t poisoning me against you, Dare. She’s just…”

      Making sense?

      Obviously, I can’t say that. Without giving him more ammunition, I don’t know how to refute the claim that she’s trying to turn me against him.

      “She just wants what’s best for me,” I finally say.

      “And she doesn’t think that’s me,” he states.

      I’m so distracted arguing with him about Hannah, it doesn’t even occur to me he’s kissing me in plain sight until a girl stares as she walks past us in the hallway. I gasp and try to pull back, eyes wide. “Oh my god, what are you doing? People can see.”

      Rather than let go, his grip on my jaw tightens. His other hand goes to my waist so he can control me better as he rumbles, “Let them see.”

      I can feel a cold sweat about to break out. “Dare, let me go.”

      “No.” His grip on my jaw tightens almost painfully. “I will kiss you wherever and whenever the fuck I want to,” he says carefully. “And I don’t care if Hannah or Anae or anyone else fucking likes it. You’re mine, and I will do whatever the fuck I want to do with you. Do you understand?”

      I swallow, my heart pounding unsteadily in my chest.

      When I don’t answer, he runs his fingers along my jawline. “I don’t like being mean or threatening to you, Aubrey. I don’t like that Hannah brings out this resistant side of you. Every time she’s around, you pull away from me, and I don’t know why. I know if she were a man, I would assume she’s competition and I would treat her accordingly.” He places a gentle kiss against my cheek, at odds with his words. “Should I expand my view a bit, hm? Should I consider her my competition?”

      My heart nearly drops out of my body. “No, of course not.”

      “Anyone who tries to split us up will have a very bad fucking time if I find out about it,” he informs me.

      “She wasn’t trying to split us up.”

      “But she told you I threatened her. Did she think you would like that?”

      You did threaten her!

      I know rationality isn’t what he’s looking for here, though. He’s trying to intimidate me, and he’s not doing a terrible job.

      “She didn’t tell me what you said,” I point out. “She could have. If I knew what you threatened to do to her, I assume we would be having a different conversation.”

      He smiles, but it’s not a nice smile. “We would. But I don’t think it would be different in the way you think it would be. I told you I won’t lie to you, Aubrey, and I won’t. Yes, what I threatened to do to Hannah was bad. But if I tell you, it will make you want to leave me, and if you leave me, then I’ll do it. So, would you like to know what I threatened Hannah with?”

      I feel sick, but I shake my head no.

      Not with terms like those.

      “All I want is for us to be together and happy without other people trying to get in the way of that,” he says in a way that makes it sound so sensible. “Is that so bad?”

      I shake my head again.

      “Is that what you want, too?”

      My tummy roils, but I ignore it and nod my head. “Yes, of course.”

      “Good.” He kisses the side of my face, then finally lets go of my jaw.

      He held me so tight, I’m afraid there may be fingerprints. I rub the skin lightly, looking up at him.

      His attention has shifted to the sheet of paper in my hand. “I see you’ve read the poem. Much better than hers, if I do say so myself.”

      “Did you have your nerd army write it?” I ask a bit stiffly, trying to get back into the frame of mind of a girlfriend whose boyfriend isn’t openly threatening violence to one of her friends.

      He smirks. “Nope. Penned that one myself, just like you asked.”

      Just like I asked?

      My blood runs cold. “What are you talking about? I never asked for this.”

      “Not seriously,” he allows. “You said something about me penning a clapback poem for you being the true test. Personally, I prefer my revenge to be a little more draconian, but I decided to cover all the bases.”

      I can only gape at him. “You really did this,” I say softly. “All of it?”

      “What? I was just supposed to let her humiliate you and get away with it?” He caresses my jaw, his gaze oddly tender for what he’s saying. “I don’t think so, mermaid. She needed to pay. So, she did.” He kisses my forehead and takes a step back without letting go of my arm. “I’ve got class, but we’ll talk more about this later, okay?”

      I nod, my insides feeling entirely hollow. I try not to let it show, but I’m not sure I’m doing a good job. It’s not until I meet his gaze and manufacture a small, reassuring smile that he finally releases my arm.

      His gaze lingers for too long on my face. I can tell he’s not satisfied with my reaction, and the way he’s being today, that makes me nervous.

      Hannah’s words reverberate inside my head. The memory of her fear when she turned and saw him still makes my blood run cold.

      I’m afraid of him thinking more about how she might be an obstacle in the way of our relationship. I visualize beautiful, lovely Hannah on that park bench with nails through her hands and the monster that is my boyfriend standing over her.

      I want to throw up.

      I don’t want him to think he needs to punish anyone else.

      “Dare?” I call before he gets too far.

      He turns to look back at me.

      “I love you.”

      The words come out in a desperate tumble. I have no idea if it’s what he needs to hear or not, but relief trickles through me when he smiles.

      “I love you, too.”
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      Sitting on my bed all alone, I go over my options.

      I could go to the cops.

      Of course, the cops in this town are notoriously crooked, often paid off by wealthy families, and Dare’s family is one of the wealthiest. So, following that path, he gets off with no more than a slap on the wrist somehow, and then what?

      Then I’m fucked. Not only does that mean no more treatment for Mom, but likely no more warmth for me—which would render me completely incapable of shielding Hannah from him. I don’t know if he would even care to go after her if he didn’t want me anymore, but he might. Just to prove a point.

      I look down at the empty notebook page where I would ordinarily make lists or notes for a difficult problem I’m working out, but the page is blank. Not because I don’t have any ideas, but because I am terrified to commit them to paper and risk Dare seeing it.

      I can’t go to the cops. The only way that works out in my favor is if justice is actually served, and it usually isn’t in this town. Also, there’s no way I can pay the referral fee for Mom’s cancer treatment with the tens of dollars I have to my name.

      Fuck.

      I don’t know what to do. I still have feelings for Dare, but he really scared me today. It wasn’t just all the crazy shit he did, but how casually he talked about it—like it was no big deal. Like I would also think it was no big deal.

      Maybe it’s because he’s used to talking to Anae about his misdeeds. She probably wouldn’t care. Hell, she would probably laugh and find it funny, and together they would chuckle about the permanent damage he did to someone over a stupid haiku.

      I didn’t plan to be the girl’s bestie anytime soon, but I think a horizontal crucifixion might have been an overreaction.

      Also, there are the details I’ve heard since. The sexual shit that her attacker—who is apparently my boyfriend—said to her via text. I don’t know how to feel about it.

      I mean, I do. Pissed. If I had the freedom to, I would feel pissed, but after our argument over Hannah got so scary, I’m not sure what I’m allowed to feel.

      I don’t like that, either. If he did something wrong, I should be able to be mad about it. I was pretty clear with him that I am not Anae and if he wants to be with me, there will be no playing with anyone else.

      But it’s also kind of hard to lay down rules for someone who literally does whatever the fuck he wants without seeming to worry about the consequences.

      Maybe I won’t even need to sort all this out myself. What he did was so insanely illegal. Even with his dad’s connections, I’m not sure he’ll be able to get out of this one.

      There’s a scratch at my window and I nearly jump out of my skin.

      I have a guilty impulse to clear my notebook out of the way, but then I remember I haven’t written anything down.

      My limbs are heavy with dread as I climb off the bed and go over to open my window.

      Dare climbs in, and I back up, crossing my arms in an unconscious gesture of self-protection.

      He notices immediately. I watch him catalogue my stance and flick a glance at my face, but he doesn’t focus on that right now. He closes the window, then looks around my bedroom. His gaze drifts to the notebook and he picks it up.

      “What’s this?” he asks.

      “I was just working on some homework.”

      He cocks an eyebrow. “Doesn’t look like you got very far.”

      My cheeks warm and I glance at the blank page. “No, I guess I didn’t.”

      He nods knowingly, dropping the notebook and moving closer to me. “Had other things on your mind?”

      I nod.

      “Have you been talking to Hannah?” he asks casually.

      My stomach drops just hearing him say her name. I shake my head quickly. “No. We haven’t spoken since this morning.”

      He nods.

      Since he brought her up, I try to think how to approach what I want to say. “Please don’t go back to her house.”

      He cocks his head curiously.

      “I mean, if you’re there to see Anae or whatever, fine, but… please just leave Hannah alone. She doesn’t deserve to be dragged into this. All she wanted to do was be nice to me when your girlfriend targeted me, and she doesn’t deserve to be… mistreated.” To my horror, tears well up in my eyes by the end of that statement.

      Intrigued, Dare closes the distance between us, looking into my glistening eyes. “You care for her.”

      “She’s my friend,” I say to make sure that’s clear. “I just like her, that’s all. As a person.” My heart thuds. “She’s not your competition, it’s nothing like that, I just… She doesn’t deserve to be scared or hurt, and I feel like it’s all my fault.”

      My eyes are still full of tears. I’m so angry at myself for getting more and more emotional about this. All that will do is give him more cause for concern.

      “You want to protect her,” he finally says.

      Two tears slip over the rims of my eyelids and slide down my cheeks at the same time. I nod, unsure what to say that won’t make things worse.

      He catches my tears on his fingertips, looking at them like they fascinate him.

      “It must be horrible to feel so afraid,” he says calmly, rubbing his thumb over my tears until he’s rubbed them into his skin. “To feel so powerless,” he adds, taking a heavy step forward and meeting my gaze. “But you’re not powerless, are you? I told you Hannah would only be in danger if you left me, and you weren’t thinking about doing that, were you?”

      It feels like a bucket of ice has been dumped into my veins. I shake my head. “No. Of course not.”

      “No,” he says, though his tone is a bit mocking like he wants me to know he knows better. “Of course you weren’t.” He stops walking and looks me over. “Take off your clothes.”

      My heart sinks, but I do as he says, quickly removing my PJs and tossing them in the corner. I stand here in just my panties as he roams closer.

      “Those, too.”

      My hands are unsteady as I push down my panties, step out of them, and then kick them aside.

      “Get on the bed,” he says.

      I take a few breaths, trying to keep calm as I back up and climb on the bed.

      The mattress sinks under his weight as he climbs on with me. “Are you afraid of me, mermaid?”

      That question when he’s using that nickname makes me feel emotional all over again. “I don’t want to be,” I say, since it’s the closest thing to the truth I think won’t offend him.

      “You don’t have to be,” he says, gently laying his hand over my bare tummy. “It doesn’t bode well that you are already. I don’t like to think Anae was right, but maybe I am too dark for you.” He circles my belly button with the tip of his finger. “Unfortunately, I’ve already decided you’re mine, and you being afraid of me won’t change that.”

      I don’t like to think that Anae was right, either, and I definitely don’t like to imagine being trapped in a relationship with someone I’m afraid of. “Are you like this with her?” I ask, hating that I even have to.

      He lies on his side, sliding his hand up toward my rib cage. “No. To be honest, you trigger completely different instincts in me than she does. None of this would ever work on her, so why would I do it? That’s a lot of effort for no result.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      Lightly, he drags his fingertips over my skin causing goosebumps to sweep over me. “There are two types of people in the world, Aubrey. Predators and prey. You’re prey. Hannah’s prey. Anae and I are both predators. We don’t hunt each other. We hunt you.”

      My eyes widen.

      “Tactics that work like a charm with you wouldn’t move the needle at all if I tried them on her. I can’t bully her by threatening violence against people she cares about because she doesn’t care about anyone,” he adds. “What’s the point in threatening to burn the world if the person just shrugs and genuinely doesn’t give a fuck? You, I can bully by threatening violence to Hannah. Hannah, I can injure just by ripping up a piece of fucking paper. In that sense, it’s much different with you. I know it’s not nice, but when I want to win, I know I can because I know exactly which buttons to push to completely disarm you.”

      “You didn’t always win with her?”

      “No, I did, but the games were different. For example, her trying to drown you at the beach the other day because I was making her mad. Not the kind of thing you would ever do, and see how the strike wasn’t even at me, it was at the prey she knew I was hunting?”

      Hunting.

      He is saying a lot of things.

      His hand stills on my belly and he meets my gaze. “She didn’t try to take me down, she just tried to take my kill. It’s almost sportsmanlike.”

      His words turn my blood to ice water. “So, I don’t really mean anything to you, then? I’m just… prey?”

      “No, I didn’t say that,” he murmurs, sliding his hand up to cover my breast. “I’m very fond of you. I told you I loved you just today, didn’t I?”

      Are you even capable of love?

      I don’t ask. I’m too afraid to.

      Besides, would he even know?

      “But you asked if it was different with Anae, so I’m telling you how it’s different.”

      “Are you still sleeping with her?”

      My fear grows the moment my words are out. I didn’t want to ask. I’m terrified of the answer.

      “No,” he says, squeezing my tender flesh. “You told me you didn’t want me to sleep with anyone else, so I haven’t.”

      “And she doesn’t find that odd?”

      “Her sex drive was never as high as mine. That’s why she started finding prey for me to play with from the get-go. She wanted me by her side, but she didn’t want to spend all that time on her back. This way, everyone got what they wanted.”

      I guess that makes sense. I can’t imagine it myself, but I know Anae and I don’t think the same way. “What about…” I stop, trying to think how to ask. “Um, I heard how that girl at the park was found. People said she was naked.”

      “She wasn’t naked. She was wearing a skirt with no panties that she had changed into in the car. She wore a shirt but no bra because I told her to take it off.”

      My stomach sinks. “Why did you tell her that?”

      “Because I wanted her to be deeply humiliated when they found her,” he says simply. “I would’ve penetrated her with something as well if I were single, but I had a strong hunch you wouldn’t like that.”

      “Yes, that’s correct,” I say quickly. “Do you mean your dick?”

      He makes a face. “No. A pinecone or a stick off the ground. I thought about it, but I didn’t want to touch her. I don’t know if you would consider it me breaking the rules even if it’s not for pleasure.”

      “Let’s say all forms of penetrating other people with anything? Off the table.”

      He smirks. “That’s what I figured.”

      My god, what a twisted thing to smirk about.

      I shake it off. I knew he was a little twisted. This is more than I was prepared for, but at least he’s being open with me about it.

      “So, you didn’t do anything sexual with her.”

      “Of course not.”

      “But… people were talking about these messages.” I look over at him. “They were very sexual.”

      “Yes,” he says patiently. “They were a trap. I didn’t mean them. She’s attracted to sadistic Doms, so I played one to get her where I wanted her.”

      Played one…

      He sounded pretty convincing from what I heard.

      This is a lot to digest.

      “I did all of it for you, Aubrey. Why would I do anything that hurt you in the process?”

      That would be sweet if it weren’t so psychotic.

      I watch his hand on my breast as he palms and squeezes it. He catches my stiffening nipple between his fingers. I moan without meaning to at the wave of pleasure that rolls over me. “You’re not worried about getting caught?” I ask a bit thickly.

      “No. I have that all taken care of. I was able to take out someone who hurt you and someone who betrayed me in one fell swoop.” His lips tug up and he squeezes my nipple harder.

      I close my eyes, instinctively rolling my hips.

      “Sometime this week, the police will want to interview you. They’ll ask about Frank Tunstall, the kid I had delivering you notes until Anae intercepted him. There will be eyewitnesses who can corroborate how he bothered you at lunch sometimes, how he had a crush on you and wanted to impress you.”

      My eyes flutter open. I frown, but he squeezes my nipple hard and knocks the look right off my face.

      “You will tell them that yes, he came over and talked to you sometimes. He passed you notes, one of which was the haiku he gave you Friday. The only one you kept.”

      He did give me a haiku Friday, but it wasn’t the one I saw today. It had nothing to do with that girl, it was just a nice haiku about a beautiful girl in a white dress. I took it as a love note from Dare. It made me smile, but didn’t mean much to me because I knew he had his nerd soldiers write it for him.

      It clicks into place.

      He had Frank write it for him. Probably so that there would be verifiable record of him having written a haiku before to try to impress me.

      “You’re framing him,” I murmur.

      “Yes. He should have known better than to betray me. The last kid who did went through a plate glass door. Nearly lost an eye.”

      I had heard that story, but I didn’t know it was real.

      “This one will probably have to serve some time, but he’s only 17, so it shouldn’t ruin his life, only set him back a bit.” His hand stills, cupping my breast, and he leans in to kiss the corner of my mouth. “I like talking to you about things.”

      I reach up and absently slide my fingers through his hair. I have no idea how to feel about all this, but I guess I’m glad he’s talking to me about it, too.

      His mouth claims mine, and I close my eyes as I kiss him back. He moves on top of me, still wearing all his clothes while I’m completely naked. I feel bare and breakable beneath his weight, completely incapable of keeping him from any part of me he wants access to.

      I also feel like he is very well aware of the imbalance, and likes it this way.

      He breaks the kiss and pulls back to unbutton and unzip his jeans.

      “Dare.”

      “Yes, baby?”

      “How do I know you won’t hurt me?”

      “Well, it helps not to give me a reason to.” He takes his cock out, leaning over me and lining it up at my entrance. “But at the end of the day,” he shoves his cock into me, “you just have to trust me.”
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      The rest of the week goes just how Dare said it would.

      The police come, and I tell them what he told me to.

      Frank gets arrested, but no one at Baymont High really believes he did it. Dare was careful so all the evidence lines up against him, but there’s one glaring impossibility: there’s no way in hell Frank Tunstall had the confidence to say all that Dom shit Dare said in the text messages.

      Getting away with it only makes him cooler, though. The kids at our school are idiots and don’t realize actual danger lurks in their midst.

      I suppose I shouldn’t be so hard on them. I was one of them, once.

      Now I know he’s dangerous, but he’s the danger that spends every night in my bed. My guard dog unless I give him a reason to bite me, too.

      There’s something comforting about it, but it’s scary at the same time.

      For the first few days after the run-in with Hannah, I have a hard time fully shaking the lucidity of our situation even though I don’t talk to her again. The popcorn message is left on read, our date never to be.

      Dare ups his efforts, giving me pretty pink flowers, and presents, and the kind of sex I prefer. He makes love to me rather than being so rough, making me come multiple times every night to try to fog my mind again.

      By Wednesday, it starts to work.

      He tells me we’re hanging out on Thursday and takes me to his place. We have another swim lesson, then he takes me up to his bedroom.

      At first, he’s gentle with me like he has been. He lets me climb on top of him, smiling in a softer, unguarded way that lulls me. He wraps his hand around my neck as I straddle his hips and lean in to kiss him. My pretty new hair falls in his face and he grabs a lock, rubbing it between his fingers.

      “Tell me you love me,” he rumbles.

      I feel a thrill in my tummy. “I love you,” I say softly, bending to kiss my way along his hard jaw.

      “No matter what.”

      My tummy drops. With anyone else, that would mean something entirely different. With him…

      I swallow, knowing non-compliance isn’t an option unless I want to set him off. “No matter what,” I say, the words feeling like poison in my mouth.

      He grabs me, switching our positions and throwing me back on the bed. I gasp at the impact, then he’s on top of me, between my thighs, looking down at me.

      My heart pounds in my throat. He watches me for a moment, then he grabs a condom.

      I’m relieved.

      The night he took me in my bedroom after all the Hannah stuff, he came in me. He knows I’m not on birth control, and I was afraid that was going to be a thing he started doing, but it was the only time.

      I don’t know if he wanted to mark me that night, or scare me a little. I do know it was risky, and as I’m in no way ready to be tied to him with a baby, not something I want to happen again anytime soon.

      The crinkling of the foil packet reassures me that he hasn’t completely lost his mind.

      I think he just wanted to see if I would let him come inside me that night because he could feel me slipping away. I didn’t want him to, but I knew if I told him no, he would do it anyway, and I would just lose a chance to reassure him.

      Once the condom is rolled over his dick, he pushes it into me. He closes his eyes, leaning over me and bracing his weight on the bed. I gaze up at him, still grimly aware of his beauty as his muscles flex while he fucks me.

      His eyes open, and he looks down at me with that dark look I usually see mid-fuck, the one that felt scary even before I knew all the violence he was capable of.

      Now, it feels terrifying.

      What is he thinking when he looks at me that way?

      Maybe it’s crazy that when he scares me like that I want to pull closer to him, but I think it’s what he wants. I can’t outrun him or outmaneuver him, so staying close to him feels like the only way to stay safe.

      I reach up to caress his face. I bring him down to me, my touch gentle, and kiss his lips as he hammers into me.

      I initiated the kiss, but when he kisses me back he dominates my mouth, tangling a hand in my hair and driving into my pussy harder. I cry out at the brutal impact, and he growls against my mouth, then kisses me even more ravenously.

      His hungry kisses still make my heart flutter.

      Knowing what he’s capable of, I don’t feel like they should.

      He makes me come before he finishes, but in the aftermath as I lay curled in his arms, I feel sick to my stomach.

      His low voice in my ear startles me. “You’re staying here tonight.”

      “Okay,” I say softly.

      His arms tighten around me and, before long, he drifts off to sleep.

      I’m nearly asleep myself when I feel his body jerk. It startles me awake, but my blood runs cold when it sounds like he’s panicking. I pull his arms off me and roll over so I can look at him.

      He rolls on his back, still tense, his eyes still closed.

      “Hey,” I say softly, grabbing his shoulder and shaking it a little to wake him up. His eyes open and dart to mine, and for just a moment, I see a mix of fear and vulnerability in his eyes that cuts straight through all the shit we’ve been through this week and sinks a blade into my heart.

      “It’s okay,” I say, wanting to comfort him. “It was just a bad dream.”

      He closes his eyes again, seeming to realize it, but he’s still… vulnerable.

      I’ve never seen him like this before. It’s strangely intoxicating. I caress his bare chest and lean down to kiss the side of his face, anything to calm him down.

      His hand covers mine and he sighs. His other hand slides into my hair and he pulls me down so my face is against his firm chest.

      “Fuck,” he rumbles.

      “It’s okay,” I say again, my voice gentle. I kiss his chest. “It’s okay, baby.”

      I feel the tension slowly ease out of his body as I comfort him. My heart aches and I can’t get close enough to him.

      He pulls my head back with the hand he still has threaded through the silky locks of my hair. He tugs me back just enough so he can kiss me, then he pushes me against his chest and sighs.

      “I love you,” he murmurs.

      My heart does a somersault. I hold him tight and murmur, “I love you, too.”

      “I’m sorry I’ve been so hard on you this week.”

      His apology startles me. It’s not the first one he’s given me, but the way he has been all week, it’s totally unexpected. “It’s okay,” I say, even though I’m not sure it is.

      “I just don’t want to lose you,” he says.

      My heart contracts. His admission feels so raw and sincere. I know he’s been kind of crazy, but it really does seem like a lot of his crazy has revolved around being afraid of losing me.

      I tilt my head and look up at him. I slide my hand up to caress his neck as he looks back at me, so open I think I could wound him if I tried.

      But I don’t want to wound him.

      “You’re not going to lose me,” I tell him.

      He caresses my arm. “Promise?”

      I nod even though my brain tries to caution me about making a promise I can’t keep. I’m not ready to quit on him, I’m just a bit spooked by all that’s happened.

      His request brings me back to a time earlier in our relationship, too. It wasn’t that long ago, but it feels like a lifetime since he promised to never abandon me. Now, he just needs the same reassurance from me.

      “I promise,” I whisper.

      He pulls me close and kisses me, then he rolls me on my side and wraps his arms around me, pulling me against his body.

      I wrap my arms around him right back.

      For a while, it’s so quiet I don’t think he’ll speak again, but then he asks, “Do you still trust me?”

      I have to think about it for a few seconds. A little bit ago I might’ve said yes just to appease him, but now that he’s being more like the version of him I’m not afraid of, I give myself a moment to search for the truth.

      Do I still trust him?

      I’ve found out new things about him, that’s for sure. Things that aren’t comfortable or easy, things I don’t even like. In some ways, I feel like he completely tricked me into having feelings for him. If he had come out of the gates with brutalizing near-strangers and threatening my friends, would we be here right now? Of course we wouldn’t. Even the way he has admitted to bullying me this week and pushing me around. I’m not comfortable that he knows he can do that. I’m not comfortable that there’s really nothing I can do to stop him. Sure, I could call his bluff, but then what happens if he’s not bluffing?

      Because I believe Hannah was right. I don’t believe for a minute that he’s bluffing. I’ve seen him do damage now. Some stupid girl wrote mean shit about me online, I let him know it bothered me, and he nailed her to a fucking park bench.

      Malicious and crazy, but at the same time, that’s pretty impressive dedication.

      He might be unhinged, but he certainly showed up for me.

      And while it is scary knowing he can do shit like that without apparently feeling any guilt, I’m also aware he doesn’t seem to do damage impulsively. I don’t think I have to be afraid of him flying off the handle and doing something he doesn’t mean to do.

      He has pretty much laid out his entire play for me as far as setting Frank up. Every move he made was deliberate. There were even moves he made preemptively before he ever planned to set the kid up, just in case he needed to someday. Dare doesn’t just make careful plans, he creates insurance policies for himself in case he ever needs to make a plan on the fly.

      Sharing as much as he has with me when I didn’t even ask…

      He’s given me all I need to lock him up if I really wanted to. I could take what I know to the police. He has trusted me with information they couldn’t possibly refute. Hell, I know where the leather gloves he wore when he attacked her are.

      But then there are all these other things. He says he’s handling Anae, and I’ve pretty much stopped even worrying about that. She feels like a potential threat to my actual well-being, but she doesn’t feel much like his girlfriend anymore.

      I thought there would be some blowback after I posted that picture of us together and there wasn’t. He hasn’t told me anything changed, but he did also kiss me at school.

      I don’t know. The Anae stuff feels like a superficial issue at this point. He has made his intentions with me clear. He’s not treating me like a side piece, he’s treating me like his girlfriend.

      “Was that a hard question?” he asks lightly.

      I tip my head back and look up at him. He doesn’t look truly bothered, so I kiss his chin. “Can I still trust you?” I ask him honestly. “A lot has happened since you told me I could. There was a lot you didn’t tell me.”

      He absently caresses the small of my back. “I told you there would be,” he says. “There are some moves I need to make without cluing you in beforehand. That’s why I said I needed you to really trust me. If you only trust me until I do something you’re not sure about, that’s not trust. I need the kind of trust that, even when it looks like I’ve crossed lines, you don’t believe it. You believe that I have your back.”

      “You want me to be a fool for you,” I say, smiling faintly.

      He doesn’t smile back. “You’re not a fool if you’re right. I need you to trust that I would never make a fool of you, Aubrey.”

      I sigh. “Why can’t things just be easier with you?”

      He cracks a smile. “That’s just not how I work. Sorry.”

      “Well, what if that’s not how I work?” I ask honestly. “Maybe I’m just not a very trusting person.”

      He shrugs. “You’ve gotta trust me anyway.”

      “And if I don’t?”

      “You go to the tower,” he states somberly.

      I crack a smile. “That can’t be your answer for everything.”

      “It’s not my answer for everything. I have many other answers—flowers, gifts, fucking, outright emotional blackmail. Honestly, I think I’ve hardly used the tower.”

      I laugh, pushing against his chest, but his grip on me only tightens. “You’re shameless,” I tell him.

      “And you’re stuck with me,” he states. “I can see myself being with you forever, Aubrey. I’m not bullshitting you. I can see us having kids and a family, birthday parties and fucking… trips to the popcorn store. I’m not one foot in this thing. I want it all, and I want it with you.”

      My insides feel suddenly hollow hearing him say that. “Really?” I ask softly.

      He nods. He certainly looks serious. Stroking my face, he says, “Yes, really. I can’t promise I’ll always be easy to deal with, but I can promise I will always be there for you, whatever you need. I’ve tried showing you that even in the middle of all this fucking madness. I’m serious about you, Aubrey. Of course you can trust me. You’ve just gotta let yourself.”

      I like what he’s saying, and I want to be able to trust him.

      I did before, so maybe I can again.

      Maybe it will be different this time, too. This time, I’ll actually know who I’m giving my trust to.

      The reality of him is clear now, and if I renew my commitment to trusting him… this time, my eyes are open.

      It feels wrong, but it also feels right.

      It’s definitely the only way forward.

      “Okay,” I say. “I trust you.”

      He smiles and it makes my tummy feel funny. He leans down and kisses me, then settles his arms around me. I absently rub his back as our bodies relax again so we can go to sleep in each other’s arms.

      This feels nice. We feel close again.

      I know all of our problems aren’t magically wiped away, but for the first time since I walked into school Monday morning and found out what Dare was truly capable of… I feel hope.
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      “Hey baby, I’ll be over later sometime after your mom’s in bed. Make sure you’re dolled up for me.”

      I smile at the winky face as I reread the text Dare sent me earlier. I’m used to him coming over when Mom’s in bed, so I’ve been wearing cute pajamas and no bra—often no panties, too.

      Tonight, I tie my hair up in a ponytail and spritz myself with this yummy body spray he bought me. I gloss my lips with a moisturizing balm but no lipstick because he doesn’t like to get it all over his face. For PJs, I change into a sexy little pink silk crop top and sleep shorts duo he bought for me. It’s too sexy to wear in front of Mom, but Dare will undress me before he fucks me, anyway. I’ll change into something more modest in the morning after he sneaks out.

      I climb into bed and strategically drape my crop top so he can see the under curve of my tits and snap a picture of myself in bed.

      “See you soon,” I text back, attaching the picture.

      “Christ,” he sends back immediately. “Not soon enough.”

      I chuckle and reach over to put my phone on charge, then I curl up in bed to rest a bit before he gets here and inevitably wears me out.

      When my eyes open again, I can feel Dare’s hand sliding down the curve of my ass. Arousal sweeps over me instantaneously as I hug my pillow, parting my legs so he can slide his hand between my thighs and touch my pussy.

      “Fuck,” he grumbles, putting a knee on the bed.

      I’m in the mood, big time, so I roll my hips. He grabs them and kneels on the bed behind me, bringing his hardening cock against my ass.

      I sink back on him and grind a little.

      “Fuck, baby.”

      I smile. “Get in bed. I rested up. I’m ready for you.”

      “I wish I could,” he says.

      I frown, tugging my hips out of his grasp and taking a seat on my butt. “You can’t?”

      My bedroom is dark and Dare is still fully dressed. He’s wearing dark wash jeans, and a black jacket with a black hoodie underneath.

      “Were you out burgling before you came over?” I tease.

      He smirks, pushing me back on the bed and climbing on top of me. “Maybe.”

      I spread my thighs and wrap my legs around him, trying to pull him down on me, but he’s too strong and I end up just hanging on him like a monkey. I don’t care. I’m turned on and I’ve been waiting for him all night. I lift myself and rub my needy pussy against him.

      He slides his hand up the leg hole of my shorts and groans when he finds I’m not wearing panties.

      “Fuck me,” I whisper, leaning up to kiss his neck.

      “I bet you’re already wet for me, huh?” he murmurs, pushing a finger into me.

      It slides in, the passage eased by how wet my pussy already is.

      “Fuck, Aubrey.”

      “Yes,” I say, grinning mischievously. “Fuck Aubrey.”

      He pulls his finger out of me and lights up my phone, glancing at the display like he’s debating whether or not he has time. He looks vaguely agitated, but he undoes his pants and whips his cock out, anyway.

      “This has to be quick,” he tells me.

      He pulls my sleep shorts off and keeps them bunched up in his hand. He smacks my ass and tells me to get on my hands and knees with my ass in the air.

      I do as he says, crouching down like he’s shown me to before and leaning my forearms on the bed.

      I groan as he sinks his cock into my pussy. He’s so hard and thick. I sink down and close my eyes, so relieved to have him inside me.

      He makes quick work of fucking me, reaching under my shirt and squeezing my tits without even taking it off. I don’t know what his hurry is, but I figure this is just round one, anyway.

      I grab my pillow and bury my face in it when I come, convulsing around his dick and bearing down, squeezing him and making him shoot his load inside me.

      Thankfully, he grabbed a condom before he fucked me, so he grabs a tissue off the nightstand and yanks it off.

      “Christ,” he murmurs, rubbing my ass and letting me sink down on the bed.

      I’m feeling sleepy and satisfied now. “Aren’t you spending the night?” I ask him.

      He tosses my sleep shorts on the bed beside my face. “Put these back on.”

      My heart hasn’t even stopped pounding and he wants me to get dressed? Still a puddle on the bed, I look back at him. He’s zipping back up and adjusting his clothes.

      “Come on, Aubrey. Get dressed, baby.”

      I feel distinctly like he’s handling me and it makes me frown.

      Curiosity piqued, I push myself up on the bed and tug my sleep shorts back on. “What’s going on, Dare?”

      “I want to take you somewhere,” he tells me.

      “It’s the middle of the night.”

      “I know.” His gaze drops to my neck. “Where’s your necklace?”

      I point to the dresser.

      He walks over to get it and brings it back to me. “Put it on.”

      This is a weird request, but I take the necklace and fasten it around my neck. “Do I need to get dressed, dressed?”

      He shakes his head. “No, what you’re wearing is fine. Come with me.”

      I take his hand, but I don’t like the way he’s rushing me out of here. “Wait, I need my purse.”

      “You won’t need it,” he tells me.

      “My phone,” I say, trying to hang back, but his grip on my hand tightens and he practically drags me out of my room without it. “Dare, what the hell?” I whisper.

      “Where are your car keys?” he asks softly.

      “Um… in here,” I say, pulling him toward the kitchen counter. “Where are we going? Are we taking my car?”

      He takes my keys and leads me toward the door. “Come on.”

      This feels wrong. It’s only when he opens the door and starts to push me outside without even letting me grab my shoes that I realize he shouldn’t even be in my house. My window is locked. The front door was locked. I usually let him in when he comes to my window, but tonight I just woke up and he was in my room.

      “Dare, how did you get in my house?”

      His grip on my arm tightens. “Just be a good girl and get in the fucking car.”

      His words aren’t the best, but his voice is cold. That’s what scares me.

      My heart sinks. I look over and search his face for some sign of what the hell is happening here, but he gives away nothing. “What’s going on?” I ask him.

      He escorts me around the car, still with that iron grip on my arm. He opens the door and pushes me inside.

      I pull my legs in and look up at him, confused and a little scared by the way he’s acting. “Dare…?”

      He doesn’t look me in the eye, just shuts the door and walks around to the driver’s side.

      Goosebumps cover my whole body. Maybe it’s because it’s a chilly night and I don’t even have a sweater. Maybe it’s because my occasionally psychotic boyfriend is acting like a psycho… and a cold one, which I’m not used to.

      I tell myself everything is fine. He was the Dare I knew five minutes ago when his cock was inside me, so he can’t just… shut it off like that.

      But I don’t have an explanation for what the hell is happening, and I don’t know why he’s scaring me like this when we just got past issues over him doing this shit.

      When he gets in, he locks the car doors and rolls down his window. He holds the keys out the window, and my heart actually fucking stops when I see Anae grab them.

      “Took you long enough,” she says, glancing at me, then back at Dare.

      “She couldn’t find her keys,” he explains.

      I can’t breathe. Anae flashes me a chilling smile, then takes my keys and starts walking toward my car.

      I grip the car seat, trying like hell to breathe.

      What the fuck is happening?

      “Dare?” My voice shakes. “What the hell is going on? Why is she at my house?”

      Rather than answer, he backs out of my driveway.

      Bile rises as I look at my house while we’re driving past it. The windows are all dark. All the neighbors are sleeping. And Anae is backing out of my driveway in my car.

      “Dare, please talk to me,” I say, my voice small. “What is going on? I’m so confused.”

      He doesn’t say a word. Doesn’t so much as look at me.

      Oh my god.

      I tell myself to remain calm, but I feel like throwing up.

      I tell myself not to cry because it’s ridiculous, but I’m too afraid not to.

      This is Dare. He loves me. He won’t hurt me. He won’t let anyone else hurt me, either.

      Right?

      Memories start to flash before my eyes, but it’s not a melodramatic end-of-my-life highlight reel. I’m replaying our relationship in my head, making sure everything checks out. That kiss in the ocean. The heat in his voice when he called the night I sent him the picture. The nights he held me in his arms. The way he touches me all the time, like he can never touch me enough. He’s so loving, so affectionate.

      So how the hell does he sit there right now like I’m not shaking with fear in the seat next to him?

      I watch him, trying to get his attention or make him uncomfortable. I know he can feel me looking at him.

      His lips tug up. It’s the first trace of an expression since he hauled me out of my house. “That won’t work on me, mermaid. I guarantee I can stare at you longer than you can stare at me without looking away.”

      Just hearing him call me mermaid is like a balm on my frayed nerves. “Dare,” I say cautiously, reaching a hand over and touching his thigh. I don’t know what’s going on, but I feel a desperate need to reach him. “What are you doing? Where are you taking me? Why is she here? Please, tell me what’s happening.”

      I’m hopeful for an answer this time. A magical answer, I guess, because it would have to make sense of a whole lot.

      Why is Anae here?

      Why is Dare being so cold to me?

      Where is he taking me?

      Why is she following him in my car?

      It would take a magical answer to explain all of that and not be something horrible.

      I’m having a very strong and very real fear that Dare isn’t on my side right now, and I have no fucking idea what to do with that.

      He has backup, and I don’t even have shoes.
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      My first mistake may have been getting into the car with him, but my second—and arguably worse—mistake was not opening the car door and jumping out back when we were on residential roads and I could have run to someone’s front door screaming for help.

      The road we’re on now is curved and dark. A distracted driver could easily veer right off the road and plummet into the dark abyss of the ocean below, never to be seen again.

      I’m crying again, but he doesn’t seem to care.

      My stomach churns violently as I try to figure out where I stand so I can figure out what to do.

      I’m completely lost.

      I don’t know where we are in Baymont—if we’re even still in Baymont—and I don’t know why the man who claims to love me seems to be betraying me.

      I tell myself it can’t be that. It can’t.

      But what the hell do I do if it is?

      He hasn’t spoken to me again since he called me mermaid. I keep waiting for the Dare I know and love to make an appearance, but all I get is a fucking stone-faced, unfeeling monster.

      That thought frees a different set of memories.

      The ones I wasn’t there for.

      As much as it kills me to admit, there is still a side of Dare I’ve never seen.

      I wasn’t there the night he attacked Rina.

      I wasn’t there the night he threatened Hannah.

      Even though Dare has vaguely threatened and hurt me before, maybe it wasn’t the same when he did it to them. I tried not to think about it, not especially wanting to see him in that light, but when he threatened Hannah, he couldn’t have been kissing her jaw and letting just enough malice creep into his tone to make her realize she had better toe the line or risk unleashing him. That’s how he threatened me because we’re in a relationship, but…

      And then I hear myself, and what the fuck am I thinking? That’s how he threatens me because we’re in a relationship? Like it’s fucking normal for the person you’re with to threaten you?

      Usually, when clarity smacks me in the face like this, Hannah is around. Some part of me wonders if that’s where we’re heading—to Anae’s house. I don’t know where it is.

      I think about asking him again where he’s taking me, but while a few minutes ago I was desperate for him to speak to me, right now, I don’t want to talk to him at all.

      It makes sense to feel that way, but I don’t have time.

      “You said you didn’t love her,” I say woodenly, my legs pulled up against my chest, my feet on the edge of my seat.

      Dare glances over at me. “You wouldn’t have fucked me if I loved her,” he states.

      He’s never hit me before, but I feel like he just did.

      Is he saying…?

      My emotions are too raw to take a hit like that right now. I hug my knees closer and rest my face against my legs, trying not to cry.

      He can’t love her. That can’t possibly be true. He’s had a whole fucking relationship with me, and the things he said about her…

      There’s no way he loves her.

      There’s no way he lied to me, because if he was lying about that, he could have been lying about everything.

      Trust me, he said.

      He asked for the impossible, and I fucking gave it to him, and now here I am.

      “Did you give her that picture?” I whisper.

      “No.”

      I feel so fucking sad. At worst, I thought Dare might break my heart, but whatever this is, it’s much worse.

      “Where are you taking me?” I ask softly.

      “One of my dad’s developments,” he finally answers. “The model home. We’re almost there.”

      A development sounds potentially big and empty, with no one around to help me.

      What are they going to do to me once I’m there?

      I think of the nail gun he used on Rina. All of the other construction tools they have at a construction site.

      Oh my god.

      They’re going to kill me.

      Tears spring to my eyes as a fresh wave of terror rolls over me. My whole body shakes as the realization hits me.

      The coldness. The fucking psycho bitch in my car.

      She didn’t try to take me down, she just tried to take my kill.

      I’m just prey to them. He doesn’t love me.

      They’re both monsters.

      No, no, no. That can’t be true.

      But it makes the most sense. I don’t understand how or why. I’m so fucking confused and heartbroken, and nothing makes any fucking sense.

      Dare hits the turn signal, presumably to signal Anae that this is where the turn is because there’s no one else on the road.

      My brain tells me this may be my last chance to plead with him for mercy, but my broken heart doesn’t think he has any.

      I think about how fucking stupid he must think I am. He comes to my house to kidnap me, and I think he’s there to cuddle.

      “Good thing you got that last fuck in, huh?” I mutter.

      “You asked for that fuck,” he reminds me. “Practically begged for it.”

      Talk about salt in the fucking wound.

      He hasn’t been exactly chatty during this horrendous drive, so I’m surprised when he says, “Don’t mention that to her.”

      My eyes widen and I stare at him. “Are you fucking kidding me?”

      If I could rip his face off his skull right now, I fucking would.

      The sound of a car door opening outside gets our attention. Dare’s gaze flickers to the rearview mirror, then he looks back at me. “I’m serious, Aubrey. I didn’t plan to fuck you. Do not fucking tell her that.”

      Oh, I’ll tell her, all right. In explicit detail.

      “I’m going to tell her you came inside me,” I state, smiling at him. “That you told me you wanted to have a family with me.”

      “Christ,” he says, looking more aggravated than I have ever seen him before. “This is not the fucking time for that.”

      “If you don’t want your side piece to tell your stupid fucking psycho girlfriend–”

      Anae opens the passenger door.

      I don’t wait for her to grab me and pull me out.

      I launch myself at her, digging my nails into her scalp and ripping at her hair.

      “What the fuck!” she shrieks, falling back a couple of steps, unprepared for the attack.

      “Jesus Christ.” Dare slams the car door and a second later, he’s grabbing me and pulling me off her, easily restraining me as I fight like hell to get away from him and attack her some more.

      If they’re going to kill me, I want to at least rip her fucking hair out first.

      “You dumb whore,” Anae yells.

      “You’re a fucking psycho,” I scream back. “An unhinged fucking psycho who can’t even keep her boyfriend satisfied when she lets him fuck around.”

      Anae literally seems to grow two sizes, that’s how full of rage she is.

      “This is really fucking great,” Dare bitches.

      “How dare you,” Anae says like a dragon about to breathe fire.

      “I didn’t lose my keys!” I say, struggling to turn back to face her while Dare restrains me. “He fucked me while you were outside waiting—”

      Dare’s hand clamps down hard over my mouth. The shock of cool leather startles me out of my blind rage and I realize, oh shit, he’s wearing his black leather gloves.

      “Are you fucking serious, Dare?” Anae demands. “You really had to bang her one more time before you brought her outside? You are such an asshole.”

      I try to scream out more juicy details, but Dare keeps his hand firmly covering my mouth. “Open the goddamn door,” he barks at Anae.

      She glares at me as she storms past him to do as he ordered. I glare right back.

      Dare has me pulled against his body as he drags me inside. Leaning in, he murmurs in my ear, “You are not being a very good girl.”

      I would like to shove him off a cliff, so if he thinks I care at all what he thinks of my behavior, he’s very confused.

      Anae is muttering about how stupid we both are as she irritably kicks a can of paint across the floor.

      “Can you not do that?” Dare says. “I need you to stop acting like a child for a minute and help me get control of her.”

      I try to bite him, but I can’t reach with my teeth.

      Anae is irritated, but she still comes over to help him. “What do you need me to do?”

      “Get some rope out of the closet over here,” he says. I feel his body shift as he indicates a coat closet behind us.

      Anae walks past, glaring at me and muttering, “Stupid cunt.”

      Dare sighs, hauling me through the massive marble foyer into a large living area with vaulted ceilings. The place is staged, so there’s top-of-the-line furniture and a big beige area rug spread out on the ground below it. I look around for things it would be easy to kill me with. The end table is glass with sharp corners. Don’t want to fall by that or get my head bashed into it. There’s a big ball sculpture on top of it that could potentially be heavy.

      The room is overwhelmingly white which seems less than ideal for a murder scene, but the couch is covered in thick plastic.

      Dare takes me over to it, forcing me down on the couch and coming down on top of me.

      He has to let go of my mouth for a minute as he positions himself so he’s straddling me, pinning my hips down to keep me from getting away from him.

      “Get your hands off me,” I tell him.

      He does exactly the opposite, forcing my wrists together over my head and pinning them with one gloved hand so he can put his other hand over my mouth.

      I’m shocked Anae manages to enter the room quietly, but she isn’t wearing her heels. She must have realized sneakers were more practical for committing felonies.

      She sits down on the end of the couch by my feet and loops the rope around my ankles before tying it so tight, the rope cuts into my bare skin.

      “All right, we need to regroup,” Dare tells her.

      “Can we just kill her now?” Anae asks. “I’m sick of this bitch.”

      My stomach drops. I knew that had to be the plan, but to actually hear it…

      Anae stands, smirking when she sees my horror-stricken face. “What, you didn’t think we brought you on a field trip just to let you leave alive, did you? I don’t fucking think so, Aubrey. The funny thing is, this is all your fault. We weren’t going to kill you from the get-go. Dare was supposed to seduce you, fuck away your stupid little virginity, and make you fall for him, sure, but I was going to leave you with a broken heart. Until you kept fucking pissing me off,” she says, her eyes narrowing.

      My stomach hasn’t stopped dropping since she started speaking. I look up at Dare. He’s looking down at me, a look in his eye that I’m too scattered to put a name to right now.

      “Oh, yeah. You thought he just noticed you because he saved your life,” Anae says, rolling her eyes. “I don’t think so, bitch. He didn’t notice you at all. I asked him to go after you, so he did. All of this was bullshit. A fiction. You’re nothing to him. A game. Not even a game, just an insignificant little pawn on the board. I am the queen here, Aubrey. He is my king, and you? You are nothing.”

      “All right, we’re getting a little close to a villain monologue here,” Dare says, glancing back at her. “You want to wrap it up?”

      “I want to see you with her,” Anae says.

      Dare looks over at her. “What?”

      “You already went off plan if you fucked her tonight. You weren’t supposed to leave your DNA on her.”

      “I used a condom,” he states.

      This is mortifying.

      “I want to make sure you don’t change your mind,” she states, watching him. “Why don’t you fuck her face, leave some cum in her belly?”

      “I’m not going to change my mind,” he says. “You think I’m going to take it this fucking far and then change my mind?”

      “Rape her and leave it in her cunt if you’d prefer. I just want to see you hurt her,” Anae says, her gaze locked on his.

      Silence falls for just a few seconds, but it feels like longer.

      Anae might let him get away with a lot, but I’ve clearly rubbed her the wrong way because she’s adamant about this.

      “I don’t fuck at your command,” Dare says dismissively, breaking her gaze.

      “I do a lot for you, Dare,” she says solemnly. “Do this for me. Please.”

      Dare licks his lips, turning his head to meet her gaze. If I can tell he’s hesitant, so can she. “Okay, and suppose, no matter how well we bury her tonight, eventually, she’s found with my cum in her fucking body. How are we supposed to explain that?”

      Anae smiles thinly. “Shouldn’t be too hard. You fuck her all the goddamn time. You fucked her before the car ride. Surely you’re due to have another go at her.” Then, looking at me, she says, “But don’t worry. We can be abundantly cautious. I’ll carve out whatever part of her you leave your cum in. We can get rid of that somewhere else.”

      Chills cover my body at the coldness in her eyes as she talks about carving me up.

      Fear starts to work its way around all the hurt and adrenaline flooding my system. If I stand any chance of getting out of here…

      I don’t think I stand a chance of getting out of here.

      Dare doesn’t look at me. He climbs off me, hauling me in front of him like an oversized sack of potatoes, and tells Anae, “Go make sure there’s plastic down on the bed in there.”

      “You should suffocate the bitch while you fuck her,” Anae says.

      “I’m getting a little worried about your dedication to seeing me commit necrophilia,” he states. “I’m not into it. Move on.”

      “If she’s the dead girl, I think you could handle it. I wish you could fuck her to death, but I don’t know how that even works.”

      My stomach roils so violently, vomit nearly comes up.

      “I guess you could strangle her while you fuck her,” Anae suggests.

      “Again, no. We already have a plan for how to kill her. We can’t keep going off course. Getting sloppy is how you get caught. This is why I don’t do crime with you, Anae. You’re too goddamn impulsive.”

      Anae pouts as she enters the bedroom and smoothes out the massive sheet of plastic over the bed. “That’s not true.”

      “Grab her feet,” Dare says. “Help me get her up there. Fucking gently,” he adds, sounding annoyed. “If you kill her before I fuck her, I’m not fucking doing it.”

      “What if I just break something?” she asks. “That way she’s in pain the whole time.”

      “No,” he says firmly. “If you keep letting your temper do the planning, you’re going to piss me off.”

      “I don’t see why I can’t just give her ankle a little twist,” Anae complains as she helps him lift my legs.

      “You’re not the one who has to fucking carry her everywhere,” he states, easing me down on top of the mattress. “Now, shut the fuck up so I can get this over with.”

      “Oh, please. Like you aren’t going to enjoy it,” she says, rolling her eyes and taking a seat on a white chair with a view of the bed. “You like drugging her and raping her. I would think kidnapping her and raping her would be right up your alley. I’m practically giving you one last date night. You’re welcome.”

      What the fuck did she just say?

      Has Dare drugged and raped someone before?

      The way she said it, it seemed like he did it to me.

      Dare sighs, sitting up on his knees over my body and stopping just short of raking his gloved hands through his hair. He’s annoyed, but I can practically feel him remembering not to leave more DNA on the scene than he needs to.

      My god, he’s really going to kill me with this psycho.

      I could not have been more wrong about him.

      And now, I’m going to pay the ultimate price.
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      Dare looks down at me, but not to communicate anything. There’s no expression on his face that’s remotely for me, or about any of the shit I just heard. He’s not worried about what I think, just how he wants to attack what he needs to do next.

      “I need you to come over here and loosen the rope around her ankles a little.”

      Anae gets up and walks over, making her way around the bed and doing as he says. She’s spiteful, scratching my skin with her long nails as she works the rope, but I’m still relieved when the rope isn’t as tight.

      “Good,” Dare says, looking back at my ankles. “Now, go back to the closet and see if there’s more rope for her hands.”

      “I don’t think there was,” she says. “Do you have some stashed somewhere else?”

      “Yeah. There’s green rope out in the garage if you want to go grab it.”

      Anae looks at me, then him on top of me almost like she’s reluctant to leave. “Don’t get started without me,” she says. “I want to watch every second. That way, I can always relive this moment when I wear my trophy.” Impulsively, she leans in to wrap her arms around his neck and give him a hug, kissing the side of his face. “That was a brilliant plan by the way, baby. God, I love your twisted mind.”

      I don’t immediately know what she’s talking about, but then Anae glances at the necklace I’m wearing and smirks. My stomach drops, the pendant suddenly burning like a hot coal branding my flushed skin.

      Anae turns around and heads for the garage to get more rope.

      There are not words to express how I feel right now. It’s hard to believe I still possess the capacity for hope, but I must, because my feelings are suspended for a crazy moment as I look up at him, this first moment we’ve had alone, and somehow still think maybe—just maybe—he’ll turn this around.

      He could be tricking her, right?

      But the suggestion feels hollow even in my own mind. Watching them together, their strange ease with one another…. There’s nothing that feels romantic to me on his end when he interacts with her, it’s not like how he is with me, but there is definitely camaraderie. He may not love her—I’ll go to my grave refusing to believe that, apparently—but they’re friends. He likes her.

      My stomach hurts so much, I almost wish I could throw up just to relieve the ache.

      As if he heard my request and wants to make it easier for me to empty my stomach, Dare moves his hand off my mouth.

      It doesn’t go far. I hear the stiff leather crack as he cups my jaw and strokes my skin like he always has, only this time, with a leather barrier.

      “Do you want it in your mouth or your pussy?”

      His low murmur triggers a fresh round of tears. I’m hurt and angry and I want to lash out, but I also desperately don’t want to die, so I control myself. This might be my last chance alone with him, and he’s the only shot I have at getting out of here alive.

      “Dare, please don’t do this to me,” I whisper, reaching up and touching his face tenderly, like I have all the nights we spent together. Like I did just last night after he had a bad dream. “Please. I love you.”

      He nuzzles my hand, still enjoying my touch. I guess at least I know that wasn’t a lie.

      “Please,” I whisper, pulling him down to me so I can kiss him. “You don’t have to do this.”

      “I don’t know, mermaid. I’ve already come this far.”

      My heart sinks, then lifts back up because it feels like I have a chance.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I assure him, caressing his face more desperately and shaking my head. “You can change your mind. You don’t have to finish this.”

      He pulls back and caresses my face, watching me. “You’ve heard a lot I didn’t want you to hear.”

      “I don’t care,” I blurt. “It doesn’t matter. Please, just… Dare, I don’t want to die. Please don’t do this to me. Maybe it wasn’t all real for you, but it was real for me. I love you.”

      His thumb moves deliberately across my cheek. His voice is so calm in the face of my tearful panic, it sends a chill straight down my spine. “Still?”

      “Yes, still. Please. Please don’t do this. Help me.”

      I stiffen as he pushes his gloved thumb into my mouth, but I let him do it. “You want my help, baby?”

      Terrified and with tears still glistening in my eyes, I nod.

      “You still love me?”

      I nod again more desperately.

      He leans in, trailing his lips across my jaw and making the hair stand up on my arms. “Even after all the twisted shit I’ve done to you?”

      My heart is in my stomach, but I nod. “Yes.”

      His lips tug up as he pulls his thumb out of my mouth and leans back. He looks down at me, but there’s no humor in his eyes. “I don’t know if you mean that, mermaid. I think you’re drowning again, but this time, I’ve done enough bad shit that you’re willing to pull me down to save yourself.”

      “I do mean it,” I say tearfully, disappointment swelling inside me because I know I’m running out of time, and I’m not getting through to him. He’s still doubting me.

      He’ll never save me if he thinks I’ll tell on him.

      “Dare, I mean it. I don’t want to get you in trouble; I just want to go home. Please…”

      He pushes his thumb back into my mouth, pushing it deeper this time and gagging me. “I think I’ll take your mouth. I haven’t had it before, and if this is going to be the last time…”

      “No, please, Dare.” Tears spring to my eyes. “It doesn’t have to be the last time. Please.”

      “That’s it,” he rumbles, watching a tear slide down my cheek. “Cry for me, baby.”

      I squeeze more tears out, not because he told me to, but because I can’t stop them.

      Dare moves my hands in front of me as Anae comes walking back into the room, and the last flame of hope burns out.

      I didn’t convince him, and now I won’t get another chance.

      “Loop it around her wrists,” he tells her.

      “Dare, please,” I cry. “Please don’t do this to me.”

      Anae smiles. “Ew, she’s begging you?”

      “Of course she’s begging me.”

      She rolls her eyes as she winds the green rope around my wrists. “At least die with a little dignity, you dumb slut.”

      Dare smirks. “I don’t know, I kind of like it.”

      Anae smiles faintly, but it’s a tolerant, indulgent kind of smile like she finds his depraved comment charming. “You would.”

      The fact that his eyes glitter with shared amusement makes my blood run cold.

      I feel hopeless and completely empty as Dare watches her tie the knot in the rope binding my hands together. I may have gotten one last moment with my boyfriend, but now I’m trapped beneath the weight of hers.

      I stop begging even though he’s not covering my mouth anymore. Dare’s hand slips under my shirt and I feel the cool leather against my skin as he squeezes my breast.

      Anae walks back over to sit on her throne and watch, but I don’t care about her anymore. I don’t care about any of it. He’d love it if I cried for him, so I don’t. It’s my final act of rebellion. Fuck him.

      He must be annoyed by my silence as he fondles me because he gets rougher with my breasts, trying to get a reaction out of me. I don’t even look at him.

      “Damn, baby, you’re right,” Anae remarks. “She is a boring fuck.”

      My heart drops, but I don’t bat an eye.

      “I was going to take her mouth,” he says, “but I have a feeling it won’t be much fun.” Pulling his hands out from under my shirt, he grabs my hips and turns me over. I feel a flash of fear because there’s plastic beneath my face and it would be really easy to hold my face down and suffocate me, but maybe that would be better. Whatever sick shit they want to do to me, at least I wouldn’t have to be here for it.

      Dare adjusts his weight on top of me when I’m tummy down on the bed. He grips my hair with his gloved hand to hold me down where he wants me, and slides the other hand between my thighs.

      This isn’t the first time he’s done this to me, just the first time I’ve called it what it is, I guess.

      I close my eyes as he forces a gloved finger inside me. He pushes deep, working his finger back and forth. Violating me with it in front of her to get me ready for his dick.

      I just want it to be over.

      He pulls his finger out of me, but I feel no relief. I know what comes next.

      Or what should come next, but I hear something that sounds like Dare ripping his glove off his hand.

      “Hello?” he says, in a tone that clearly isn’t for Anae.

      My heart slams forward in my chest.

      Is he… on the phone?

      “Help!” I shout. It’s all I get out before Dare grabs my face so hard, slapping his still-gloved hand over my mouth in a clear command to shut the fuck up.

      “No, that was… What do you need?”

      My heart pounds.

      Anae gets up and walks over, uncertainly glancing from me to Dare to see if he needs her help keeping me quiet. I try to cry out, but Dare’s grip tightens painfully until I’m afraid he’s going to cave in my jaw.

      Please!

      I still try to cry out for help. Maybe he’ll break my jaw, but if someone hears me, it’ll be worth it.

      Because I’m trying so hard to be heard, Dare rushes whoever he’s on the phone with. “All right, yeah. I’ll be right there.”

      He ends the call and shoves the phone back in his pocket before leaning down and saying viciously, “What the fuck is wrong with you, huh?”

      Is he serious?

      I cry out as he releases my jaw and smacks it a little, rolling me over and shoving me back against the bed. He glares at me so coldly, fear sinks through my entire body.

      He grabs a fistful of my shirt with his gloved hand, yanking me up off the bed and getting right in my face. “You want me to kill you right fucking now, you stupid little cunt?”

      My body trembles but I can’t speak. I’m too terrified.

      That look in his eyes, the one I’ve seen when he’s fucking me? I see it now, and I’m afraid I know what it is.

      He wants to kill me.

      He feels it right now, and maybe he feels the impulse when he’s fucking me, too.

      Of course, he’s always curbed it before, but right now… he might not.

      He lets go of me and I fall back against the mattress.

      I can feel his irritation as he looks around for a moment, then climbs off me, and off the bed.

      “What’s going on?” Anae asks uncertainly.

      “I have to fucking run home real quick. We need to do something with her. There’s a key in a bowl on the counter in the kitchen. I need you to go grab it for me.”

      Anae hurries out of the room to do as he says.

      Dare exhales with annoyance, cutting a dark look my way. He saunters back over to the bed, his dark eyes roaming my body before finally landing on my face.

      I flinch when he leans close, thinking he might hit me, but he just grabs the plastic by my bound hands and rips a small hole in it.

      “Stop fucking fighting me,” he says lowly.

      My eyes widen.

      I’m confused, but he turns away to watch for Anae. She comes back and gives him the key.

      “Thanks, baby,” he says to her.

      Hearing him call her that rips another hole in the lining of my heart.

      “What’s the plan?” she asks him.

      “I won’t be gone for long. Twenty minutes or so. When I get back, we’ll finish her off. We’ll do it your way.” He opens the dark closet and slips the key into his pocket, then he grabs her by the throat with his gloved hand, pulling her close like he always does to me right before he kisses me.

      The pain is too much to bear. I tell myself to just close my eyes. Don’t watch. There’s no point tormenting myself. But I have to see it. I can’t look away.

      She tips her face up just the way I would, the same fondness glinting in her blue eyes.

      My bottom lip quivers, tears springing to mine.

      He caresses her jaw like he does mine, and I hate myself for not being able to keep quiet as I draw a shuddering breath.

      He smiles at her like he doesn’t even hear me crying, and she smiles back.

      But then, he lets go without kissing her.

      “Come on,” he says, “let’s finish this.”

      My stomach twists as Dare walks over and grabs me, dragging me off the bed and helping me stand upright.

      “I need you to change the plastic while I’m gone,” he tells her, glancing at the bed. “She must have ripped a hole in it while I was playing with her. Can’t risk getting fluids on the mattress when I fuck her. I’ll take this sheet with me. The one on the couch, too, just to be safe. There’s more in the garage, make sure you cover it all up while I’m gone.”

      “Okay,” Anae says.

      My heart beats funny, his words bouncing around my head.

      The slow realization that… he just lied to her. He ripped that hole himself when she went to grab the key.

      I look back at him and catch his gaze.

      He holds mine steadily for just a second, but then he covers my mouth like he’s afraid I’ll say something stupid.

      My heart starts to pound. Maybe I’m reading too much into it, but he didn’t kiss her when he would have kissed me, and he just lied to her…

      Is he on my side?

      It’s hard to imagine how he could be, but hope has its claws in me now and won’t let go. Dare pushes me into the closet, Anae anxiously right on his heels.

      “Why does the closet have a lock on it?” she asks.

      “This is the model,” he explains, grabbing me and pushing my legs out from under me, moving me so I’m sitting on the floor with my wrists bound and my legs curled up behind me. “My dad put a lock on it so he could store important paperwork and shit like that here without having to worry about people getting into it when they tour the property.”

      “Huh. That’s smart. Good for us,” she says, smiling faintly.

      I look up at Dare as he takes a step back. His gaze rakes over me like it is the last time, and a wave of fear washes over me.

      “When I get back, we’ll drag her back to the bed. I’m not into this necrophilia bullshit of yours, but you have been pretty accommodating of all mine.” He looks over at her. “How about a compromise?”

      “What did you have in mind?” she asks.

      “She needs to be alive when I start fucking her or it’s a nonstarter. But maybe when my cock is jammed inside her pussy and I’m close to finishing… I let you strangle her. If she’s dead before I’m done, I’m still gonna finish inside her, so you’ll get your wish.”

      “Ooh, I like that,” she says, her eyes lit with excitement. “Will you fuck me after?”

      Dare smirks. “On the same bed, next to her body.”

      Anae sighs, gazing at him with such adoration, it makes me literally sick. “You really are the best boyfriend ever.”
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      The closet is dark and quiet.

      It’s the first sliver of peace I’ve had all night.

      I’m not sure what’s going on. I don’t know if Dare was trying to signal me that he has something up his sleeve, or I’m clinging to clues that were never there because I need so desperately to hold onto something.

      The things Anae said, even the things he said…

      I don’t know what to make of it all.

      She said he only came for me to begin with because she told him to.

      Thinking back to the beginning, I guess that would make sense. Dare was an ass after he pulled me out of the pool. It was only after that night he started being nice to me, and I didn’t know why.

      If that’s true, when did it stop being something he was doing for her? The first time we kissed? Touched? When he made love to me?

      Did it ever stop being something he was ultimately doing for her?

      I guess if they pull me out of this closet and do the horrific shit they talked about doing to me, I’ll have my answer.

      I’ve been through so much tonight, I don’t have much energy left. It feels like a reprieve leaning against the wall, waiting to find out my fate.

      I hear Anae with the plastic on the other side of the door, so I know she’s getting ready for his return. The bedroom is dark, so when lights brighten the room, I can see it beneath the crack under the door.

      At first, I just see headlights and my heart drops.

      If he came back, then I read it wrong. He’s here to finish what he started.

      But then I see the flashes of blue and red, and I start to cry—this time, with relief.

      “What the fuck?” Anae mutters on the other side of the door.

      I hear her moving around the room. I jump when she starts jiggling the doorknob, muttering, “Where’s the fucking key?”

      There’s something in her voice. I don’t know if it’s panic or dawning fury, maybe a mix of both.

      My whole body tenses and shakes as she yanks and pulls on the door before banging her hand against the wood. “He took the fucking key,” she hisses.

      He took the key so she couldn’t get to me.

      He is on my side.

      I’m still afraid the door will buckle as she rages and yanks on it, screaming at me and calling me every name in the book.

      She finally lets go of the door and goes silent, but I can hear her pacing. Suddenly she yells, “Answer your fucking phone, Dare.”

      There’s a pounding noise on the front door.

      “Open up. Police,” a man calls through the barrier.

      I’m saved.

      I’m fucking saved.

      I start crying, this time out of relief instead of fear.

      Anae opens the door and tries to say there’s been some mistake, but the cops aren’t hearing it. I hear cuffs clinking and more shuffling, and then several pairs of boots on the floor outside.

      “I’m in here,” I call out.

      The footsteps move closer. A man comes to the door and tries to open it, but since this door has a lock, it doesn’t open. “You okay in there, sweetheart?”

      “Yes,” I call back, my voice shaking. “I’m tied up on the floor.”

      “Are you hurt?”

      “No,” I call back. “Just please get me out of here.”

      “I will,” he assures me. “Hang tight just a minute, all right?”

      He leaves and comes back with something that he jiggles in the door, and then it opens, and I start crying all over again.

      A cop behind him snaps my picture, then the big, bald man kneels down to pull me out of the closet. “You’re safe now,” he tells me. “I’ve got you.”

      

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      The first night I met Dare, I spent what felt like an eternity in the hospital.

      This time, it’s a police station.

      I feel like an exhibit as I’m poked and prodded at. They ask a million questions I’m too numb to answer and take pictures of my body that make me feel cold. They collect my pajamas as evidence and give me a huge sweater and sweatpants to change into. They tell me my mom can bring clothes from home, but I ask her not to come.

      I know she must be terrified, but I don’t have the energy to look after anyone but myself right now, and I don’t want her putting her health at risk just to come to the stupid police station.

      They ask if there’s anyone else I can call to pick me up. In fact, the officer even says, “What about your boyfriend?”

      They think he’s the hero in this scenario. After all, it was Dare who called the police and told them that when he went over to his girlfriend’s house for a prearranged meeting, she wasn’t there. It was Dare who had so thoughtfully and protectively put a tracker on my car after we had a scare with his unhinged ex-girlfriend threatening to cut my brakes because he needed to know exactly where I was if he ever couldn’t reach me.

      She’d faked his handwriting and tried to lure me to the beach behind his house because she knew I couldn’t swim, but he made excuses, didn’t take her threats seriously. He was beside himself, would have no one to blame but himself if something happened to me.

      Thankfully, he called them so quickly after realizing I wasn’t at home.

      Thankfully, the police made it here before Anae could finish what she’d started.

      In light of the heroism of my incredible boyfriend, the officer seems surprised when I shake my head. “No. I don’t want him to come get me.”

      “All right. Is there anyone else you can call?”

      I nod.

      

      
        
        ___

      

      

      

      When Hannah walks into the station, I feel better immediately.

      She feels like the bright, beautiful light at the end of a dark and terrifying tunnel. I don’t know how I find it in me to smile, but I do at the sight of her face.

      Her arms open to me immediately. I rush into them, holding her tight as tears sting behind my eyes. She hugs me back just as tightly, petting my hair calmingly and murmuring reassurances that everything will be all right, that I’m safe now.

      I’m not so sure, but I don’t care. Not right now.

      When I’m done blubbering, I pull back and look at her. She’s not tall like Dare, so I don’t have to look up. “Will you take me home?”

      She flashes me a smile. “Of course.”

      It’s early morning, the sun just starting to rise in the sky. Hannah asks if I’m hungry, if I want her to stop anywhere and grab me something to eat.

      I crack a smile. “I’d rather have one of your muffins.”

      “I’ll make you a batch before I leave. You need to get some sleep. What a long, horrible night you must have had.”

      She doesn’t ask for the details, and I don’t want to talk about it, so I don’t give her any. She must know Anae has been arrested and why.

      It occurs to me she might think Dare was, too, since I called her to pick me up.

      Because of the threats I know he’s made, it occurs to me I probably should have told her. She probably came to pick me up thinking she didn’t need to worry about him anymore.

      “Dare’s not in jail,” I say, looking over at her.

      She glances back. “Should he be?”

      Definitely.

      I nod. “But he isn’t. And he won’t be.”

      Her lips press together into a thoughtful little line but she just nods. “Okay.”

      When we get to my house, it’s a crime scene. Police have been in and out of here taking pictures and collecting evidence.

      The door closes down the hall. “Aubrey, is that you?”

      “Yeah, it’s me.”

      Mom’s wearing a mask, but I can still see how her face crumbles at the sight of me. “Oh, honey,” she says, rushing over to give me a hug.

      I back up before she makes contact, holding up my hands. “Don’t. I haven’t showered yet.”

      Mom pulls back, looking inconsolable that she can’t hug me. Hannah frowns, not understanding, so I explain.

      “Go back to your room,” I tell Mom once I’ve reassured her that everything is okay. “I know people have been in and out of here all morning. I’ll… I’ll clean the place from top to bottom, but I can’t handle you getting sick on top of it. Please stay in your room until I can make sure the place is safe.”

      Reluctantly, Mom goes back to her room.

      I need to shower, but I’m too tired and emotionally depleted. I don’t know where I’ll find the energy to clean up, but that’s a problem for later.

      My bedding is still wrinkled from Dare fucking me here before he kidnapped me. I’m a little mortified remembering that, but Hannah just straightens it out, then pulls the covers back so I can climb in.

      She goes to get me something to drink and checks in on my mom. I thank her for the cold bottle of water, and I know I do need sleep, but I don’t want her to go.

      “Will you stay with me for a little bit?”

      She nods. “Of course. I’ll be here for a while, anyway. I have to make you muffins.”

      “No, I mean…” I rub the bed.

      “Oh.” She’s surprised, but she smiles, nods, and then climbs into bed with me.

      Once we’re both snuggled up beneath the covers, I feel safe.

      I know it’s an illusion just like Dare was because he’s still out there, and he’ll be back. But for now, I feel safe with Hannah, and I just want to enjoy it.

      “Do you wanna be the little spoon or the big spoon?” she asks lightly.

      I smile. “It’s up to you.”

      “You could probably use a big spoon today, huh?”

      “I don’t care. I’m just glad you’re here.”

      “I’m glad I’m here, too,” she tells me.

      I smile, reaching out to touch her face.

      She smiles back, and then I close my eyes.

      It only feels like a moment that my eyes are closed, but when I open them again, it’s much brighter outside and the house smells like banana muffins.

      I’m groggy, but I roll over and check the time.

      It’s after two, so I drag myself out of bed, rubbing the sleep from my eyes as I stumble out into the hall.

      More lovely smells hit my nostrils. I sniff the air, frowning with confusion as I walk down the hall and into a cloud of cleanliness.

      Every single thing in my house has been straightened. The floors have been vacuumed or swept and mopped. Every surface shines, every messy pile of bills has been sorted and neatly stacked. Even the doorknobs appear to be shinier and brighter.

      My mouth hangs open as I look at Mom sitting on the recliner with a bowl of soup I didn’t make.

      “What…?”

      Hannah comes around the corner, an apron wrapped around her small waist, her hair tied back in a kerchief, and a mask on her face. “Good morning, sleepyhead,” she says brightly. “I made soup and fresh bread. Are you hungry?”

      I didn’t think I was, but my stomach rumbles. “It sounds like it.”

      She chuckles and heads for the kitchen, turning on the faucet and washing her hands at my sink. “I’ll get you something to eat.”

      “Hannah, this…” I look around again, at a loss. “You cleaned my whole house.”

      “It’s not a big deal. Your house isn’t very big.” She freezes, horrified. “I didn’t mean it like that. Your house is adorable. I just meant I’m used to cleaning a giant house, so this one was honestly no problem.”

      “You did not have to do that.” I’m so grateful, I want to cry, but I’ve done enough of that for one day. “Thank you so much.”

      “Really, it was nothing,” she says, reaching into a top cabinet for a bowl like she’s lived here her whole life. “I wasn’t sure what all they might have touched, so I just cleaned all of it.”

      I walk over to Mom, absently touching her shoulder. “Do you feel okay?”

      Mom smiles and nods, putting her hand over mine. “You have the nicest friends. And this one can cook, too. This is the best soup I’ve ever had.”

      I smile, looking back at Hannah. “She’s magical,” I agree.

      Hannah flashes me a smile. “I made your muffins, too.”

      “Remember how I asked you to marry me? Have you given any more thought to that?”

      She laughs, her cheeks turning rosy.

      Mom doesn’t get the joke, but joins in anyway and inadvertently ruins it. “I think Dare might have something to say about that.”

      Mom is only joking, but Hannah and I both stop smiling.

      I let go of Mom’s shoulder and join Hannah in the kitchen. “Thank you again,” I say seriously. “This was beyond amazing of you.”

      “Really, it was no trouble at all,” she assures me.

      “Are you sure?” I ask, not because of all the work she did, but because of the other things. “You won’t get in trouble, will you? Does your stepmom know where you are?”

      “No. It doesn’t matter.” I don’t get the idea it’s the truth, just that she doesn’t want to talk about it. To change the subject, she holds out a bowl of soup with a thick slice of bread sticking out of it. “Careful. It’s hot.”

      I accept the soup and the subject change, but as I sit at the table and eat the food she made for me, I start to think about all the reasons I should not have called her. It was selfish to do it, a moment of weakness because I was just completely fucking depleted. I’m always the one taking care of someone, and right then, I needed someone to take care of me.

      But I shouldn’t have asked that of her.

      I know I’ve potentially put her in harm’s way—in more than one scenario, even.

      Hannah walks me down the hall to show me around the sparkling clean bathroom and tell me the load of clothes she washed is in the dryer.

      Standing in the bathroom mirror, I think more about what she said. “Your mom doesn’t—”

      “Stepmom,” she interrupts, shaking her head. “That awful woman is not my mother.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I’m sorry, I meant stepmom.” I shake my head, feeling dumb. Hannah is rarely testy about things, so I feel even worse. “You said you clean your whole house. Don’t they have maids?”

      Hannah shakes her head, but the sparkle goes out of her eyes. “What do they need to pay someone for when they have me?” she asks lightly. “My dad left everything to her when he died because she was his wife, and he thought she would take care of me. She lets me live in my own house, but I have to effectively play housekeeper and wait on them hand and foot for an allowance.”

      “That’s horrible. I’m so sorry, Hannah.”

      She shrugs, putting a smile back on her pretty face. “At least I’ve gotten efficient. Look how quickly I got this whole place cleaned.”

      I shake my head. Then I think about all the stuff she made for us today. I don’t even think we had all those ingredients, so she must have bought them herself—and she’s not rich like I thought, she just lives in a big house that was basically stolen from her.

      I look down guiltily and feel the chain of my necklace move across my skin.

      I touch it.

      I’d forgotten that was there.

      I don’t know how after last night.

      Anae’s trophy.

      I unhook it from around my neck. Hannah watches, instinctively putting her hand up to catch it when I offer it to her.

      “What’s this?” she asks.

      “Dare bought it for me. It’s from Dior, so it’s probably expensive. Take it. Maybe you can sell it and get some money. You should have something for yourself.”

      “Oh, no, I can’t take your necklace…”

      “Please.” I insist, closing her hand around it. “I want you to have it.”

      She looks up at me. “Are you sure Dare won’t get mad?”

      I shrug. “I doubt it. If he thinks I’d still want it after last night, he’s crazier than I realize.” Obviously, she doesn’t understand what the pretty necklace reminds me of now, so I offer a brief explanation. “From what I’ve gleaned, Anae picked it out. Dare bought it for me, but told her she could have it as a ‘trophy’ after they killed me.”

      Hannah loses a shade of color. “What?”

      “He didn’t mean it, he was playing her, but…”

      She looks at the necklace. “Yikes.”

      “Yeah, big yikes.”

      Sighing, Hannah says, “And here I thought Anae was bad.”

      “They’re both terrible,” I state honestly. “He’s not better or worse than her, he’s just smarter.”

      “Are you going to leave him?” she asks tentatively.

      I offer a ghost of a smile. “I don’t think I can.”

      Hannah’s brow furrows and she looks down, absently shifting her weight from foot to foot. “I don’t want you to stay in this relationship because of that threat he made, Aubrey. I mean, I’m sure you’re not, but if you are… don’t.”

      “We both know he wasn’t bluffing,” I state, meeting her gaze.

      She shrugs. “No, he wasn’t, but things are different now. He and Anae are definitely split up, and his threat itself wouldn’t have been the worst of it, honestly. He knew Anae would torment me after the fact and make my life unbearable. She can’t torture me if she’s in prison.”

      That is true.

      “So, he can’t hurt me like he could have before. Coming for me might not even be worth it to him without Anae here to support the punishment. Maybe he’ll just back off.”

      She clearly doesn’t know Dare the way I do.

      “That’s not the only thing,” I say softly, afraid of her judging me even though Hannah never has before. I swallow, then look up at her with my heart in my throat. “I don’t know how I feel about him.”

      It feels like a shameful admission. If she were someone more callous, she might take one look at my traumatized ass and write me off as an absolute moron, but Hannah is compassionate all the way down to her bones. Rather than judge me, she grabs me and gives me another hug she knows I need.

      “What you’ve been through with him… it’s not normal, and I’m sure it has been a lot to process. I don’t blame you for being confused, or still feeling some attachment to him. He has messed with your heart, and he’s so manipulative, I’m sure he was really good at it.” She pulls back, still holding my shoulders, and meets my gaze earnestly. “But he is abusive, Aubrey, and I hope with all my heart you get away from him.”

      I nod because I know she’s right, but I also know it’s not that simple.

      She doesn’t know him the way I do.

      Or, I guess, the way I thought I did.

      I’m not sure what was real and what wasn’t after last night. I’ve had thoughts, brief moments of clarity, where it hit me that maybe it doesn’t matter. Real, fake—I should just walk away from it all, regardless.

      And I know he won’t let me walk away, but I’m actually not an idiot, and I’ve learned from watching my ruthless, psychotic, brilliant boyfriend mow over everything and everyone in his path to get his way.

      Dare always has an insurance policy for himself, just in case he needs it.

      This time, I made one for myself.

      While I was being examined, I had a rape kit done.

      I haven’t decided if I’ll actually report him or not. I need to talk to Dare first and find out the truth about some of the things I heard last night.

      If I do go after him, I know it will be a brutal road for me. I know I’ll be massacred in the court of public opinion, painted as the villain while he’s propped up by his money, his status, his popularity. His general fucking handsomeness and all the things that, on the surface, make him look just fucking lovely.

      I won’t look lovely, but I’m the one who was hurt.

      I know what’s truth and illusion here because it’s my experience and I’ve lived it, but the world won’t know. Baymont won’t know. They’ll make their judgments, and I know I’ll be the one found guilty.

      I don’t know how I’ll even make it through the rest of the school year here if I report their king for his actual crimes.

      I’m also just not sure I want to.

      But now I have the option.

      Because some of the things Anae said combined with some of the things Dare himself has said put a question in my mind that wasn’t there before: has he done this to other girls?

      If I’m the first, it’s my call.

      But if I’m not? It doesn’t matter how I feel, or how much more I will suffer for telling the truth; I will have to speak up.
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      As soon as Mom is in bed for the night, I go to my room.

      I don’t feel safe there right now, but I wouldn’t feel any safer in any other part of the house. The locks haven’t been changed, and Dare got in last night with no signs of forced entry, so if he wants to get to me, he will.

      I don’t feel like putting myself through waiting for him to show up outside my window tonight, so before I get in bed, I unlock the window and crack it so he can just push it up when he gets here.

      We haven’t spoken so I don’t know for a fact he will be here, but I’m expecting him.

      My body feels tired, but I don’t even try to go to sleep.

      I wear a big baggy T-shirt and baggy, blue-striped sleep shorts. My hair is down, my face clean of make-up. I don’t try to look cute for him. I don’t want to.

      I’m sitting on the bed on top of my bedding with my legs curled up, hugging my knees to my chest, when I hear the window open.

      My heart drops instinctively at the sound of someone invading my bedroom, but of course, I know who the invader is.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I see that Dare is dressed in a pair of fitted black sweats and a crisp white T-shirt with his jacket over it. He puts the window down and locks it, then turns back to face me.

      I’m sitting in the dark, but he doesn’t turn on the light.

      I probably look like a creepy ghost girl in a horror movie. I kind of feel like one, too.

      All day since Hannah left, I’ve felt hollow. Without her light, the darkness that surrounds me looms more heavily. Without her to distract me, I have all this heavy shit to occupy my mind.

      Dare doesn’t say anything at first, just walks over and stands at the foot of my bed.

      He feels like a total stranger and the man I love at the same time, and the confusing thing is, right now, he’s both.

      “So,” he finally says, breaking the heavy silence. “Last night was fun, huh?”

      I know he isn’t serious, but the absurdity of that word being used to refer to last night nearly tears the fragile thread my sanity is holding on by.

      I look down at the bed instead of up at him. “Why does hanging out with you always have to be so dangerous?”

      The bed sags beneath his weight as he takes a seat and touches my back. “Don’t worry, you’ll get used to it,” he rumbles, doing his part to echo history.

      I feel like I’ve lived a thousand years since that day on the beach with him. I shake my head, pulling my legs closer, and whisper, “What if I don’t want to?”

      “You don’t have to.” He leans in and kisses my shoulder through the fabric. “Come on, I was just kidding.”

      “Nothing about this is funny.”

      “You’re right.” He quiets for a minute. “I know last night was rough, Aubrey. I promise I’ll never put you through something like that again. I just had to untangle a mess I was already in when I met you. This was the only way.”

      “Some guys break up with their girlfriends. You ruin their lives.”

      He looks at me, but I don’t look back. “I had no choice, Aubrey. Anae is fucking crazy. She wasn’t going to let go.”

      “I get that,” I say, because I do. Anae is clearly a disturbed individual.

      “There wasn’t another way out. Believe me, if I could have ended it without putting you through all that, I would have. She would have come after you with or without me, but without me, I wouldn’t have been there to stop her.”

      I nod. “Was it her idea or yours?” Finally, I meet his gaze. “Killing me, I mean.”

      His gaze is solemn. “I was never going to kill you.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I had to fool you,” he says seriously. “I had one chance, and I was already playing with a wild card. If she got it in her head that you weren’t scared enough and you knew you weren’t in real danger, she would have turned on me before I had the chance to turn on her.”

      I shake my head, looking down at my bed. “What an exhausting way to live.”

      “Tell me about it.”

      I look at the chipped polish on my toenails, unsure where to go from here.

      Dare scoots closer.

      “I know it’s fucked up, Aubrey, but I was protecting you.”

      “I believe you,” I say softly.

      Like everything else he says to me, it’s the truth, just not the whole truth.

      Some part of me knows that, no matter what he’d say if I asked, some part of him enjoyed doing that to me. He liked kidnapping me and scaring me. He liked me tied up, crying and begging him not to hurt me.

      There’s a side of him I’ll never understand, and never be fully at peace with.

      Anae understood that side of him. She embraced it. Embraced all of him, even parts that terrify me, allowed him freedoms I could never bear.

      And still, he chose me.

      He could have done all the shit he wanted to do to me and even worse, and then he could have killed me and buried me, and gone right along with his life with her without missing a single beat.

      He didn’t get to be a hero this time, but he did still save my life.

      Even though that side of him scares me, maybe I should be a little grateful that he’s enough of a lunatic to convincingly play her like that and maneuver me out of harm’s way.

      Because he’s right. She wanted to drown me that day at the beach, but thankfully, I didn’t walk to the cave. Maybe it would have been over right there if I had.

      If Dare would have simply broken up with her and started dating me, there’s literally no reality in which she wouldn’t have killed me.

      Only this one.

      It’s a brutal, harsh reality, but I think he’s right. I think it was the only way.

      The room has been quiet for long enough that Dare decides it’s safe to segue. “I had to talk to my dad’s lawyer today.”

      My heart beats a little faster. “Oh yeah?”

      He nods. I can feel him looking at me, but I keep my gaze down. “He’s pretty hooked up in this town. Knows a lot of people.”

      “Hooray for him.”

      He misses one more beat, then delivers the shot he’s been holding back. “Apparently, my girlfriend had a rape kit done last night, so… He wanted to know if there was anything we needed to get ahead of.”

      A chill sweeps over me. It lingers. I know it’s not really cold in here, but I feel like all the warmth has been sucked out of the room, so I yank back the covers and climb under them.

      A decent person wouldn’t dare, but Dare climbs under them with me.

      “Please don’t touch me,” I say before he has a chance to.

      He sighs and laces his fingers together behind his head, looking up at the ceiling. “Are you planning to make a report?”

      There’s something chilling in the way he asks. He’s not scared shitless the way I have been. He’s not even mildly worried. Just… curious. Figuring out his next moves.

      I feel colder now. I try to burrow deeper into the blankets.

      I think about asking him to leave my room because despite his calm demeanor, I’m afraid of how this conversation could go very bad.

      I shouldn’t have to explain myself, honestly. He fucking raped me.

      “Anae said you drugged me,” I state.

      “She did.”

      “Did you?”

      I wait for him to deny it or make some excuse, but he doesn’t. “Yes,” he rumbles. “Twice. The first time I just gave you a crushed up Ambien. The second time I slipped you something stronger.”

      Wow.

      My stomach aches, but I try to ignore it. “And then you…?”

      “Yes.”

      I feel a bit sicker, but I ignore that, too. “Okay. Well. Then, I was raped.”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t. Just trying to figure out where we stand.”

      “Have you done this to other girls?”

      “No,” he says easily. “I didn’t even know I was into it until I tried it with you.”

      “When? The first night I spent at your place?”

      “Yes. And the night we had dinner with your mom.”

      “Why didn’t you want me to be awake?” I ask quietly.

      “I don’t know,” he answers. “I touched you a little bit while you were sleeping before we had sex, and then I wanted to take it further. The second time, you had technically said I could do anything I wanted to you that night.”

      “I didn’t know I was saying it to a psychopath,” I say flatly.

      He doesn’t have much to say to that.

      After a moment, I say, “Since apparently I have to be very fucking specific, in the future, please do not ever drug me without my knowledge again.”

      “Okay. I won’t.”

      I’m quiet for a moment, and so is he. Finally, I ask a question I’m not even sure I want the answer to. “Did you think about killing me last night? I get that it was a trap you laid for Anae, I believe you, but in the moment, while it was actually happening, did you think about it? Even for a fleeting moment.”

      “No.”

      I look over at him. “You swear?”

      “I would never hurt you, Aubrey.”

      “You have hurt me, Dare.”

      “Fine, I would never fucking kill you,” he says, irritated with me for even suggesting it.

      Up until now, he has respected my request that he not touch me, but apparently, that question pushed him past his limit.

      He reaches over and grabs me around the waist, pulling me tightly against his hard body. Leaning close, he rumbles in my ear, “I fucking love you, Aubrey. Don’t you get that by now? I would kill for you, but I would never hurt a hair on your goddamn head. I have ruined fucking lives to hold onto you, and I’d ruin more. The last thing I want is to lose you.”

      It’s a little sick to feel so reassured by that, but maybe that’s what loving him has made me: a little sick.

      I turn in his arms so I can look up at him. He cups my face, and even though it’s tender from the bruises he left there last night, it feels so good.

      “I’m sorry,” he says soothingly, leaning in to kiss my lips. “I’m sorry for all the shit I’ve put you through. I’m sorry for even giving you a reason to ask me questions like this, but I fucking love you. I need to know that you know that.”

      I close my eyes and sigh, lost for a moment in the reassuring strength of his grip as he pulls me close and kisses me. He kisses the side of my mouth and my face. He kisses my jaw around his hand, but he never lets go, never eases up.

      “You’re mine. You’re fucking mine. It’s forever, and I won’t let anyone get in the way of that.”

      Finally, he claims my lips. He pushes me back on the bed, moving on top of me. I want to tell him no, not tonight, but then his hand slides up under my shirt and his tongue sweeps into my mouth. I can’t speak, can’t breathe air that isn’t his, too.

      To be loved so hard, so aggressively… it’s frightening, but intoxicating, too.

      I don’t ask him to stop when he shoves his hand down the front of my ugly sleep shorts. I gasp against his lips as he teases my clit, stoking my pleasure until it’s at fever pitch. I cry out and he covers my mouth with his, catching my cries and feeding on them as I come apart in his arms.

      As my heart pounds in the aftermath, Dare wraps his arms around me and pulls me back into his relentless embrace.

      “I love you,” he whispers.

      “I know,” I whisper back.
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      When I wake up the next morning, my bedroom is bright, my legs are spread, and my boyfriend’s face is buried between my thighs.

      The sensation of his tongue on my clit sends a shiver of awareness straight through me and I moan softly, twisting my hips away from his beautiful head.

      He pulls his mouth off my pussy to look up at me. “Good morning.”

      I stretch, twisting my body and bowing my back a bit. “Bold to wake me up with sex when we literally just had a chat about you casually raping me last night.”

      “What can I say? I’m a bold guy.” He kisses my tummy, then looks up at me. “And you said I couldn’t drug you. You didn’t say I couldn’t wake you up for breakfast.”

      “Ugh.” I grab the pillow he slept on and throw it at him.

      “A man needs to eat,” he murmurs shamelessly, spreading my thighs again and latching onto my pussy.

      He’s doing good work, so I thread my fingers through his hair and close my eyes, enjoying this pocket of pleasure before we have to get back to the horrendous real world we’re currently living in.

      When he’s done eating me out, and I’m lying in a sated, twisted, heavy-breathing heap, Dare pulls me into his chest and rests his chin atop my head.

      “I have to go see my lawyer again this afternoon.”

      I frown a bit, nuzzling against him. “Okay,” I murmur.

      His grip on me tightens just a bit. “I need to know what you’re doing so I can talk to him about it.”

      I’m still heavily fogged from that orgasm, but the realization sneaks through that this is perhaps the most twisted moment of our relationship. He’s holding me, my heart still pounding from the orgasm he just gave me, asking if I’m going to impose legal consequences for the rape he definitely perpetrated against me.

      I’m too distracted by the unsettling glimpse of reality to answer right away. He must take my silence as indecision because he starts talking again.

      “I get it if you’re not sure, but I want to make it very clear that in my mind, you and I are not on opposite sides. We are on the same team. I talked to Hayden about all this yesterday, and in the interest of shielding you from even more bullshit, he honestly believes it’s in your best interest not to pursue it.”

      I crack a smile, but it’s not really funny. “Your lawyer thinks I shouldn’t report you for rape? Damn, what a hot take. I’m gonna need a moment to recover from all this shock.”

      “I’m serious.” He pulls back a little to look down at me. “If you want to work something out that doesn’t involve you trying to get me found guilty of an actual crime, we can, but I gave him an overview of the optics. You and I both know I’m the asshole here, but if you pursue it and put us on opposite sides of a court room, you’re going to get torn apart.”

      That’s a bitter little pill to swallow. I had already figured that out myself, but hearing him say it to sway me not to is… unpleasant. “Right. That makes sense. Me getting torn apart for something you did.”

      “I’m not saying it’s right, but that’s the reality we’re dealing with,” he says, bringing a hand up to caress my face. His solemn brown eyes delve deep into mine. I get the feeling he wouldn’t flaunt this ugly reality if I’d have just given him the answer he wanted already, but I’m making him by pressing the issue. “I kidnapped you, assaulted you, and left bruises on your body, Aubrey, and your own mother fucking loves me.”

      My stomach drops.

      “So, how do you think the public would be persuaded to feel about it?”

      I push his hand away, pulling out of his embrace and rolling away from him. “You can stop being an asshole, Dare. I’m not filing the report.”

      “I’m not trying to be an asshole,” he says, rolling over in the bed so he can keep his gaze on me as I head for the door.

      “Must be one of your god-given talents then,” I state.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have to pee.”

      I also have to get away from him before I punch him in the face.

      Once I’ve made the trip to the bathroom, I decide to take a detour to the kitchen before I go back. Mom is still sleeping, so I don’t want to make actual breakfast yet. I’m also not particularly in the mood to cook for Dare after the ugly shit he just said, so I grab us bottles of water from the fridge and two of Hannah’s muffins before heading back down the hall.

      I put Dare’s bottle of water down on the end table nearest him.

      “Don’t look at me,” I say, passing him his plate without meeting his gaze.

      “But you’re so nice to look at.”

      “I’m sick of you.” I walk around the bed and climb up next to him.

      “That’s not true,” he says casually, eyeing up the muffin like it’s Inigo Montoya and he killed its dad. “Why have you brought me this?”

      I glance over at him. “You said you were hungry.”

      He continues to eye it distastefully. “I don’t like muffins.”

      My eyebrows rise and fall. I reach over and grab it off his plate, rehoming it on mine. “More for me, then.”

      He watches me take the first bite. “We should do something later.”

      “Can’t. I need to spend some time with Mom tonight.”

      “Fine. Then I’ll be over once she’s gone to bed.”

      I pick a little piece of muffin off with my fingers, looking at it instead of him. I don’t know if I want him to come over. I can’t even decide if I want him to be here now, he just is.

      But I also know if he wants to come, he will.

      “You know, sometimes I might have other plans.” I glance over at him. “Ones that don’t include you.”

      He grabs the water bottle off the table and uncaps it. “Sounds boring.” He takes a swig, then twists the cap back on. “Plans that include Hannah?”

      “I know you’re not in love with our friendship, but I like Hannah, and she’s a good friend. If you won’t be doing any more psychotic things to make her be like, ‘hey, Aubrey, I think this guy’s a danger to your general well-being,’ then I don’t see why you should have a problem with us hanging out.”

      “I can think of a few reasons,” he murmurs.

      I can hear the echo of unspoken words in the silence that follows. When he speaks again, all his good-natured patience is gone, and there’s a dangerous edge to every syllable he utters.

      “Do you remember when we first started hanging out and you told me you would never cheat on me?”

      My stomach drops. It’s the way he caresses certain words, wielding them like deadly weapons and framing me as his opponent. “Of course,” I say uneasily.

      “I want to reiterate now that you know more about me, I may have said it like I was joking, but I very much meant it when I said I would kill off the competition.”

      I pop a piece of muffin into my mouth so he doesn’t notice I’ve lost my appetite, but as hard as it is to swallow, it might as well be sand. “I have told you several times now, Hannah isn’t your competition.”

      Ignoring my objection, he goes on as if I haven’t said anything. “And I understand that I was much easier on you then, and in some ways it probably feels like you’re not even in the same relationship anymore. But you are, and maybe it’s not entirely fair, but I will still hold you to all the promises that you made, and deliver on all of the threats that I made if I see a reason to.”

      This time, I don’t speak. I know he isn’t finished.

      He takes the plate out of my hand and stacks it on the end table with his. He grabs my wrist and pulls my hand close, sucking my thumb and forefinger into his mouth in turn so he can lick off the brown sugar.

      “It isn’t a good idea to invite temptation into our relationship. I will never do it, and I expect you not to as well. I know you were only joking about being sick of me and joking is fine, but should you ever actually get sick of me, I would advise you to reflect on what made you love me in the first place and fucking bathe in it, because I will never, ever let you go.”

      My heart stalls.

      He grabs my bruised jaw, gently bringing my face close to his so he can kiss it. “I could detail what your life would look like if you ever cheated on me, how I would cut you out of the life you’re living and transform my love into the metal bars that form your new home.” He cups my breast through my shirt. “How I would strip away your will, ignore your every single boundary, and treat you like a toy, playing with you exactly how I want to without regard for whether or not you liked it.”

      I stiffen as his hand leaves my chest and comes up to wrap around my throat.

      He kisses the side of my face again, tenderly, like the sweetest of lovers. “But I know you’ll be more effectively moved by what I would do to her.”

      “Dare,” I say, grabbing his wrist. “Please stop. I don’t want to hear—”

      “I won’t be graphic,” he assures me. “But you know some of the things I’ve done to you, and I love you. You witnessed what I’ve done to Anae, and I liked her, too.” He lets go of my throat and leans away. “I have no fondness at all for Hannah.”

      It’s hard to even think straight when he gets like this. All I can feel is fear and dread wrapping their hands around my throat the same way he does.

      Dare grabs the plate he took from me.

      I look over at him.

      He lifts his eyebrows. “Would you like your muffin back?”

      I shake my head wordlessly.

      “No?” He feigns surprise, then takes a big bite. “Mm,” he murmurs, watching my face. “It’s sweet.”

      I swallow, not acknowledging his twisted bullshit, and move to crawl off the bed, but I don’t get far. As soon as Dare sees what I’m doing, he grabs my wrist, yanks me onto his lap, and takes a bigger, messier bite.

      He sets the plate aside and chews.

      I refuse to look at him.

      He grabs my jaw and turns my face toward his, indicating the corner of his mouth where there’s just a bit of brown sugar. “Clean it off.”

      My stomach bottoms out. I know better than to fuck with him when he’s in this mood, so I slide my arm around his neck and lean in.

      His eyes close and he sighs with pleasure as I drag my tongue over the spot he pointed to, using my tongue to bring the sweetness to his lips. I lick his bottom lip, too, then push my tongue into his mouth, enjoying the bite of sweetness from this sordid little tasting.

      Despite myself, arousal stirs between my thighs as he grabs me and makes me kiss him harder. I’m on top, but I’m not in control. My heart beats harder, our tongues tangling together, the tang of sweetness left behind as his hands tangle in my hair and he shoves me back on the bed.

      There’s no condom on his cock when he drives it into me, but I’m too caught up to care. My skin stretches to accommodate him so he slams into me harder. I claw at his back, crying out as he attacks my neck with his greedy, insatiable mouth.

      The sex is mean and animalistic, but god, is it hot.

      He pounds into me relentlessly, making me cry out and then catching my cries in his mouth again and again. He bites my lips and squeezes my tits until it hurts. Finally, he comes inside me.

      His fingers dig into my hips when he comes. He holds them tight, forcing his cock deep like he wants to leave his mark on the darkest, most unreachable parts of me.

      Afterward, he collapses on top of me.

      I’m sick, so I curl close and kiss him. I play with his hair and touch his beautiful face, and when he whispers how much he loves me, I commit the worst sin of all: I believe him.
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      It’s a long, exhausting day.

      I have a shift at work, then a shower. Mom and I commiserate while I make dinner and she tries not to stare at my bruises.

      If she thought about it, even for a few seconds, she might realize the hand that made them was too big to be Anae’s. She might even think about when she has seen me with Dare, and his propensity for touching my face.

      She must not think about any of that because when he starts texting me, there’s not even a glimmer of doubt on her face.

      He’s right.

      She fucking loves him.

      And I get it. Her first impression of him was heroic. He made sure it was. First impressions are hard to shake, and Dare knows what he’s doing.

      I’m not as freshly traumatized tonight, so I put on one of the little pink nighties he bought me. I know Dare likes when I wear really girly sleepwear, and this one is comfy to boot.

      I don’t bother putting on panties before I climb into bed. I’m actually so tired when I curl up, I think I might fall asleep, but when I try to, I’m wide awake.

      Dare taps lightly on my window.

      I didn’t leave it open tonight, so I push back the covers and go over to let him in.

      His lips tug up at the sight of me in one of my cute nighties. He must take that as a sign I’m in a Dare-friendly mood tonight.

      He’s still dressed for the day in jeans with a gray hoodie and a white T underneath. I watch him lock the window, then he turns back and looks down at me.

      His gaze rakes over me. I can feel it glance across my mostly bare shoulders and collarbone, dip lower to graze my breasts.

      He reaches for my waist and pulls me closer.

      I lock my arms around his waist and look up at him.

      He leans down and kisses me, a nice soft kiss. “You’re a sight for sore eyes,” he murmurs.

      I smile, briefly laying my head against his firm chest and enjoying the safety of his arms encircling my waist. When I pull back, he catches my hand. I let it linger for a moment, but I’m tired. “Come to bed,” I say, our fingers touching for another second before I drop his hand and climb up on my mattress.

      Since he’s staying the night, Dare strips down to his underwear before climbing under the covers with me.

      “How was your day?” I ask once I’m snuggled up against him with his arms around my waist.

      “It wasn’t great,” he says, stroking my hair.

      A frown flickers across my brow and I glance back at him. “Why?”

      His gaze is pensive like he’s still working out how to approach it. “We need to talk about some stuff.”

      I roll on my back, still with his arms around me, so I can look at him. “What kind of stuff?”

      “Legal stuff.”

      I sigh. “I don’t suppose you’re suggesting we do government homework together.”

      His lips tug up, but he looks sad. It’s the only smile I’ve ever hated. “Nothing I can get the nerds on, unfortunately.”

      “What’s wrong?” I ask gently, reaching up to caress his face.

      He presses his hand against mine, trapping it against his skin. “I need your help with something, and you’re not going to like it.”

      A wave of dread rolls over me. “What is it?”

      “Did you talk to the cops today?”

      I shake my head. “I’m supposed to go back tomorrow.”

      He nods, his thumb absently stroking my skin. “I fucked up a few things the other night. Part of it was because she was there, part of it was you. Working on my own, I wouldn’t have made these mistakes, but when you do shit like this with other people, it’s easy for things to go wrong.”

      I’ll have to take his word for it. I’ve never committed crimes with anyone before.

      “Anae rolled over on me. I expected she would, but the problem is… If they run tests on the clothes you wore that night, they’ll find bodily fluids.” His gaze drifts to the bruises he left on my jaw. “You have my fingerprints on your face. Maybe there were glove fibers in your mouth, or… inside you. Anae’s telling them she didn’t act alone, that I kidnapped and assaulted you, and if they investigate…”

      “They’ll find out you did,” I say softly.

      He holds my gaze for a moment, then drops it and nods.

      If she goes down, he goes down with her.

      How poetic.

      “You got caught in your own trap,” I murmur.

      His jaw tightens, but he neglects to comment. “There’s another option,” he tells me. “Her mom’s lawyer met with mine today. They said if you don’t press charges, if you say it wasn’t really a kidnapping and you went with her voluntarily but then shit went sideways, a lot of the charges can go away. She can plea down to a stay in a psychiatric facility, and she’ll stop screaming about my involvement. They won’t have any reason to run tests on your clothes, and since you’re not going to do anything with that rape kit… As long as you maintain that I wasn’t there when you go over your new statement tomorrow, this can all go away and I don’t catch a charge at all.”

      My tummy drops and I frown. “You… want me to lie about everything?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s not what I want. It’s what I need.”

      “Dare, I can’t just—” I shake my head, vaguely disbelieving. “She wanted to kill me. If she gets out, she will try again.”

      “No, I know. Obviously, I wouldn’t let that happen. I told the lawyers there was no deal if she got off completely. I don’t want to go to fucking prison, but I’m resourceful, I’d find a way out of it. The deal I worked out still keeps you out of danger. Anae will be getting inpatient treatment hundreds of miles from here. She won’t be back at school this year. She won’t graduate. She’ll actually have to do senior year all over again next year.”

      With Hannah?

      “No.” I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “Aubrey.” He stares at me. “I know it’s not what we wanted and it fucking sucks. I did all that work, you think I wanted it to go this way? But there’s really no other option here. I’m your boyfriend; it’s not unbelievable you’d lie to protect me. If they investigate Anae’s claims, I’m completely fucked.”

      “So, I tell these lies, and she gets a slap on the wrist, basically? She helped kidnap and assault me, wanted to carve me like a holiday turkey after watching you rape me. She wanted to have me seduced and my heart broken over a goddamn shirt, and then she wanted to viciously kill me which she actually tried to do, and you really think what I should do is lie for her so this psycho fucking bitch doesn’t have to serve time for her crimes? Really, Dare?”

      His jaw locks. “I’m not saying it’s ideal, Aubrey, but the alternative is that I go down with her. Is that what you want?”

      “Of course it isn’t.”

      “Then this is what we have to do. I did all this shit to protect you, and now, as unpalatable as it fucking is, I need you to do this for me.”

      This is so fucking unfair.

      “She’s dangerous, Dare.”

      He grabs me and pulls me closer to him. “I know Anae’s unhinged, but I would never let her hurt you. I know this wasn’t the outcome we expected, but this still accomplishes everything we need it to. By the time she gets out, we’ll be off at college. We won’t live in Baymont anymore. If she’s still nursing a grudge and has the bad fucking judgment to come anywhere near us, I will get rid of her. I promise you that.”

      I shake my head. “She deserves to pay.” I look over at him. “And maybe she can’t hurt us anymore, maybe you’re right. But what if she hurts someone else?”

      I can see that he understands the enormity of what he’s asking. He tries to make me feel better about it. “Hey, you never know. Maybe that time at the psych hospital will actually do her some good. She’s probably better off there than prison, anyway. Prison would just teach her new tricks.”

      “It would contain her,” I mutter. “Honestly, I am not Anae’s advocate, and I don’t care about her getting better. I just want her to be removed from the rest of society so she can’t cause any further damage.”

      He takes my hand and brings it to his lips, luring me in with his big brown eyes. “But you don’t want me locked away with her, right?”

      I pout. “It depends on which day you ask.”

      He smirks, leaning over me and kissing my pouty lips. “Fuck, you know I can’t concentrate when you do that.”

      “You want me to unleash all this literal evil on the world, and I hate it.”

      “Hey, you’re doing your part to contain Baymont’s evils,” he teases, moving on top of me and kissing my neck. “Can you imagine all the damage I would do out there if I didn’t have you to keep me occupied? You can’t save everybody.”

      I sigh, tilting my neck. “I need to assemble a team.”

      “Someone call the Avengers,” he murmurs biting my neck and likely leaving a brand new bruise on my skin. Immediately, he kisses the same spot, soothing the hurt he caused.

      When he’s done getting me all riled up with his kisses, he wraps me in his arms and pulls me against him. I close my eyes, enjoying the warmth and security of his embrace, but dreading tomorrow.

      As if he can tell, he kisses my forehead. “Don’t worry, mermaid. It’ll all be over soon.”
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      It’s strange showing up at school Monday morning in Dare’s car, but not having to worry about people seeing us.

      They still stare—more than usual, as a matter of fact, but the reasons are different, and so are their attitudes.

      It’s all friendly smiles and treating me like I’m one of them now. Even the asshole who stole my picture off the ground and made that comment about me sucking a dick includes me in conversation as they chat on the quad.

      There are whispers in the halls, rumors spreading like wildfire about Anae’s arrest and Dare’s speculated involvement.

      When he saunters in with his arm wrapped around a new queen, no one questions the bruises on her neck or face, and no one dares say an unkind word about her. If the thought even passes through their minds that maybe he mistreats this one differently than he mistreated the other, no one mentions it.

      I spot Hannah in the halls and give her a little wave, but I don’t expect her to approach since I’m with Dare.

      Surprisingly, she hugs her books to her chest and marches right up to us.

      “Hi,” she says.

      I smile. “Hey.”

      Dare stares at her like she just threw a gauntlet on the ground in front of him, but doesn’t offer a greeting of his own.

      She’s not paying attention to him, anyway. Her gaze is drifting from my face to my neck. “I have some makeup in my purse. I think I’m a little fairer than you, but I can try to cover those up if you want.”

      I tried before I left for school this morning, but I did a shit job and ended up washing all the makeup off. “Sure, I…” I pause, looking to Dare.

      My heart beats harder when I realize I just instinctively looked to him for permission. I frown at the foreign instinct, but don’t fight it. He’s been so ridiculous about Hannah, I feel the need to. It might scrape my pride a little, but if it keeps her out of his crosshairs, then so be it.

      Hannah notices the exchange, but doesn’t remark on it.

      “Go ahead,” Dare says.

      My cheeks warm. I grab Hannah’s hand and haul her into the bathroom with me.

      Once we’re alone, she does murmur, “You have to ask his permission to go to the bathroom now?”

      “No.” I crack a tiny smile, but my cheeks are still warm with embarrassment. I watch her set down her books. “He has this notion that you and I like each other as more than friends, and he’s being a full-blown lunatic about it.”

      “Oh.” Hannah appears startled.

      “Yeah, I know.” I roll my eyes. “I’m just trying to avoid… stupid fighting.”

      Hannah nods with mock seriousness. “I, too, prefer only smart fighting.”

      I chuckle and she smiles back as she grabs a rectangular palette and a brush out of a little pouch in her purse. “Do you have a Mary Poppins purse? I swear, you have everything I need, every time I see you.”

      She smiles, lightly turning my face so she can get a better look at the bruising. “I like to be prepared.”

      She starts applying makeup and I start thinking about how I effectively screwed her over yesterday by changing my story. “Um… I wanted to say I’m really sorry.”

      Her gaze darts to mine, her confusion clear. “For what?”

      “Well, the psycho boyfriend for one thing, but most recently… It’s sort of my fault you’re going to have to go to school with Anae next year. I don’t know if you’ve heard yet.”

      “Oh. Yeah, I’ve heard.” She smiles faintly, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Don’t worry about me. It would be my personal preference that the person who put these bruises on your face rot in jail for a good long time, but I’m sure you had your reasons.”

      The way she says it, it seems pretty clear she means Dare, but she’s not trying to shame me, so she doesn’t come out and say it.

      She sets the brush aside and uses her thumb to blend the edges. “You want me to get the hickeys, too?”

      “Um, no, you can leave those.”

      “He really likes to mark you, doesn’t he?”

      “He really does.”

      “Must be because I’m so intimidating,” she teases with a little wink.

      I laugh. “Yeah, that must be it.”
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      We’re nearly to the cafeteria for lunch when a little blonde pixie flies over, grabbing my arm to get my attention, then letting go like she’s afraid my evil might be contagious.

      I would just keep walking and ignore her, honestly, but my much nicer girlfriend spots her little friend and stops. “Hey, Hannah.”

      I stifle the urge to roll my eyes, turning to face the girl.

      She’s got the bright-eyed look of determination as she looks up at me rather than Aubrey. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      I hike up my eyebrows. “Me?”

      Aubrey is similarly confused—but much more worried. “Him?”

      Hannah nods. “Alone.”

      “Alone?” my pretty little parrot echoes. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea…”

      I’m sure it isn’t, but I’m curious. “Sure.” I drop my arm from around Aubrey’s waist. She catches my hand before she lets go, giving me a wordless, pleading look, begging me to be nice.

      I like it, so I lean in to give her a little kiss before I go.

      Then, I follow Hannah into an empty classroom. “Interesting choice,” I say, looking around the room lit only by a couple of cloudy windows. To up the scare factor, I reach back and close the door behind me. I lock it, too.

      Her gaze flickers from the doorknob to my face.

      I smile faintly, taking a slow step toward her. “You wanted to be alone with me. Now you are.”

      She takes a step back without meaning to. I can’t imagine why she put herself in this position. She’s clearly still afraid of me. I can see my threats ricocheting around inside that pretty little head of hers as she struggles to meet my gaze.

      Her breathing is picking up with her fear. I can see her regretting this decision, but she doesn’t back down from it. Instead, she lifts her gaze and meets mine.

      I guess little Hannah found her courage.

      “I want to talk to you about Aubrey.”

      “I figured.”

      “I know you and I don’t like each other, and we never will. But we both care about her, right? So…” She looks down like it kills her a little to have to ask me for anything, but then she meets my gaze, hers softer and more pleading. “Please let me be her friend.” She goes on quickly before I have time to tell her no. “I understand you’re the gatekeeper now. You’re in control. I get it. I’ll play by your rules.”

      “Even though I’m an abusive, manipulative asshole?” I stalk closer.

      She backs up. “My opinion of you hasn’t changed, but it doesn’t matter. I’m not suggesting you and I be friends. But I told you before I wouldn’t help you trap her, and while I won’t, I… I realize you’ll never let me be in her life if I’m constantly fighting to free her. I won’t interfere in your relationship. I just want to be there for her. It seems like being in a relationship with you will be hard on her. She at least needs a friend to help her through those harder times.”

      “That’s the thing: it isn’t. I can see why you think that because when you come around, she pulls away from me, and I have to fight to get her back where she needs to be, but that isn’t what it’s like between us when you’re not around being a little troublemaker.”

      She looks at me, wholly unconvinced. “If you’re starting down the same yellow brick road of absolute bullshit you’ve fed Aubrey, don’t bother. I don’t believe for one second that you are threatened by me. I am perhaps the least intimidating person in the whole universe, while you are… what you are.”

      I smirk at her kind way of wording that.

      I also close in on her.

      She grips the strap of her purse like it’s a protective bubble she’s trying hard to trigger, but her back hits the wall and no bubble emerges to keep me away.

      “Understand this, Hannah. I will do whatever I have to do to keep you out of Aubrey’s life. There isn’t a line I won’t cross. There was a moment in time when I thought I’d let you stick around because you are a glowing opportunity to control her. As protective as you are of one another, I could use you indefinitely. I could win every argument. I could play you off one another for the rest of fucking time and it seems like there’s a bond of love between you that, even then, I would not be able to break. I believe that she would endure immense pain to protect you from me, and I believe you feel the same way.” I touch her shoulder and watch her shudder, refusing to meet my gaze. “Can you imagine me turning down a gift like that?”

      She swallows.

      “And yet, I am. You’re the perfect tool and I still won’t use you. That should tell you that your pleas are falling on deaf ears.” I catch her bottom lip with my thumb. She gasps and presses her head back against the wall to get away from it, but I follow, pressing harder on her lip, nearly forcing my way between them, but I stop just short of penetrating her mouth. “You can’t be friends. I won’t let you. And I won’t change my mind, no matter how prettily you beg.”

      I pushed her a little far there. Her gaze darts to the door and I see her thinking about fleeing, but she makes no move to.

      I drop my hand from her face. “I’m not sure what it is, but there is something profoundly incompatible about us, Hannah. I don’t know if it’s the balance of good and evil—perhaps we’re just too far on opposite sides of the spectrum. Whatever it is, it feels impossible for us to exist in the same space without being at war with one another. You don’t want to go to war with me. I will blow you up time and time again, and you’ll keep coming back until there’s nothing left of you because heroes are fucking idiots. You won’t win. You won’t succeed in saving her. All you’ll do is make me hurt you both over and over again until you’re gone. So, we’re going to skip ahead to that part.”

      “But you don’t have to hurt anyone. You say that like it’s so inevitable when it isn’t.”

      “But it is. We can’t both have her. Someone has to lose, and it won’t be me.”

      She glares up at me. “That won’t work on me, Dare.”

      I cock my head curiously.

      “Aubrey may have believed you when you played at jealousy, but I don’t. I’ve watched from the sidelines while you were with Anae. You occasionally tossed out comments to make her feel special, like Milk-Bones to an eager pet after they performed well for you, but you’ve never been jealous. You said it yourself five seconds go—you know you’re not going to lose her. You can’t be jealous if you’re not afraid of losing someone, that’s not how it works. What is much easier for me to believe is that you know if you ask Aubrey to stop hanging out with ‘the competition’ for the good of your relationship, you don’t come off sounding as controlling as telling her she can’t have a friend she likes just because you don’t particularly like her.”

      I smile. “See, that right there.” I point at her. “That’s why you can’t be her friend. But, at the end of the day, my reasons don’t matter. Maybe I am a manipulative bastard who knows how to get what I want. Maybe I just don’t fucking like how much work I have to put in to pull her back in every time she sees you. Maybe I saw you cuddling my girlfriend who called you instead of me to pick her up and I didn't fucking like it.”

      Hannah shakes her head like I’m unbelievable. “Yeah, she didn’t want to call you after you kidnapped and traumatized her. What a fucking shock, Dare. This is why she needs me. When you do crazy shit, I can be there to help pick up the pieces.”

      “Everything Aubrey needs, I will give her.”

      “No, you won’t. You can’t. You’re not equipped for it.” She shakes her head, that pleading look in her eyes again like she’s just so desperate for me to understand. “If you’re all she has, you’ll lose pieces of her along the way.”

      “Then she doesn’t need those pieces,” I state simply.

      “Are you honestly this selfish?”

      “You can’t really be surprised.”

      She shakes her head, looking down for a moment. When her gaze returns to mine, she tries one more time. “Please, Dare. I am literally begging you.”

      I touch her chin, keeping her gaze on me. “No.” I move my hand, sliding it to the side of her neck. She stiffens, probably recalling the last time I had my fingers around her throat, but I don’t let her look away. “I’ve laid all the necessary groundwork on Aubrey’s end. I’ve been much clearer with you. Now, all that needs to happen is that you go away and let us live happily ever after.”

      “And if I don’t?” she whispers.

      My hand closes around her throat. “Then I stop being nice, and this war gets bloody.”

      I feel her throat work beneath my palm as she swallows.

      “Maybe that’s what you want,” I murmur, my grip tightening.

      Her hands fly to my wrist.

      “You wanted my attention. Now, you have it.”

      I see the flash of fear cross her face. “No. No, I didn’t want your attention, I wanted—”

      “Sh, it’s okay. You can admit it. It’s just the two of us.”

      I lean closer and I swear she nearly bursts into fucking tears. “Please, stop,” she whispers.

      “I don’t think you really want that.” I lean down so my mouth is close enough for her to feel my breath on her lips when I whisper, “Do you have a little crush, Hannah?”

      “You’re sick,” she hisses.

      I smile, stroking her neck with my thumb while still holding on tight. “I can make you sick, too.”

      “Get your hands off me. You don’t want to fuck me, you just want to scare me,” she says, fighting the fear and trying to get back to seeing me clearly. A special talent of hers, and not one I can let her get a firm grip on right now, so I lean close and smell her hair. I hear her shuddering breath, a nearly silent squeak of horror as she listens to me breathe her in, my body pressed close so she can feel my heat.

      “Are you sure?” I whisper. “You might think I’m bluffing, but how far are you willing to go to find out? Because, Hannah?” I look down at her. “I don’t blink.”

      She looks up at me like I’m breaking her poor little heart again. Maybe I am.

      She’s so upset, so angry and wounded knowing there’s not a shot in hell she’ll win a game like this. Tears begin to glisten in her big blue eyes.

      “There’s more than one way to lose someone, you know.”

      My eyes narrow.

      She swallows, still with my hand wrapped around her throat. “Maybe you think you can’t lose her because you won’t let her leave, but you’re wrong. You can make her stop loving you. Maybe you can keep her as a prisoner after that, but you can only force her body to stay. You can’t force her heart.”

      We’re in waters murky enough that even Hannah with her unique abilities of perception can’t tell whether or not I’m bluffing. “Maybe that’s enough for me.”

      I don’t know what I expect to see in her eyes, but it’s not pity. “Then I feel sad for you.”

      I frown, letting go of her throat and taking a step back.

      She holds my gaze.

      For the first time, I’m tempted to look away from her, but I just swore I wouldn’t, so I don’t. “Your love for Aubrey is touching. Do what conventional wisdom tells you to and love her enough to walk away. I promise that if you don’t, I’ll make you both regret it.”

      She sniffles, swiping at her nose as I turn around to unlock the door and walk out.

      Aubrey is waiting for me in the hall.

      I smile at her to quell some of the anxiety she’s clearly feeling.

      She doesn’t smile back. “What was that about?”

      Before I can answer, I hear noise behind us and turn to watch Hannah rush out of the classroom and head down the hall in the opposite direction. Aubrey calls after her, but Hannah keeps going without looking back.

      Good girl.

      Aubrey, naturally, assumes this is my fault and turns to shoot me a dirty look. “What did you do to her?”

      I grab her elbow and turn her away. “Nothing, we just talked.”

      She looks up at me, unamused. “She ran away, Dare.”

      “Our talk took longer than expected. She’s in a hurry to get back to class.”

      Aubrey tilts her head and cocks an eyebrow, wordlessly expressing, “You expect me to believe that?”

      I smirk, grabbing her pretty neck and pulling her in. “Honest. I was a teddy bear. We exchanged recipes.”

      “Recipes,” she says flatly in disbelief.

      I nod, a smile playing around my lips as I lean in to kiss hers. “Mm-hmm. We came to a gentlemen’s agreement. We’ll have a bake-off. Winner gets your heart.”

      Despite herself, she smiles. She rolls her eyes, too. “A bake-off? Well, I hate to tell you this, but if you challenged Hannah to a bake-off, I think you’re going to lose.”

      I fit my hand over her jaw, lined up right along the bruises I left that Hannah covered up for her. Then I pet her pretty hair that Hannah braided and I cut off. “I don’t lose.”

      She doesn’t want to be charmed by my bullshit, but she is. “That’s what you think,” she murmurs against my mouth as I kiss her. “When is this bake-off? You don’t even know how to bake.”

      “I guess you’d better teach me.”

      Eyes closed, she shakes her head. “You better enjoy your last days with me.”

      I smirk, biting at her bottom lip and sliding a hand down to cup her ass.

      She lets me pull her into my side and wrap my arm around her waist, but she still turns to look back as I haul her farther from Hannah.

      On second thought, I stop.

      Aubrey stops looking back and looks up at me instead.

      “You know what?” I say.

      “What?”

      “If my days with you are numbered, I had better make the most of them.”

      She falls back into being playful when she realizes I’m still teasing her.

      I take her hand and haul her out to my car.

      She’s wearing a sexy black top with a red skirt today. I stop her when she grabs at the door handle and take her panties off before we get in.

      Aubrey lifts her skirt, spreading her legs just enough to give me a tantalizing glimpse as I drop into the passenger seat. She climbs in on top of me, straddling me and leaning over to pull the door closed.

      I waste no time grabbing at the gold zipper of her top. It bares her shoulders and unzips like a dream so her tits spill free. “I love this shirt,” I murmur, leaning in to kiss my way down her chest.

      Aubrey smiles, her fingers tangling in my hair. “I should hope so. You bought it for me.”

      “I make such good decisions.”

      “Like 53 percent of the time,” she says dryly.

      I bite her nipple and she gasps, arching and pushing her tit against my mouth. I slide a hand beneath her skirt and she sighs as my finger slips into her.

      When I met Aubrey, she would have been too afraid someone would see to take my cock in the front seat of a car, her shirt open and hanging off her body, my lips glued to her tits where anyone could see us.

      Now, she cries out when she comes and doesn’t even attempt to muffle the noise.

      In the aftermath of her orgasm, she hugs me, her head resting heavily on my shoulder and my cock still inside her. I kiss the side of her sweaty neck, and her arm tightens around mine.

      “I love you,” she whispers.

      “I know.”
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      A slow song plays as I dance with my king.

      It’s not romantic like one might expect of the prom king and queen’s solo dance, but it’s soft and melodic, and just a bit sad.

      I’m not paying much attention to the words, anyway. I’m more focused on the security of his firm chest pressed against my face, his strong arms locked around my body, the way my hips sway and Dare’s greedy hand creeps toward my ass.

      A smile tugs at my lips. “You better behave yourself.”

      “Who’s gonna make me?” he asks lightly.

      “The chaperones.”

      His hand slides over my ass and squeezes. “They better mind their business. If they think they’re gonna stop me from grabbing your ass while I dance with you, they’d better brace for a shock.”

      “You’re not allowed to ruin any lives on prom night.”

      “Oh, come on.”

      I shake my head. “Nope.”

      “You never let me have any fun.”

      I smile, tilting my head up so I can look at him. “You can have all the fun you want with me when we get to our hotel room after this.”

      He cocks an eyebrow with interest. “All the fun I want?”

      I reconsider what I’m offering. “Some of the fun you want.”

      He grins and leans down to kiss me. I tighten my arms around his neck and kiss him back. He lifts me off the ground, molding my body against his as the music stops. “We should just get out of here now,” he murmurs against my lips.

      At the mic, the principal—clearly wanting to cut off this public display of far too much affection—fumbles with the stand and says, “All right, let’s hear it for the prom king and queen.”

      The spotlight is on us, so mercifully, Dare puts me down and takes my hand. The other students clap and then the crowd disburses, Dare and I walking away with complementary crowns.

      “I’m thirsty,” I tell him. “I’m gonna get a drink. You want anything?”

      He shakes his head, holding onto my hand for a few seconds longer before letting me pull away.

      I make my way through the crowd alone, smiling and offering a “thanks,” in passing to three different people who stop to congratulate me on my win. Not that it was remotely a surprise. Juniors can attend, but only seniors can win prom king or queen at Baymont High, and Dare had no competition. My crown was earned by the simple virtue of being his.

      After rumors spread all over the school about the crazy shit he may have been responsible for this year, the other nominees dropped out to avoid the possibility of landing on his bad side, so we don’t even have a prom court.

      It’s a hollow win, but it doesn’t matter much, anyway. High school is all but over, and it never meant much to me.

      The prom theme this year is The Wizard of Oz, so I have to make my way through the emerald city to get to the drinks and snacks. There’s no one else at the table when I get to it. I glance at the assortment of themed snacks, but only grab a see-through cup off the green sequined table. I reach for the ladle floating around in the punch bowl.

      Before I can grab it, someone grabs my wrist.

      I turn, startled.

      My heart lightens when I see a familiar face I haven’t seen in far too long.

      “Hannah!”

      She smiles back mischievously. “Hey. I can’t believe Dare finally left your side. I’ve been waiting for an opening all night.”

      I chuckle, but glance over my shoulder just to make sure he isn’t watching. I don’t see him anywhere, so I turn my attention back to her.

      “Wow, you look amazing,” I tell her. She’s wearing a red sequined dress that hugs her curves with her long blonde hair curled and pulled over one shoulder. Her lips are painted red to match the dress. “You’re a sapphire, though?”

      Generally, it’s encouraged for students to pick prom clothes that match their houses. I’m not because Dare is onyx and he’s my date, but if Hannah is here alone, she should be in a blue dress.

      “Yeah, but my date’s a ruby. He’s around here somewhere,” she says, waving dismissively.

      I crack a smile. “Sounds like true love.”

      “Fire up the horse drawn carriage,” she jokes, looking me over. I’m wearing a tight black dress that showcases my cleavage and includes a sheer black cape. Given the prom theme and Dare’s attraction to me in high heels, I also donned a pair of ruby red slippers. “What about you? You’re not wearing emerald. I dig this evil queen vibe you’ve got going on, but it doesn’t really seem like you.”

      “I’m the evil king’s consort,” I explain. “Adapting his vibe is pretty much mandatory.”

      “Ah, makes sense.” She smiles, but I know she doesn’t want to talk about Dare. “Well, you look sexy, so you definitely nailed the ‘evil king’s consort’ look.” Pointing at my head, she says, “You even have a crown now.”

      Dare’s deep voice behind me melts my smile and causes Hannah to drop my wrist. Dare notices she was holding it and gives her a cool smile as he comes to stand beside me. “Is Cinderella trying to steal my girl again? I thought I’d gotten rid of you.”

      “Dare.” I lightly smack him in the abdomen. “Don’t call her that.”

      That’s Anae’s rude nickname for her, not his, and I don’t appreciate him using it—especially to Hannah’s face.

      “I was just offering my congratulations to the queen,” Hannah says mildly, indicating the crown on my head.

      Dare’s arm slides around my waist and he pulls me close. “My queen.”

      She gives him a knowing, narrow-eyed look. “Of course, your highness.”

      “Isn’t that Anae’s dress? Can’t imagine she’d like you wearing it.” Dare smirks, his gaze flickering over her outfit.

      Hannah shrugs, looking down at the dress. “She can’t wear it where she’s at. She hated this dress, anyway.” She grabs the material at her bust and looks at it. “It had a little bald spot over here somewhere. I glued on some extra sequins and fixed it for her, but she still…” She stops, seeming to realize she brought his gaze right to her boobs, and awkwardly drops her hand.

      Dare’s smile dissipates when he notices the necklace he bought me that I gave to her hanging from her slim throat. “Nice necklace.”

      Hannah touches it almost as if she’d forgotten she was wearing it. Her cheeks turn rosy and she shifts her attention back to me. “Anyway, how have you been?”

      “Good,” I say, glancing at Dare as he shifts and lets go of my waist. I’m distracted keeping an eye on him, but I try to focus on Hannah. “Um, we’re planning a trip, actually. After graduation, we’re taking my mom with us to Italy for a couple of weeks.”

      “No way. That’s awesome,” she says. “How is your mom doing?”

      I grin. “So good. It’s been a long road, but her cancer is finally in remission.”

      “Oh my god, Aubrey. That’s such good news. I hadn’t heard. I’m so happy for you. Tell her I said… Actually, I don’t know what you say to that, but it’s fantastic news. Congratulations, I guess.”

      I laugh. I’m too happy not to these days. “Thanks. I will. How have you been?”

      “I’ve been—” She stops and looks over at Dare. “Did you just take my picture?”

      Dare shrugs.

      I frown, confused when I look at his phone and see that he did.

      What the hell?

      “If you’re gonna take a picture, you could at least take a picture of us both,” I say lightly.

      “Sure,” he says easily. “Get in there, I’ll take your picture.”

      He sounds a little too eager and it makes me uneasy, but I don’t have any pictures with Hannah, and if he’s giving this one his blessing, I might as well.

      I leave his side and approach hers, feeling a sudden and no longer familiar wave of shyness as I try to figure out how to pose with her. She chuckles, as awkward about it as I am, and wraps her arm around my waist the way Dare does.

      My heart lifts a little as I look up at him. His dark gaze is following every uncomfortable breath and I suddenly feel like this was a terrible idea.

      I shake it off, though. I don’t have to worry about Dare and Hannah anymore. Whatever conversation they had that day in the classroom, Hannah never really came around again after it. She liked photos and posts on social media from time to time to show we were still good, but we never actually talked.

      Until tonight.

      My chest feels tight. I tell myself there’s no reason to be so nervous and flash a smile as Hannah and I pose for the picture.

      Dare snaps it. Looks at it. Puts his phone back in his pocket.

      I feel like I’m at the end of my first date and I don’t know why. I try to shake the fluttery feeling, releasing Hannah and stepping away from her.

      I drift back to Dare. He reclaims my waist, pulling me close, his gaze never leaving Hannah.

      That feeling is back. The one where I think I’ve put her between his crosshairs. Why did I have to act so awkwardly around her?

      “Anyway,” I say, pulling Hannah’s focus back to me. “We were just about to head up to our room.”

      Hannah smiles and nods with a polite, “Oh.” She glances away as if searching for her date, but before she opens her mouth to politely get away, Dare speaks.

      “You should join us.”

      My heart drops clear out of my body.

      Hannah’s eyes widen and she looks a little faint.

      Dare smirks.

      “Um, what?” I ask.

      “You said I could have all the fun I wanted tonight, right?” he teases, looking down at me. “Maybe you can, too.”

      I can’t speak or think or breathe. I’m afraid to move.

      I don’t know if he’s messing with me or being serious. He has to be messing with me, right?

      “I have to go,” Hannah blurts before I can answer.

      “Hannah, wait,” I call, but she doesn’t.

      Dare’s smirk spreads to a full-on grin as she hurries away from us. “Don’t lose your shoe,” he calls after her.

      Once she’s gone and I can draw a breath again, I smack him in the stomach. “What the hell was that?”

      He shrugs. “She’s fun to fuck with.” He looks down at me, his dark eyes sparkling with mischief. “So are you.”

      “You weren’t serious, right?”

      “Of course not,” he says, encircling my waist and pulling me tightly against him. “You know I don’t share.”

      I don’t know if I’m relieved or… something else, but I shake my head, still feeling a little breathless. “That was so mean. Why are you so mean?”

      “You like it,” he rumbles, kissing my jaw.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Mm-hmm. At least a little bit.”

      I sigh with pleasure, my eyes drifting closed as he starts to kiss my neck. “You’re a menace.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re the one who belongs locked up in a tower where you can’t torture any more innocents.”

      He grins against my neck. “Maybe you and Hannah can team up and take me on.”

      I can’t resist. “Sounds like you wanted us to.”

      “Hey.” He squeezes my side and I laugh. He turns me around and pulls me back against him, squeezing me around the waist and kissing the side of my head. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Prom was hosted in the ballroom of a hotel by the beach, and Dare booked us a suite upstairs, so we don’t have to go far. I take my heels off the moment we’re in the door, and Dare picks me up like a caveman and hauls me laughing to the bed.

      When we’re both naked and sated and lying relaxed in each other’s arms, I trace the lines of black ink covering his shoulder and bicep. When I met him, he only had the crow, but he’s added to it this year.

      When I asked why he got a big black crow inked into his skin, he said when he was growing up, his mother always told him the crow was a symbol of wisdom. When he started at Baymont High and they put him into onyx—Slytherin, if you ask Hannah, but actually the house that’s supposed to stand for wisdom and loyalty—he thought the crow would be a nice representation of this period of his life.

      Now, there’s a mermaid wrapped around his bicep and a crown on the crow’s head. His wings are open looking down at the havoc he seems to have wrought, but at the start of the year, he was looking at nothing. Now, he looks down at a busted clock, the glass splintered and bursting up toward him, the hands set to midnight.

      I never asked him what that one meant.

      It’s cool, though. I like it.

      I lean in and give it a little kiss.

      I hear the pillow rustle as he turns his head to glance at the ink I just kissed. His gaze drifts to me, a relaxed smile on his face. The contented kind I don’t see very often, but they’re my favorite ones.

      I reach up and caress his handsome face. “Did you have a nice prom night?”

      He nods. “Did you?”

      “I did. Thank you for taking me.” Sighing, I tease, “I hope now that I’m your queen, I don’t turn into a lunatic.”

      Dare grins, catching my hand and bringing it to his lips for a kiss. “You won’t. You’re not cut from that cloth.”

      I smile, resting my head on his chest and looking up at him, but my smile fades. “Are you glad about that?”

      His brow furrows briefly like he didn’t like that question, or maybe that it passed through my head. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. I’m a lot different from what you had before. I know you played a lot of different games with her. I guess sometimes I wonder if you ever get bored with me.”

      “No,” he says, reaching down and stroking my cheek.

      “Okay. Good.”

      “I would ask if you ever get bored with me, but I don’t ask stupid questions.”

      I laugh, and he smiles. “Yeah, no. I don’t know how anyone could ever get bored with you.”

      He smirks, grabbing me and rolling over so I’m underneath him. I spread my legs to make room for him—not to go another round, just so he can get comfortable on top of me.

      Inevitably, once he is, though, he starts kissing and touching me. My body gets warm and he pushes a finger into me.

      There’s a knock at the door.

      I gasp, and he pulls out of me.

      A frown flickers across my face.

      “Must be the room service I ordered,” he says, sitting up on the edge of the bed and grabbing his underwear off the floor so he can pull them back on.

      Oh, right.

      I thought…

      I shake my head of silly thoughts and smile up at my beautiful boyfriend, pulling the blankets up to cover my chest. “Room service. You spoil me.”

      He smirks as he looks back at me, then walks to the door in just his underwear because he’s absolutely shameless.

      He’s shameless in the best way, though.

      I won’t say life with him is always easy and there have definitely been bumps along the way, but now that I’ve met him, I can’t imagine doing it with anybody else.

      He gets in your veins and poisons your blood. At first, you think you’re just a little sick, but then you realize what you’re infected with… it’s severe, and there’s no cure, and it never really leaves you.

      Maybe it’s corruption or liberation. I don’t know if it’s good or bad. I know it’s intoxicating and addictive, and I can’t even imagine a life without him anymore.

      I knew he saved my life that night when he dragged me out of the pool, but I didn’t know he was giving me a completely new one.

      I guess, for all the bad she has done and will likely continue to do, at least Anae Richards did one thing right: she brought me to him.

    

  


  
    
      Thank you for reading Even if it Hurts!

      If you enjoyed the characters in this story and you’re looking for another standalone from me, I recommend my bully romance Untouchable.

      “If you’re looking for Prince Charming and I’m your best shot, you are in a truly dire situation.”

      If you’re looking for a series to sink your teeth into, you should pick up Accidental Witness and start my Morelli family series—just make sure you read the books in order so you don’t get lost. :) This is a continuing story series where it’s not always clear who you should trust, so if you skip books, you will be missing important puzzle pieces, and there’s little point in reading it because it will just leave you confused—and possibly a little angry.

      “Sweetheart, if you ever betray me, God Himself won’t be able to keep you safe.”

      Both stories have a ruthless, twisted “hero” who will do whatever he must to lock down his prey/heroine, though Carter (from Untouchable) is a bit tamer than Mateo (the villain and central main character in my Morelli series), and as with Dare in this book, it takes time for all of Mateo’s motivations and feelings to become clear.

      This summer, I will be launching the Coastal Elite series. You’ll see more of Anae and Hannah there. The purpose of this novel was to expand on that world and the lore/personal history of some of the characters you wouldn’t have seen otherwise. I cannot wait to dig in and write their books! And I can’t wait for you to read them. :)
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        The Rosano brothers ruined me... and now they're going to pay.

      

      

      

      The Rosanos were always among my family's strongest allies in the criminal underworld. As a teen I visited their home every summer, escaping my father's judgmental glare... and falling for the three heirs to the empire.

      But stealing my innocence was a joke to the brothers. When I found out they'd used me, I hid my humiliation, walked away, and never looked back.

      Until now.

      The business partnership between our families is fracturing. A routine deal fell apart in a hail of bullets. I'm the only one who can venture onto the Rosanos' turf to get to the root of the disaster.

      No one will suspect a woman of being a major player—especially not delicate, recently widowed Anthea Noble.

      I'll find out who's out to screw us over and take care of them by my own special means. I'll also get my revenge on the men who ruined me years ago. Justice has been a long time coming.

      Darius, Lucan, and Felix have only gotten more gorgeous since I last saw them—and they're just as eager to crush me as I am to destroy them. But the deeper I tumble into our heated game of cat and mouse, the more pieces I uncover that don't add up.

      Nothing here is as it seems. And my only hope of preventing all-out war may be trusting the men I've both loved and hated.
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      As I watched the coroner load my husband’s black-bagged body into his van, the last thing I expected was to find myself crying. But when emotion welled up at the base of my throat and in a prickling heat behind my eyes, I let the tears trickle out.

      It would look good to the police officer who was just finishing up the rounds he’d made of the house. It’d look like I was grieving. Particularly important when the widow was forty years her husband’s junior, and therefore people might be prone to speculation.

      He wouldn’t be able to tell that the sensation welling up inside me had nothing to do with loss. It was pure, bone-deep relief.

      Clyde was gone. After five years of jumping at his every call and submitting myself to his whims, I was free. And after the initial inspection, the police didn’t appear to be concerned that there was foul play involved.

      I’d chosen my poisons very carefully. Not a single thing the medical examiner would find should point to anything other than a totally natural heart attack. The toxin had merely primed his heart to fail, after all, not outright killed him.

      I’d gotten to throw the final trigger right in his face. Bursting into the bathroom where earlier I’d polished the tiles extra slick, yelling at that asshole exactly what I thought of him and how he’d treated me after bottling up all that venom for our entire marriage. Spitting with anger, he’d stormed out of the shower and immediately slipped hard on the floor. The physical exertion combined with the emotional distress had been the final stab to the weakened organ.

      To everyone else, it looked like he’d simply stumbled getting out of the shower and the jolt alone had set off the attack. Nothing particularly surprising in a man just past sixty who was at least fifty pounds overweight and who considered the walk from the front door to his chauffeured car a good day’s exercise. That was why I’d picked it.

      The most important part of making a death look like something other than murder was to go with a story that would make people sigh and nod as if they’d seen it coming from a mile away.

      The cop nodded to me with obvious sympathy as he walked by, and I offered a dip of my head in return. Maybe I should have felt victorious as well as relieved. I’d succeeded, hadn’t I? But I couldn’t dredge up even a flicker of triumph. Mostly I felt exhausted.

      Clyde was gone and I was free, but fresh bruises mottled the inside of my arm, just below the pit, where my sleeve covered them. When I shifted my weight, my hip still twinged with a pain that’d never quite healed.

      He’d left a mark on me I wasn’t sure I’d ever completely shed.

      At least I could move forward, onward to better things now. Or things I was choosing for myself, anyway.

      “Are you going to be all right here on your own, Mrs. Hoffman?” the cop asked, pausing by his car.

      One of my first acts as a free woman was going to be changing my name back to the one that actually belonged to me.

      I swiped at my eyes and gave him a wobbly smile intended to look grateful. “I won’t be on my own for very long. My brother is on his way.”

      The cop gave another respectful nod. “Good to have family support at times like these.”

      I’d have agreed more if it hadn’t been family who’d sent me here in the first place.

      As I gave the cop a little wave farewell, a black sedan pulled into the drive, leaving room for the coroner’s van and the police car to depart. I waited on the front steps as my brother Ezra stepped out.

      I’d barely seen him since my marriage—only once, at Dad’s funeral a little more than a year ago. At the time, I’d been too busy sorting through all the possibilities that had started spinning in my head to notice just how much gray had come into his dark auburn hair or how many more lines had formed at the corners of his eyes. Or maybe a lot of that had arrived in the past year now that he was fully in charge of the Noble dynasty.

      He walked over, his loafers thumping against the asphalt, and came to a stop at the bottom of the steps. His expression was more somber than I remembered it usually being.

      Had he figured out what I’d done? Was he angry? He’d argued with Dad about the arrangement the old man had made, bargaining me away to Clyde Hoffman to secure an exclusive business arrangement, but not enough to stop the marriage from happening. And who knew how much he’d been enjoying the fruits of their arrangement since then?

      We’d always had a bit of an odd relationship, my brother and me. He was old enough to be my father. I was only a year older than his older son, Roland. And as heir to the Noble crime syndicate, he’d shouldered the weight of many more family expectations than I had. But he’d seen me as more than a possession to trade.

      “Anthea,” he said quietly, in a tone that sounded like an apology, and then, with a brief glint dancing in his eyes, “Back to your old tricks?”

      He wasn’t an effusive man, but there was admiration in that question. My posture relaxed, and I almost started crying all over again. This time, I held the impulse in.

      Ezra respected me because I was made of the same tough stuff every Noble should be. Because I’d learned how to hold my own among the men who controlled so much of my world, honed my own skills to make myself useful among them.

      Dad hadn’t known about those skills—I didn’t think he’d have approved. But I’d revealed my evolving studies to my brother, figuring he’d recognize the value in them. He’d have a reason to speak up for me.

      It just hadn’t been quite enough to save me from the marriage altogether.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said evenly, and the corner of Ezra’s mouth twitched with a hint of a smile. The last five years had allowed me to practice my poker face to the point of perfection.

      “Let’s go home,” he said, with a rough exhalation. “Do you need to pack?”

      “There are a few things I should grab. I’ll worry about the rest later. You can come in if you want.”

      He looked up at the sun beaming from the clear blue sky. Clyde couldn’t have died on a prettier spring day.

      “I think I’ll wait out here,” he said.

      I pushed open the door and glanced around the front hall, my mind momentarily blanking. Technically, everything in this house was mine now. I didn’t want any of it. What I wanted was never to have to see or think about it again.

      I forced myself to walk up the stairs to my room—the small sitting room that held my desk and bookcase and a large closet full of clothes. I’d had to sleep with Clyde in the master bedroom, of course.

      A rush of urgency swept over me. I grabbed a large hobo-style purse and started shoving the few items I did actually want to keep—the items I’d brought from home in the first place—into it. A few pieces of jewelry that’d belonged to my mother. Three favorite novels. A scarf, a pair of black kitten heels that never pinched my feet, the laptop with its methodically scrubbed history. The two dresses that’d survived Clyde’s purges.

      I paused and stared at the outfits stuffed into the rest of the closet. The clothes Clyde had bought for me, that he’d insisted I wear. Low cut on top, high on the bottom, covering as little flesh as possible at all times. Silk and satin and a maid uniform that was way too “dirty” to be used for cleaning.

      A different emotion gripped me, fierce and forceful enough to make my jaw clench.

      I marched down to the kitchen, found a garbage bag, and strode back to my room. Then I yanked dresses and tops and lingerie off the hangers in savage abandon. I stuffed everything I could into the garbage bag, slung the purse over my shoulder, and hauled the rest of the stash down the stairs.

      Ezra raised his eyebrows when I dragged the garbage bag through the doorway. I gave him a tight little smile.

      “When we get back to the mansion, I’m burning all of this in the backyard.”

      My brother let out a low chuckle. “I’ll bring you some lighter fluid to get it started.”

      He helped me toss the garbage bag into the trunk. As I got into the car, the familiar smooth amber scent of the cologne the Noble men favored wrapped around me. Dad had worn it too.

      My throat constricted, and I found myself hugging the purse to my chest. Ezra had said we were going “home,” but the Noble mansion didn’t exactly feel like home anymore. It was where I’d grown up, sure, but it was also where my father had bartered me off within weeks of my eighteenth birthday.

      But he was gone too, and there were other familiar faces I’d be looking forward to seeing there.

      “How are Roland and Wylder?” I asked as Ezra got in beside me.

      My brother had a damn good poker face too. I only noticed the tick of his jaw and the momentary tightening of his hands at the mention of my nephews because I knew him so well—and because being observant had been the key to my survival.

      “Roland left,” he said brusquely, starting the engine. “Wylder’s had to step up. He’s… getting there.”

      I blinked at him, unable to hide my shock. “Left? When? What happened?”

      “He decided he didn’t want any part of the family anymore,” Ezra said. “Took the funds he could get his hands on and vanished, about a year after you got married.” He paused. “I forgot you didn’t know. You have a lot to catch up on.”

      I’d noticed Roland’s absence at Dad’s funeral, but I’d been too distracted to make a thing out of it—and had known better than to pry about Noble business while Clyde was hovering over me. It’d never occurred to me something this extreme had happened.

      Ezra’s tone told me that he didn’t have anything else to say on the specific subject of his elder son. Suddenly the signs of aging made even more sense. How hard had it hit him to lose the son he’d put so much energy into shaping in his image?

      A year after my marriage. Roland would have been eighteen. He’d seen the life ahead of him… and run.

      I could have done the same, couldn’t I? I’d been facing a hell of a lot worse fate than he had. To a lot of people, he’d thrown away an honor. I strained my mind for any memory that might have clued me in to the fact that he’d been fracturing under the pressure, but he’d gotten pretty distant from me in the last few years before Clyde. I’d assumed he was just focused on finding his place in the business. It appeared he’d actually been focused on finding his way out of it.

      Obviously Ezra and Dad hadn’t been able to track him down. I’d assumed there wasn’t any point in me running, that it’d only make things worse. But then, I’d only had a few days to prepare between finding out about my marriage and being escorted into the church. I’d had a lot less access to our holdings than Roland would have had.

      And maybe some part of me had believed that it’d have been beneath me as a Noble to run away, no matter what I was facing. Dad had managed to drill that much pride into me, whether it was to my benefit or not.

      The engine purred as Ezra pulled onto the road and headed toward the highway. He glanced over at me. “You’ll be under my authority now. I’ll have plenty of work for you, but beyond that, your time will be yours. Nothing like Hoffman is ever going to happen again.”

      He meant the statement to be reassuring, but I had the impression of a vise tightening around me. I couldn’t help noticing that he hadn’t asked how I was or whether I was okay. What I might want to do with my life from here. He simply assumed he knew best.

      He’d never been exactly warm. Dad hadn’t let him be. And now, with Roland gone and the greater responsibilities of leadership resting on Ezra’s shoulders, he’d hardened even more.

      Was I free, or was I simply moving from one cage to another?
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      Sunlight washed over me, the August heat baking me into the lounge chair on the deck outside the bedroom I’d claimed as my own. I felt completely, bonelessly relaxed for about five minutes—and then one of the Noble underlings came around the house and stopped on the lawn at the edge of the deck.

      “Ms. Noble,” he said. “Ezra wants to speak to you in his office.”

      I studied the guy, who couldn’t have been much older than me, through slitted eyes. A prickle of irritation ran through me that my brother was summoning me via minion instead of making the short walk down to my room himself, but he had appearances to keep up around the house. Familial fondness didn’t seem to factor into that.

      Nodding to the lackey, I stretched my legs, and smoothed the skirt of my dress as I stood up. It was part of the new wardrobe I’d been collecting for myself, simple styles that covered much more skin than I’d been allowed to under Clyde’s rule, a retro style that appealed to the part of me that enjoyed a little glamor.

      I didn’t look like any of the other women who hung around the Noble mansion, and that was entirely by design. I expected all the men here to remember that I was as far from being a groupie as they were.

      As I went to the sliding door to make my way into the house through my bedroom, my irritation at the summons gave way to a twist of apprehension in my gut.

      Since returning to the Noble mansion, I’d gotten away with doing not much other than lounging and poring over all the reference materials and scientific reports to my heart’s content. There was something to be said for being able to pursue my interest in murderous strategies freely. I’d put my knowledge to use a couple of times, once in offering my opinion on evidence Ezra’s men had turned up at a scene of a skirmish and once suggesting possible methods for dealing with a weapons runner who’d become a thorn in my brother’s side, but both instances had been brief.

      Otherwise, Ezra had given me a long stretch of leisure in which to recover from my truncated marriage. I appreciated it. But I’d known all along that it could only be a brief respite.

      The Nobles hadn’t gotten where they were in the criminal underworld by letting valuable resources go unused.

      On my way up the staircase, I crossed paths with Wylder, my younger nephew. He shot me a typical cocky grin with a tip of his head that was more teasing than deferential. “Hey, Auntie Anthea.”

      I resisted the urge to catch him and give his auburn hair a good rumpling the way I might have before I’d been shipped off to Clyde, when he’d really been just a kid. He was seventeen now, and he was the new heir apparent. He might still exude bravado, especially when he had his little crew of friends around him, but I’d noticed the extra weight on his shoulders right away.

      His father wouldn’t be going easy on him. Ezra’s frustration over Roland’s betrayal and disappearance was echoing all through this family. I couldn’t exactly tell my brother to lighten up on his younger son—that was as likely to make things worse as better—but hopefully I could provide a moderating influence with similar subtlety to my methods of murder.

      Ezra had taken over Dad’s former office, of course. I’d already met him there several times before. Stepping inside was somehow both reassuring and unnerving.

      It was a relief not to see our father sitting behind that broad desk. On the other hand, Ezra had kept so many of the furnishings the same that it was hard not to slip back through my memories to such lovely moments as the one when Dad had informed me of my impending marriage.

      My brother was poised behind the desk in Dad’s usual position, but at least the gaze he leveled at me wasn’t as chilly as what the former man would have aimed at me.

      “Thank you for coming right away, Anthea,” he said. Dad would definitely never have offered gratitude for what he’d felt were his basic dues.

      “It wasn’t any problem,” I said, and willed myself to relax as I sank into one of the armchairs opposite the desk. “Why did you want to see me? Are you dealing with some problem you figured I could help you with? You know I’m always happy to lend a hand where my skills and knowledge will be useful.”

      Ezra’s lips curved with a tight smile that sent my nerves jangling all over again. He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk, his eyes intent on me. “That’s what I like to hear. I do have a task for you—a much more involved one than I’ve asked you to take on before. But I can’t think of anyone who’d be half as good for it as you.”

      If he thought the compliment would butter me up and have me chomping at the bit to go to work for him, he didn’t know me all that well, but I kept that thought to myself. I folded my hands on my lap.

      “Sounds important,” I said. “What does it involve?”

      “Well… Do you remember the Hell Kickers?”

      My stomach clenched up. I kept my expression impassive, giving a slight nod. “I’d have to be an amnesiac not to. I spent a couple of weeks at the Rosanos’ place in Brooklyn every summer from when I was ten until I was sixteen.”

      “Yes.” Ezra rubbed his jaw. “I always thought Dad was planning on deepening our alliance with them by having you make a connection with one of the sons. Would have been a lot more age-appropriate than that bastard Hoffman. I’m not sure what changed there. Maybe he thought the alliance was as solid as it could be and Hoffman’s connections were a more useful acquisition.”

      “No doubt,” I said with a shrug. He couldn’t have any idea how many little jabs his words had sent into me.

      There might have been times when I’d had similar imaginings myself—well, about “connecting” with one of the brothers who were heirs to the Hell Kickers empire, not about solidifying alliances for Dad. But the summer when I was sixteen, it’d been made very clear to me that as far as they were concerned, I’d never reach more than groupie status.

      “And it seems he was wrong there,” Ezra went on. “We had a deal set to go down with their people a week ago—a large one. Only one of the men I sent made it back, injured and empty-handed, saying their side opened fire on us. When I’ve reached out, I’ve been rebuffed, talked to as if I screwed them over. They’re pretending the skirmish was our fault to justify keeping both the goods and the money.”

      I frowned. That didn’t sound like the Rosanos’ usual M.O. The younger generation might have been made of jerks, and the current boss of the Hell Kickers, Marcel Rosano, had quite the wandering eye—he’d married his third wife during the years I used to go out there. But they were usually pretty reliable when it came to their business dealings. That was why Dad had valued the alliance with them in the first place.

      “That’s strange,” I said. “Was there any sign of hostility from them before the deal that went south?”

      Ezra shook his head. “Nothing that struck me at the time, though of course looking back some of the men have pointed to things that might have sounded a little more aggressive than usual or what have you. Hindsight, you know. But obviously we can’t let them get away with this. Who knows who’d try to screw us over next?”

      “So you’re going to war with them?” I asked, not seeing how I’d factor into those plans.

      Ezra steepled his hands. “No. Marcel himself wasn’t directly involved in the deal. The middle brother, Lucan, has taken on oversight of a certain amount of the smuggling side of things. I’m not sure if he screwed us over, or one of the other brothers had a hand in it, or if it’s someone prominent working right under them, but I think there’s a good chance the boss himself didn’t mean to cause any bad blood. I’d rather preserve our working arrangement if I can.”

      “That makes sense.” The Hell Kickers were our strongest allies in the New York area. “How do you want me to get involved, then? Do you want me to have a look at the evidence from the ambush?”

      “I’d imagine that will come into it,” my brother said, “but like I said, this is going to be a more extensive operation than the previous ones. I want you to go out to Brooklyn, get yourself into the Rosanos’ home, and figure out exactly who dealt us dirty.”

      “Oh.” I blinked at him, hoping he couldn’t pick up on the queasy lurch of my gut. “But—they’re not going to welcome me if they’re pissed off at the Nobles right now.”

      Ezra raised his eyebrows. “I assumed that with your quick mind, you could come up with an appropriate excuse to win them over. Obviously we wouldn’t want them knowing that you’re there to investigate. They should assume you’re acting independently of me and for solely personal reasons.” He made a vague gesture with his hand. “Just widowed three months ago. Difficult marriage before then. Anyone would be a little unstable. You can sell it.”

      I probably could. The thought of selling it kept the nausea roiling through me, but I couldn’t think of a good excuse for refusing him. My reasons for not wanting to go back there were purely personal.

      Well, why shouldn’t I go back because of those reasons? One or more of the Rosano brothers or someone they’d put in charge had betrayed us, just as they’d betrayed me seven years ago. I could slip back into their lives and show them I was a hell of a lot more than an easy piece of tail. Remind them that all the Nobles were a force to be reckoned with.

      “Ingratiate yourself with them any way you can,” Ezra said. “I want you to identify every person who knew about the double-cross or helped carry it out, whatever you need to do to get close to them and have them let down their guards. That won’t be a problem, will it?”

      As his meaning sunk in, my chest constricted for a totally different reason. He was asking, not ordering, and maybe if I’d said I wasn’t ready to go that far yet, he’d have backed off on me and found another way.

      But he’d always remember my refusal. It’d be a mark against me, a sign that I hadn’t stepped up for the family when he’d needed me. Who knew how the consequences of that failure might echo through his opinion and treatment of me?

      He was essentially whoring me out just as much as Dad had done with Clyde. But at least there was a time limit on this scheme and no legal binding. I wouldn’t be obligated to put up with whatever they threw at me to make sure I didn’t threaten the business alliance—after all, the alliance was already fractured. I’d still be in control.

      I needed my brother to know that I was stronger than Dad had ever imagined I could be. That I was worthy of being considered—well, he’d never see me as an equal, but as close to that as I could get.

      “Not at all,” I said smoothly. “I already know them pretty well. It shouldn’t take very long for me to ferret out all their dirty secrets.”

      “Excellent.” Ezra smiled again, this time with enough warmth for it to touch his eyes.

      I sat up straighter. “And when I do identify all the people who had a hand in screwing us over? You want me to come back and report to you?”

      My brother chuckled. “Oh, no. I think you can handle the next steps by yourself too. You’re my expert in killings that don’t look like murder, aren’t you? I want you to dispatch every traitor in the Hell Kickers in your own special way.”
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      As the cab cruised along the last few blocks before we reached the massive corner brownstone where the Rosanos lived, I gave my eyes several harsh rubs of my knuckles. It wasn’t hard to give the appearance that you’d recently been crying. I’d forgone makeup and accessories, wearing only a plain dress that was a little wrinkled as if I’d grabbed the closest thing on hand in my hurry to leave. The only luggage I’d brought with me along with my purse was a duffel bag stuffed with a similar apparent lack of care.

      Everything was perfectly considered, of course, for the exact effect it’d create. I was walking into the lion’s den, and I intended to put on the best show I could to ensure that I walked back out with all my limbs intact. Maybe I’d even get to recover my dignity along the way.

      The cab parked outside the house, and I pushed a few twenties into the driver’s hand before scrambling out, lugging my duffel with me. It wasn’t that heavy, but I also wanted to give the impression of frailty. Nothing threatening to see here. Just a distressed woman seeking sanctuary out of desperation.

      I climbed the stone steps out front, as neatly swept as always, and pressed on the doorbell. The knocker, a bronze ornament that looked like an actual lion’s face, seemed to snarl at me as I waited for a response.

      I used to find the knocker comforting when I was younger. Like it represented the forces that would protect me while I was within these walls. Now it stood for the men who might tear me apart like the beasts they were if I gave them the chance.

      I kept my shoulders rounded, my head low. I didn’t know the details of all the Rosanos’ current security measures, but chances were good they had a security camera monitoring the front step. My act had to be comprehensive. Even when I was in the supposed privacy of a bedroom or bathroom, I wouldn’t be able to let down my guard.

      It took a full minute. I was about to jab the bell again when the door sighed open. A musclebound man I didn’t recognize peered at me from the front hall, his beady eyes narrowed beneath tufts of reddish-blond hair.

      “What do you want?” he demanded.

      Such a friendly welcome. I couldn’t tell whether he had any idea who I was, but it was easiest to assume no.

      I dragged in a breath, purposefully shaky. “I need to talk to Marcel Rosano. My—my father was friends with him, before he died. Abram Noble? I used to come here for a couple weeks in the summers… I didn’t know where else to go.”

      The man’s skeptical expression didn’t shift. Then his head twitched, and I noticed the bud in his ear—a microphone. He was getting orders from someone.

      We were definitely under surveillance.

      The lackey waved me inside. The second the door had closed behind me, he motioned for me to hold up my arms. I set down my bag and did so, tolerating the shame of being patted down like a criminal. I’d expected as much.

      The guy unzipped my bag and pawed through it, but of course I hadn’t concealed anything in a way the average or even above average person would notice. With a huff, he closed it again and pushed it toward me with his heel. “All right. I’ll bring you to Marcel. No funny business.”

      “Humor isn’t really my forte,” I said, deadpan, as if I hadn’t understood what he meant. He scowled but managed not to aim his dour expression at me.

      Someone had told him I was more important than a gang groupie or maid. Was Marcel Rosano himself on the other end of that earpiece? That would suggest this underling wasn’t all that far beneath the man in charge. I’d better keep an eye on him.

      He marched me up the curved grand staircase and down the second-floor hall over the same thick, navy runner that’d covered it seven years ago. The route was achingly familiar, mingling nostalgia with regret.

      Dad and I had always walked this path to greet Marcel and his sons when he’d drop me off for my summer stay. A chance to broaden your horizons and get a sense of the scope of our connections, he’d told me. I did wonder if Ezra was right—if it’d always been about the hope of solidifying the friendship and business alliance with a marriage.

      That would make sense. Dad had clearly never seen me as more than a bargaining chip. It’d never occurred to him that I might be of value to the business in any way except by bringing a man on board.

      Just for an instant, I wondered what would have happened if I really had run five years ago when he’d announced my impending nuptials. If I’d rushed to this same house under similar pretenses to now, only those pretenses would have been true.

      I already knew the answer, though. Marcel had been friends with Dad. He’d have sent me back without a second thought. It wasn’t as if the Rosano brothers would have spoken up for me either. They’d already gotten everything they wanted from me two years before.

      Would they be with him now, waiting to inspect me and see how much worse for wear I’d come out of my marriage? Eager to confirm that they hadn’t missed out on anything worthwhile?

      My teeth gritted, and I forced my jaw to relax. As much as I might have longed to stab each of the three of them—in the gut, angled to just the right spot so it’d be a slow and painful but inevitable death—I had a job to do here. And there were things more painful than dying.

      I should know.

      We stopped outside the room Marcel still used as his office. My escort poked his head inside, and a gruff baritone I immediately recognized said, “Just bring her in, Griffin. She’s a girl, not an assassin.”

      Oh, he really didn’t know me as well as he thought he did.

      The lackey let out a faint huff and prodded me through the doorway, following behind me. As I went to stand in front of the gleaming white desk where the head of the Hell Kickers gang was sitting, Griffin positioned himself next to the older man’s chair.

      It was only the three of us in the room, a realization that gave me a rush of relief. I could face his sons, but it’d have been harder dealing with everything at once. This way I could focus on the boss while I gave my pitch.

      Marcel Rosano looked pretty much as I remembered him—a hard, grim man with a heavy brow. His carefully trimmed hair was still jet-black, not a hint of gray in it. Considering he was in his late fifties by now, I suspected there must have been dye involved, not that he was likely to ever admit as much.

      The room looked pretty much the same too, all posh modern furnishings that contrasted sharply with the aged elegance the Noble men preferred. The only thing my gaze snagged on that struck me was the wedding photo hung on the wall over a side table. At first glance, I thought I’d just forgotten the cut of the dress. Then I registered that the bride’s hair was golden-blond rather than the ice-blond waves I’d seen before.

      So the senior Rosano had gotten himself out of and then into another marriage since I’d last been here. What was this now? His fourth? He did have a type. I couldn’t help being glad that my flame-red hair kept me well out of that category.

      He liked them young, that was for sure. The woman in the new photo barely looked over twenty. I’d bet his sons just loved that—having a stepmom who was the same age or maybe even younger than they were. They’d chafed at following Holly’s authority back when I was around to observe, and she’d at least had ten years on Darius, the oldest.

      I couldn’t say I was sorry to see Holly replaced. We’d never clashed, exactly, but there’d always been something a bit… grasping about her that’d rubbed me the wrong way. Like she expected everything to be handed to her rather than putting in the work to earn it.

      I wanted to congratulate Marcel and find out the new wifey’s name, but it wouldn’t work in my favor to show off my observational skills. I settled for giving him a simpering, nervous smile.

      “Thank you for seeing me, Mr. Rosano. I know how busy you must be.”

      Marcel folded his hands together on his desk. “Your father was a good friend, Anthea. My condolences again for his passing. I wouldn’t feel right about turning you away without at least hearing what you’ve got to say. What are you doing here?”

      The question should have sounded concerned, but his gaze felt sharp as a hawk’s. He was listening carefully, preparing to analyze every word I said.

      I rubbed my hand across my mouth as if I were uncomfortable about telling my story. Which I was, but not for the reasons he’d think.

      “I don’t know if you heard—my husband passed on,” I said. Marcel would have seen me with Clyde at Dad’s funeral. “A few months ago. I went back to the family home since I didn’t want to stay in his old house alone. But… my brother and I haven’t always gotten along all that well. And since Dad died and he took over the business, he’s gotten even more set in his ways. We argued a few times, and this morning he got so furious with me that he gave me ten minutes to leave and said he’d have me shot if I showed my face again.”

      I let a tremor creep into my voice with those last words. Ezra had told me that he hadn’t met with Marcel in person since the funeral. All business arrangements had been conducted through middlemen. It’d be easy for the Rosano boss to imagine the already strict man he’d known becoming even harsher under the weight of his responsibilities.

      “So why did you come here?” Griffin asked, as if he was in charge of this interview.

      To my surprise, Marcel only raised his hand in a mild rebuke. The guy was definitely pretty high up—high enough that jumping in like that wasn’t overstepping his authority by much at all.

      Why was Griffin here and not any of the Rosano sons?

      When Marcel nodded at me, I answered his lackey’s question. “Ezra made it clear he wanted me all the way out of Paradise Bend. I’ve lived there my whole life. Clyde’s house is already sold. I always loved those summer visits here. And I figured it was far enough away from Paradise City that Ezra couldn’t be upset about it, even if you two do business together. I didn’t mean to impose. I just—I don’t have much to get by with. He took over my bank accounts and all that financial stuff too.”

      Marcel hummed to himself. “Are you aware that we’ve had our own troubles with the Nobles recently?”

      I blinked at him. The woman I was pretending to be wouldn’t have been privy to any of her brother’s business dealings. “What? No, of course not. Why would— The alliance between the Nobles and the Hell Kickers has always been so solid. I wouldn’t have come otherwise. I don’t know what to say.”

      Marcel made a dismissive gesture. “You’re not the one who needs to say anything. We’ll clear the air soon enough. I can’t hold your brother’s behavior against you, not when you’ve been harmed by it too.”

      My mind latched on to his phrasing—the suggestion that he’d been harmed by something Ezra had done. That Ezra needed to say something. Had my brother taken some action to provoke the ruined deal and not bothered to mention that part to me?

      It seemed unlikely. Ezra had wanted me to go in fully prepared so I could sort the problem out. It wouldn’t help him to lie when I’d only find out the truth from the very people he’d sent me to. Chances were Marcel had simply constructed a public fiction that he was the wounded party. No one wanted to do business with a turncoat.

      “If there’s any way I can help…” I said hesitantly. “I didn’t mean to stir up bad blood.”

      “Not at all, not at all.” The older man paused, leaning forward.

      Before he could go on, Griffin stirred at his side. He spoke in a low voice. “Are you sure—when we’re still sorting through the pieces—”

      Marcel patted his arm. “It’s fine.” He shifted his attention back to me, his gaze piercing. Analytical.

      He was considering how useful having me under his roof might be to whatever negotiations he was going to make. Possibly whether I might have inside info he could coax out of me. I was a bargaining chip yet again.

      “You can stay for as long as you need to while you get back on your feet,” Marcel said. “I’d prefer if you maintained a low profile and kept to yourself for the most part. I don’t want there to be too much buzzing about you being here.”

      I bobbed my head. “I understand. Thank you so much. Just having somewhere to stay and regroup is all I was hoping for.”

      “Good.” He nudged Griffin. “Take her to one of the guestrooms. I’ll have to let the boys know who’s come back to visit after all this time.”

      I stepped after Griffin, restraining a grimace. Somehow I didn’t think the “boys” were going to be happy about the news.
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      I burst into the section of the third floor we used as our private apartment and was relieved to find both of my brothers already in the large sitting room we shared. Lucan was sitting at the table with one of his ever-present books, and Felix lounged on the leather sofa, jabbing at a video game controller. He paused the game as Lucan looked up.

      Good. I could let out my frustration all in one go. Because fuck, I had a lot of it.

      But as I took a breath, I reined in some of my roiling emotions. I couldn’t go storming around having outbursts for the hell of it. I was the oldest of us; I was the heir. I had to act like I was capable of ruling an empire, or not even my brothers would respect me.

      Letting my passions get the better of me had already led to near disaster before.

      I couldn’t stop my voice from coming out terse. “She’s back. She’s here. They’re setting her up in a fucking guestroom, and Dad can’t even say how long she’s staying.”

      Lucan blinked, his attention sharpening behind his dark brown eyes. He never had any trouble keeping an even keel. If anything, he was too calm about too many things.

      “Who’s here?” he said, setting his book aside. “What are you talking about, Darius?”

      “The cunt who screwed us while she was screwing us over,” I snapped, and caught myself with a chagrinned huff. So much for keeping my temper.

      But when it came to Anthea Noble, I was owed a little rage, wasn’t I? I’d never gotten to unleash my fury on the girl who’d deserved it back when she’d earned it. And now she’d waltzed back into our home as if the place belonged to her. The balls on that bitch.

      Felix sat up straighter, swiping his floppy black hair away from his face. “Anthea’s here? Are you serious?”

      My youngest brother didn’t sound as upset about it as he should have—but then, women were Felix’s main vice. If he’d paid as much attention to running the family business as chasing tail, he could have given me a run for my money when it came to taking the top spot.

      “Yes,” I gritted out. “Dad just informed me. He got some sob story from her about how her brother cast her out of the home and she had nowhere else to go, and he agreed to take her in. It’s fucking ridiculous.”

      Lucan knit his brow. He rubbed his forehead, displacing the light brown strands that had slipped free from his short ponytail. “Why would he do that? After what she did the last time she was here…”

      “Maybe he doesn’t care,” Felix said. I was glad to hear that his tone had turned more somber at the reminder of the shameful revelation we’d had to face seven years ago. “You know what Dad’s like with women. He probably figures her dad put her up to it and she had no choice in the matter or some shit like that. Maybe he’s looking to get started on wife number five.”

      I loved my father, but the thought of him setting his hands anywhere on Anthea Noble’s body made me want to puke. Oh, hell, no.

      “It doesn’t matter what she told him to convince him,” I said. “Dad and the old Noble boss were friends for ages. He wouldn’t have needed a spy when he could have asked whatever he wanted to know. If she was working for anyone’s interests other than her own, it’d be that prick of a brother—Ezra. He’s shown he doesn’t care about screwing us over either.”

      “At least he didn’t fuck us first,” Felix said jauntily, but his bright blue eyes had darkened.

      “Her brother is another reason Dad might have let her stay,” Lucan pointed out in his usual measured way. “He thinks she knows things about Ezra and his plans that we’d want to find out. He figures he can outmaneuver her—or that we can.”

      “Yes.” I prowled through the room, my rage slowly condensing into a concrete plan. “We have to get everything out of her. Every little tidbit she’s got in her head about how the Noble family operates. Everything we can use to show them they can’t get away with stabbing us in the back.”

      Lucan reached into the desk drawer and got out one of his packs of nicotine gum. As far as I knew, the guy had never taken up smoking—he probably figured he was too smart for that—but he said he liked the boost in alertness and concentration he got from the chemical. I guessed it was smarter to ingest it in a way that didn’t also require filling your lungs with tobacco and Lord knew what other garbage.

      “She might really have been kicked out of the family home,” he said. “Ezra isn’t sticking to their father’s policies. He wouldn’t have been expecting her to come back into the fold after her marriage.”

      I snorted. “You don’t think her rich old husband’s death was a coincidence, do you? They totally set him up. Take a few years to make the marriage look legit and then off him, getting direct access to all his holdings. She’s a goddamn black widow.”

      Lucan shrugged. “Maybe that was their dad’s plan and Ezra isn’t so happy about it. Or maybe he feels she’s fulfilled her usefulness. Or she got overconfident and started making demands he wasn’t willing to entertain.”

      “It doesn’t matter, does it?” Felix asked, his gaze flicking between us. “No matter whether she really wants our help now, she turned traitor before. We can’t trust her.”

      “We have to make her pay,” I said firmly. “What do you do with a spider? Crush it under your shoe. We’re not a bunch of horny teenagers anymore. We know how to handle a woman. We get under her skin, mess with her until she’s panting for more, and then break her until she’s ready to spill everything.” I shot a crooked smile at Felix. “Shouldn’t be any trouble for you, should it?”

      He grinned back at me. “Oh, no. I’m looking forward to playtime. I’ll have her begging for mercy—and a whole lot of other things—in no time flat.”

      Lucan cleared his throat. “It isn’t just playing. Don’t get caught up in the fun of it. That’s how she blinded us the first time around.”

      Felix shot him a disdainful look. “Do you think I’ve given a fuck about any of the women I’ve nailed? I can make her melt without putting in more effort than snapping my fingers. It’s you we should be worried about. Do you even remember where the pussy is located?”

      Lucan glowered back at him, his mouth flattening. “Just because I don’t spend my free time humping every piece of ass in sight doesn’t mean I can’t handle a little seduction. Especially when it means defending the family.”

      “Exactly.” I folded my arms over my chest. “It’s perfectly simple. We humiliate her just as much as she showed us up back then, we make her crave what we’ll never give her, we use her and crack her open and then we throw her out with the trash where she belongs. Any argument?”

      Both of my brothers shook their heads, matching expressions of determination hardening their faces. A sense of total certainty came over me, steadying me despite my previous fury.

      Anthea Noble was going down, and we were just the men to deliver her doom.
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      I’d known it wouldn’t be long before I had to face the younger Rosanos. They did still live in the house, after all—in the same third-floor apartment they had before, from what I’d gathered. I could still picture the layout in my head from lazy summer days tucked between them on the sofa watching movies or playing video games, the guys tossing chips into each other’s mouths over my head and jostling against me.

      I’d even gone into each of their bedrooms at least once, when we were younger and it hadn’t seemed like such a private thing. Each was the same size and similarly furnished, off its own wall of the common room, but with a vibe that’d reflected those three very different personalities: Darius’s displaying trophies from the sports teams he’d captained, Lucan’s strictly neat with a stuffed but perfectly organized bookcase, Felix’s an opulently chaotic mess.

      But I wasn’t anywhere near the third floor when the brothers confronted me. I slipped into the kitchen late in the evening after my arrival, figuring I’d whip up some dinner discreetly. I was just bringing the frying pan to the stove when the door thumped at the other end of the room.

      To my chagrin, I startled and dropped the pan on the stovetop with a clatter. When I spun around, I found myself faced with the exact three people I’d least been looking forward to reuniting with.

      It was strange, seeing the guys again. Felix had been fifteen, Lucan seventeen, and Darius eighteen the last time I’d been here. They hadn’t had all that much more growing up to do, but the men before me definitely felt like men in a way the guys I’d thought I’d known hadn’t.

      And they were even more stunningly handsome than they’d been before, God damn it. No amount of animosity could stop me from noticing that.

      Darius had come in last, shoving the door shut behind them, but he was already striding to the front of the pack like the leader he was. He’d always been tall and buff, and even more muscles filled out his brawny frame now beneath the fitted button-up and slacks and highlighted all the most enticing ridges of those assets. He’d cut his dark brown hair even shorter than before, slicked back down with a few stray spikes jutting along his temples. There was a scar on his jaw, a thin pale line like an extra-long smile line, that hadn’t been there the last time I’d seen him.

      And those light blue eyes had never been as cold as they were now as they stared into mine.

      The younger brothers flanked Darius, Lucan on the left and Felix on the right. Lucan had grown out his lighter brown hair, which I knew from family photos he’d gotten from his mother. The smooth strands were pulled back into a short ponytail. He stood almost as tall as Darius but significantly leaner, like always. The toned forearms that showed beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his dress shirt proved he wasn’t any slouch in the muscle department regardless.

      His deep brown gaze considered me with a familiar contemplative air. It held none of Darius’ overt chill, but there was a stillness to his stance that I didn’t recognize at all.

      Felix arched his eyebrows at me beneath his typically wayward black hair, which fell at an angle across his forehead. He folded his sinewy arms over his chest, tipping his posture at a jaunty angle, his foot tapping lightly against the floor. He’d always had trouble staying still. Normally his exuberant energy had translated into jokes and pranks. Now, the intensity in his midnight-blue eyes unnerved me. It wasn’t so much sly as outright wicked.

      I crossed my own arms over the bodice of my day dress, glad that my preferred style covered so much of my skin. Even so, I felt weirdly naked under their combined gazes. Goosebumps rippled over my bare arms and calves.

      No. I wasn’t letting them intimidate me. They were the ones who should feel humiliated after the way they’d treated me. And if they didn’t feel that way already, then I’d get them there. I was the wronged party returning to claim vengeance, whether they realized it yet or not.

      Better if they didn’t, really.

      “The firebird finally flies out of the nest—and ends up here,” Felix said in a wry tone that had too much of an edge to it to be really playful. A shiver tingled down my back at the old nickname, which apparently he hadn’t forgotten—in reference to my red hair and general tininess, at least compared to the three of them. At five foot two, I was a full head shorter than both Darius and Lucan, and my brow only made it up to Felix’s chin.

      Not intimidated, I reminded myself. I’d survived Dad and Clyde and a hell of a lot more. They had no idea who they were dealing with now.

      “It wasn’t planned,” I said calmly. “I was in a bad situation without many options. Believe me, I had no illusions that I could run to the three of you as my heroes. Thankfully your dad has some chivalry.”

      “You assumed you could lean on his loyalty to your dad to get your way,” Lucan said. His gaze might not have been as icy as Darius’s, but his tone was flatly cool.

      I turned to the stove as if I wasn’t at all concerned about leaving my back vulnerable and turned on the heat under the frying pan. “I didn’t assume anything. I hoped he’d be willing to give me a roof over my head while I figure out where I’m going from here. Believe me, I’ve learned not to count on anyone but myself.”

      Darius’s voice rolled out of him with a hint of a growl. “But somehow you didn’t predict your asshole brother kicking you out. Not very independent if you’re jumping from one man to another. To yet another, if we count your late husband in that line.”

      I hadn’t so much jumped as been tossed, but I didn’t think it’d help my presentation as an independent, capable woman if I brought that up.

      I shrugged and cracked open a couple of eggs to scramble them in a bowl. “See it however you like. Your opinion doesn’t particularly matter to me.”

      “It should,” he said darkly. “Because this is our house as much as it is our father’s, and you’re going to play by our rules too. For starters, you should look at your hosts when you’re talking to them.”

      I glanced briefly over my shoulder at him, ignoring his glower. “Or you’ll do what?” Then I returned to my cooking, lashing the eggs with a fork since I hadn’t been able to find a whisk. The vicious movement bolstered my resolve. “I haven’t had dinner yet. I’m hungry. If you want me to look at you, you could grab me the butter from the fridge.”

      When none of them moved, I went and got the butter myself, along with a hunk of cheese.

      “You can’t expect us to believe that your brother really threw you out,” Lucan said as I dropped a pat of butter into the pan, where it sizzled faintly. “His recently widowed sister who has no place else to go?”

      “That shows how well you know—or don’t know—my brother,” I retorted.

      “We know you, Firebird.” Felix tsked his tongue. “But don’t worry. You play games, and we can play too. It’ll be lots of fun. Mostly for us, of course.”

      That sounded awfully ominous. And what was it supposed to mean? What did they know about me other than I’d been stupid enough to think we were actually friends… something more than friends… which had no bearing on our current situation. I could understand them suspecting that Ezra had sent me because of the recent conflict between our families, but Felix seemed to be insinuating that there was something suspicious about me in general.

      “I’m not looking to play games,” I said as I got out a small knife to cut off a few slices of cheese for my scrambled egg sandwich. “I just want to eat some dinner and then get back on my feet. You can all go back to doing whatever you were doing before I showed up.” That was, until I dragged them down into the dirt where they belonged.

      “I think you’re playing one right now,” Darius said, his voice low enough to serve as a warning. The next thing I knew, he’d crossed the distance between us and pinned me against the counter, his hands planting on either side of my torso.

      The heat of his well-built body washed over me. My fingers curled tighter around the handle of the paring knife. I twisted around, hating that my hip and shoulder had to brush against him while he had me penned in like this—hating that the contact and the crisp, masculine scent of his cologne woke up all kinds of memories I’d rather stayed banished.

      “And what are you doing?” I asked, gazing up at him steadily, tuning out the stutter of my pulse.

      He glared down at me, his expression still cold but his pale eyes—oh, there was definitely more than ice in them now. They burned into me as if they were dancing with white-hot flames. The passion in them, even if it was mostly anger, set amid his brutally gorgeous face sent heat pooling between my thighs.

      Fuck. I hadn’t been turned on like this—hadn’t really been turned on at all—in years. For all I’d serviced Clyde, he’d never bothered to get me off. I should have hooked up with a few Noble lackeys while I had the chance back home, celebrated my freedom and gotten my long-suppressed needs sated.

      “I’m reminding you who the boss is,” Darius said, as low as before. His breath grazed my face. “Who you need to oblige if you expect to stay here. It won’t be like last time. You’ll jump when we call. We’ll take what we want, when we want it. Our terms, not yours. By the time we’re ready, you’re going to be begging for it.”

      I cocked my head, willing down the flush that was creeping beneath my skin. “Begging for what, exactly? I already know what I’d get if I chased after you. No, thank you. Been there, done that.”

      “Oh, yeah? We’re not the boys you toyed with back then.” He leaned closer, his head dipping, our faces only inches apart. Every nerve in my body woke up to eager attention despite my internal demands that I stay unaffected. “I’ll guarantee you’ve never had anyone like us. And you won’t unless you dance to our tune. I can tell you’re already salivating for it. Poor little widow.”

      Those last mocking words cracked my shell, but it was anger that spilled out. I raised my hand with the knife and held the blade right below his throat, where it’d pierce the skin if he leaned any nearer. “I guarantee I won’t be doing any dancing for you. So back off and let me get my dinner.”

      Felix let out a disbelieving guffaw.

      “Anthea,” Lucan said, terse and almost chiding, a tone that made me bristle even more.

      Darius’s lips simply drew back in a smile so fierce it could have flayed a weaker person open. He raised one hand to close his solid fingers around my wrist. He meant to wrench the knife down, away from him, but I shifted my weight at the last second, and the blade nicked the skin just above his collarbone.

      “Oops,” I said, not at all apologetically.

      That might have been a step too far. Darius made a rough sound in his throat and slammed my wrist against the edge of the counter. I kept gripping the knife as if my life depended on it, gritting my teeth against the pain that radiated through my hand. But a weird sort of giddiness rushed through me in the same moment.

      I’d gone five years without being able to openly fight. Putting up with whatever Clyde demanded or did to me—because if I pissed him off, then the deal fell apart. While Dad was alive, he’d have done even worse to me after Clyde kicked me back to him.

      And after Dad’s death… I’d known that Ezra wouldn’t mourn the old man’s passing, but I hadn’t felt I could count on him being okay with me simply leaving the deal in shambles. I’d ensured my way back into his good graces by extricating myself while leaving all business ties intact. I’d kept the money from the personal possessions, and I’d passed all control over Clyde’s professional holdings to my brother.

      I didn’t owe these pricks anything. I was here by their father’s grace, not theirs. And if they kicked me out, fuck them. I could investigate just fine from outside these walls if I had to.

      With that sense of power surging up inside me, I raised my free hand and trailed my fingers down Darius’s—yes, very impressive—chest. His eyes flashed with something more than fury, and his body pushed into my touch just slightly.

      Oh, I wasn’t the only one affected by our closeness, not by a longshot. He wanted to hear me beg because he was dying to use me all over again.

      He’d never met a woman like the one I’d become.

      I gave him a coy little smile and brought my hand back to rest on my hip. “Maybe you’re the one who’ll be dancing. Seems like I’ve gotten you all hot and bothered already.”

      He bared his teeth, and for a second I thought he might ram his hips right against me while his mouth crashed into mine. I wasn’t sure I didn’t want him to, which was probably a problem, but at least I’d have the upper hand. He’d be the one whose control had broken.

      The eldest Rosano brother kept his head, though, and took the other perfectly acceptable option. He pushed away from me, releasing my wrist.

      “Only in your fantasies, Lady Noble,” he said, giving his own old nickname for me a savagely mocking lilt. “Enjoy your dinner while you’re getting one.” Then he stalked out of the kitchen, his brothers falling in behind him.

      The second they’d vanished out the doorway, I sagged against the counter. An acrid scent told me the butter had burned in the pan. I muttered a curse and yanked it off the heat, but a heady sense of anticipation was still unfurling inside me.

      The Rosano brothers wanted to toy with me? I’d just confirmed that the game could go both ways. They could play with fire all they wanted, but it’d be them getting burnt in the end.
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      Marcel had told me to stay out of the way, but I’d learned early on in my marriage how to move through a house without drawing unwanted notice. And pretty much all notice in the Hoffman household had been unwanted.

      I wandered through the open rooms on all three floors of the house, taking note of the comings and goings of the Hell Kickers underlings and the staff. Like in the Noble mansion, a few of the members of Marcel’s inner circle spent a significant part of their working day in his home, and lackeys were constantly coming and going to report to or consult with the higher-ups.

      The shipment the Hell Kickers had stolen had been a lot of pricy merchandise Ezra had been fencing, collected from various operations around the county. Mostly jewelry and small antiques, he’d said—a hundred thousand dollars’ worth. He’d never have done a deal that big with an unknown quantity, but he’d trusted Marcel’s people.

      I didn’t catch anyone talking about the Nobles or the stolen shipment during my first full day in the house, so by the late afternoon, I decided I’d better switch tactics to speed things along a little. After my hostile reception from the Rosano brothers, I didn’t want to linger here any longer than required to see my mission through.

      I caught the attention of a particularly youthful lackey on his way out, motioning him over as I worried at my lower lip with my teeth as if I were nervous. He looked me up and down, giving no sign of whether he recognized me or not, but the fact that I was here in the house and not dressed like I was about to do a striptease must have given him enough confirmation that I held some kind of importance.

      “Hey,” I said. “Sorry to bother you. It’s been a while since I was last here, and I’m not totally up on who’s handling what these days… If I wanted to unload a few heirlooms discreetly, is there someone I could talk to about that?”

      The young guy, who I doubted was even out of his teens, cocked his head. “For the big stuff, I think it’s Mick who’s mostly in charge with that, but I haven’t seen him around today. He probably wouldn’t want to be bothered. You could try Brant. I think he’s been part of some of those kinds of deals, smaller scale stuff. I saw him out back.” He jabbed his thumb toward the other end of the house.

      “Brant,” I repeated. “What’s he look like, so I make sure I talk to the right guy?”

      The lackey chuckled. “I dunno—brown hair, curly… About as tall as I am? Shout his name, and he’ll be the one who answers.”

      He took off, and I headed toward the backyard.

      Since this was Brooklyn and not Paradise City, it was a relatively small yard despite the size of the house. No private shooting ranges here. As far as I could tell, it wasn’t reserved for any specific kind of business, only discussions that spilled out there when people needed a change of scenery.

      Finding Brant was easy enough. There was only one person back there right now, a stocky guy with curly brown hair who was pacing back and forth across the patio stones as he spoke in low tones into his cellphone. I hung back by the door, waiting until he finished the call, positioning myself as meekly as I could.

      As soon as he lowered the phone from his ear, I stepped off the narrow deck toward him. “Brant?”

      He scowled at me, more sour than imposing. I didn’t think he was out of his twenties yet, so not likely someone who had a whole lot of authority. That was better for my purposes anyway. People who were less practiced, less familiar with how much was at stake, made more mistakes.

      “What do you want?” he asked tersely.

      I folded my arms over my chest as if hugging myself. “We can talk later if you’re busy. But one of the other Hell Kickers told me you might be a good person to reach out to if I had a few family heirlooms I wanted to put on the marketplace—without word getting out.”

      He studied me, and a faint spark of interest lit in his eyes. “You’re Anthea Noble. I heard you’d crashed the party. What, are you looking to sell some of your brother’s shit behind his back?”

      I guessed even with my keeping a low profile, it wouldn’t have taken long for the underlings who spent the most time around the house to catch wind of my arrival. Marcel might not have gossiped, but there were his sons and that Griffin guy and whoever else had seen me arrive. It was hard to stay totally unnoticed when you had hair as flaming red as mine.

      I drew my chin up straighter with a dignity I figured he’d expect from a member of the Nobles, even a disgraced one. “It’s my ‘shit’ too. I’m as much a part of the family as he is. And I’m going to need some money. Can you help me or what?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I haven’t handled anything major when it comes to fencing; I just help out with that side of things when I’m called on. But a few pieces, nothing too big, I could figure out a good place to move them. What kind of heirlooms are we talking about?”

      I’d brought a few things with me in case I needed them for this kind of bartering, although what I was really looking for was information rather than money. They were part of my inheritance from my late husband, and I didn’t give a crap what happened to Clyde’s family relics, but no one here would recognize the difference.

      “A couple of necklaces,” I said, “gold, one with diamonds, the other with sapphires. A pocket watch, and a first edition of James Joyce’s Ulysses.” Which I’d found almost as ponderous as Clyde was when I’d tried to read it ages ago.

      Brant hummed to himself. “I’ll put out some feelers, see who’s looking. The book will probably be the hardest since I’m guessing there are fewer people looking for those, and the collectors tend to talk to each other.”

      “Whatever you can manage,” I said. “I’ll be here. And I’m willing to compromise on the price to move them quickly.”

      “That always helps.” He gave me a scrutinizing look that briefly felt more mature than his appearance suggested. I kept up an inane smile of gratitude, willing him not to see anything beyond it.

      “I’ve got Hell Kickers business to take care of too, of course,” he went on. “I’ll let you know when I have a chance to get around to it.”

      “Sure, I understand.” I waved off the remark while letting my smile tighten as if getting this money really did matter a lot to me. Better that he saw me as a desperate girl than a woman with deeper schemes up her sleeves.

      Brant turned away from me, and I inhaled quickly before I lost the one lead I’d gotten. “I heard some guy named Mick also handles a lot of the fencing. If you’re too busy, maybe you could point me to him.”

      Brant’s head swiveled to face me, his expression darkening. “You don’t want to go talking to Mick.”

      I frowned. “Why not?”

      He studied me again in that penetrating way I didn’t like. “How much do you know about what went down between the Nobles and the Hell Kickers a couple weeks ago?”

      I knit my brow as if I had no idea what he was talking about. “Something went down? Ezra never mentioned that—but then, it’s not like he ever talked about business things with me.”

      Brant folded his arms over his chest. “Your brother’s people turned on ours. Mick was the only one working that deal who made it out alive. You’d better believe he’s gunning for the Nobles now, and he won’t care how much you did or didn’t know about it. So I’d keep out of his way.”

      I wouldn’t have any choice if I didn’t find out who I was looking for. “How do I know who he is to steer clear?”

      “He’s a tall guy, not too bulky, dark hair down to here.” Brant gestured to his shoulders. “I don’t think there’s anyone else who fits all that who’d be coming in and out of the house regularly.”

      Good. Now I knew who to not-avoid so I could get some more answers. This guy was saying that the Nobles had mowed down every other guy who’d been working the hand-off? More like this Mick had probably mowed them down himself and kept the proceeds, while blaming the Nobles for it. I could see in my mind’s eye exactly how that scenario might have played out—and led to the Rosanos being pissed off at Ezra through no fault of my family.

      Which meant the last man standing was the key to this whole thing.

      “Thank you,” I said with a bob of my head. “Really, I appreciate it.” More than he knew.

      Brant let out a gruff sound and headed inside. I stayed out back for a few minutes longer, soaking in the warmth of the late afternoon sun, and then I went in myself to get on with my own business.

      Unfortunately I’d only made it to the base of the stairs when Felix came sauntering down them. I halted in my tracks, but his gaze had already locked on to me. I held myself firm, unwilling to flee even as a predatory smirk curved his lips.

      As he approached, he flicked his black hair away from his forehead in a careless gesture. “And what are you up to, Firebird?”

      I raised my eyebrows at him. “Who says I’m up to anything? A woman’s not allowed to walk down the hall in this place?”

      “Not when that woman is you. I think you should have an escort. Otherwise who knows what trouble you could get into.” He stepped close, grazing his knuckles down the side of my arm, and a shiver that was far too enjoyable ran over my skin. There’d been no mistaking the suggestiveness of his last remark.

      “I think I learned my lesson about trouble around here a long time ago,” I said tartly.

      The retort had been meant as a reminder of the trouble he and his brothers had given me, but an emotion flashed in Felix’s bright eyes that looked more like anger than shame. Like before in the kitchen, it took me aback. What the hell did this guy have to be pissed off at me about?

      “I don’t know,” he said in a voice that’d gone both tauter and sultrier, sliding over me like a caress in itself. “Imagine all the things I’ve learned in the last seven years. Imagine how fun it’d be to have me teach you them.”

      “That’s assuming I haven’t already learned them elsewhere,” I replied dryly. “I didn’t leave here for a nunnery.”

      “Had a good time with your decrepit old husband then, did you?”

      My jaw clenched at the acidic insinuation in his voice. I wished Clyde had been a lot more decrepit than he’d actually been. Maybe then I’d have sported fewer bruises.

      Squaring my shoulders, I stepped closer to Felix. I wasn’t giving him the power here, not when I had so much of my own to wield.

      “Jealous?” I taunted under my breath. “Maybe there are all kinds of things I could teach you… if the thought didn’t make me want to vomit.”

      Felix’s smirk turned into a baring of his teeth, but a haze of unmistakable lust darkened his eyes. Oh, yes, I did have some power. The brothers might have used me before, but they’d used me because they’d wanted me. I’d been a cherry they’d gobbled up before spitting out the pit.

      Never again.

      Felix pushed toward me, forcing me to back up until my heel hit the wall behind me. He might not have been especially tall by regular standards, but he could still loom over my petite frame. As he opened his mouth, I kept my body stiffly unyielding—but then the front door swung open just down the hall, voices carrying toward us.

      Something flickered across Felix’s expression, like irritation sparking into inspiration. Without warning, he grabbed my arm, yanked open a door just beyond my shoulder, and shoved us both past it.

      His hand clapped over my mouth, muffling my yelp of protest. Ripples of thick fabric engulfed me, along with the smell of wool.

      We were in a coat closet, full of winter coats that hadn’t been used in months. Only a thin sliver of light seeped through the gap between the door and the frame, giving Felix’s striking face a hazy quality as he tilted his head. The voices outside got louder—and stopped just a few feet from our hiding spot.

      I swatted his hand away from my mouth. “What are you doing?” I hissed.

      “You’re not supposed to be making public appearances as part of the Rosano household,” he said, equally soft. “Or did my dad not make that clear enough?”

      “I could have just walked away.”

      “But would you have? I wasn’t willing to gamble on it.” He paused. “Now we’re stuck in here until they move on. So tragic for you.”

      As he spoke, his fingers slid over my skin again, the tips this time. They traced my arm from my elbow up to the sleeve of my dress and down again, and I swallowed hard against the wash of heat the contact sent through me. It wasn’t a big closet. He was standing just a couple of inches away from me. One heave of breath would bring our chests crashing together.

      “Stop touching me,” I said, but it came out in a murmur too faint to be really convincing.

      “What? Like this?” A glint caught in his eyes as he teased his fingertips over me, now following the angle of my arm all the way to my wrist, where I’d braced it against my belly. Then they skimmed up, over the curve of my breast above, just missing my nipple—which was already pebbling, thanks to my treacherous fucking body.

      “I don’t think you really want me to stop,” he whispered, like we were in on a secret together. “I think you’re dying to find out just how good you can feel with a guy who doesn’t have one foot already in the grave.” His voice took on a crooning note. “Poor little Firebird, locked away in a cage with no one to look after her.”

      I couldn’t let him control this situation. He wanted to play me, but I could play him right back. I wasn’t the only one with hungers here.

      “Maybe I’m not the one who’s been lonely,” I said, letting my hips sway forward. My belly brushed a solid bulge beneath the fly of Felix’s pants. “You seem awfully desperate for a piece of tail.”

      He snorted. “I’ve got all the tail I could want here. If I was looking to get my dick wet, I’ve got plenty of places to go. I want to show you how easily you can unravel with the right man.”

      “And that’s you, is it?”

      “I believe it is.”

      He raised his hand to cup my breast fully this time, his thumb swiveling over the peak with enough force to send a giddy jolt through me despite the thin padding of my bra. More heat pooled between my legs. If I didn’t get a hold of myself soon, I was going to end up soaking right through my panties.

      I trailed my hand down his chest in turn, all the way to his straining erection. He hummed in mocking approval and tucked his other hand between my legs. The press of his fingers against my sex shocked a gasp out of me despite my best intentions.

      Felix tsked at me and leaned close enough to murmur in my ear. “Better keep quiet, Firebird. We wouldn’t want the big bad men out there to find out what you’re getting up to.”

      He stroked me between my legs, still massaging my breast with his other hand. His fingers traced the dampening line of my pussy and flicked up over my clit, making me bite my lip against another gasp. My pulse thundered through my veins.

      It had been a long time since I’d felt anything like this. Too long. Fuck.

      But Felix wasn’t trying to get me off. No doubt he was aiming to take me right to the edge and then back off, dangling my orgasm in front of me as bait. They wanted me to beg. They wanted me desperate for them.

      That wasn’t going to happen in any universe in existence.

      The knowledge of his probable plan bolstered my resolve. The heady sensations racing through me faded just a little into the background, enough that I could think even as my hips rocked with the rhythm of Felix’s admittedly talented hand.

      I curled my fingers around his erection through his pants. His breath gave a little hitch that told me all I needed to know.

      I gripped him firmly and worked him up and down through the fabric, matching his pace on me. Squeezing here, rolling the heel of my hand over the head there, putting to use all the techniques I’d learned for a speedy rush toward release when I’d wanted nothing more than to be done with my wifely “duties” as soon as humanly possible.

      Since I’d had to take care of my husband one way or another, I’d preferred to do it effectively and fast than feebly and forever.

      A rough sound escaped Felix’s throat. He was jerking against my grasp now with little thrusts I could tell he was trying to restrain.

      He hitched the skirt of my dress right up. His thumb darted over my clit, his fingers pressing my panties right up inside me, and I bit back a moan.

      If he was going to up the ante, then so could I. I undid his fly with a sharp yank of the zipper and delved right into his boxers. My hand closed around his scorching, velvety shaft.

      Felix muffled a word that sounded like a curse behind clenched teeth. He curled his fingers around the edge of my panties, teasing bare flesh now, and a shudder passed through me. He could feel it—he’d know how close I was getting.

      “That’s right,” he said, his breath tingling over my cheek. “That’s my good little slut.”

      Another spike of pleasure quivered through my nerves. I closed my eyes, and one thought blazed into my mind, grounding me. I had to walk away from this first.

      I gave his cock a few more skillful strokes of my hand. Precum glazed the tip. Felix bucked into my palm—and I wrenched myself away from him. In a few swift movements, I’d tugged my dress back down, wiped the wetness from my palm on the patterned folds that would hide the damp spot just fine, and pushed the closet door open.

      The men who’d clustered just down the hall looked up as I strode toward the staircase. I didn’t even glance at them or back over my shoulder at the coat closet that still concealed Felix. He’d have to stay in there for a while longer unless he wanted them to realize what he’d been up to in there—and that he hadn’t been the one in charge.

      My pussy was aching from the lack of release, but I could go take care of that on my own right now. It didn’t dampen the surge of triumph racing through me.

      Anthea: 1. Rosano brothers: 0. Suck on that, arrogant pricks.
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      I could tell without him saying a word that Felix had gone off with some half-cocked plan. It was just like him. He’d jumped in without thinking things through, and now he was skulking around our rooms with a thundercloud of annoyance hanging over him.

      “What happened?” I asked when he’d paced past me for the hundredth or so time that afternoon.

      He didn’t answer, only let out an inarticulate growl and flopped onto the couch. He snatched the game controller off the coffee table but then just glowered at it.

      Darius wasn’t in a much better mood. “She wasn’t half as nervous as she should have been,” he muttered where he was sitting in one of the armchairs, as if we were in the middle of a conversation already. But I didn’t need to ask who he was talking about.

      He pushed himself to his feet and stalked to the door. “We just have to keep up the pressure. Not give her the chance to get the slightest bit complacent. Or to forget how much we could offer that she’s only getting if she gives in.”

      Felix snorted as if he found that idea amusing and finally switched on the TV. “I’m sure you can handle that all on your own. I’ll jump in for a turn later after you’re done with her.”

      Darius frowned at him, looking like he was about to say something about us sticking together. I suspected Felix would hurt our cause more than help it in his current mood, though. I flicked away the email threads I’d been skimming through on my phone and stood up.

      “I’ve got your back. You shake her up, and I’ll watch for any slip-ups that could reveal her real purpose here.”

      Darius grinned at me with a sharpness to his eyes that leached any warmth from his expression. “Excellent. Let’s go tear her apart.”

      It wasn’t difficult to find Anthea. We stopped by the guest bedroom where Dad had set her up first, and she answered the rap of Darius’s knuckles on the door with a brisk, “Yes?”

      Darius simply opened the door, which didn’t have a lock even if Anthea would have wanted to use one. Which she probably would after our visit today. That thought niggled at me more than I liked as Darius headed into the room.

      He only made it one step. Anthea must have sprung up at the click of the latch, because she was already there to intercept him before he got far enough to take his hand off the knob. She raised her chin, her scarlet hair flaming over her shoulders, her dark gray eyes glinting with annoyance.

      “I don’t feel like entertaining visitors right now.”

      Darius hummed. “I don’t think it’s really up to you when you’re our guest. We really ought to be entertaining you more. We’re failing as hosts. I figured I’d better make up for that oversight.”

      He shouldered past her, and she had to pull back to avoid behind bowled over. When I stepped inside after my brother, she narrowed her eyes at me.

      I gazed calmly back. It was best to focus on her face—and not, say, the sleek curves only partly hidden under the modest ‘50s style dress she was wearing.

      Who was she kidding in that getup? Darius had been right calling her a black widow. Using her feminine appeal to get what she wanted was old hat for Anthea Noble. Too bad for her late husband.

      Darius ambled through the room with a casual air, glancing over Anthea’s duffel bag set against the wall across from the bed, the blanket loosely tucked over the mattress, her purse on the side table, the view out the small window. I leaned against the dresser, and Anthea stayed next to me, holding the door open. I guessed I couldn’t blame her if she didn’t want to give Darius total privacy in which to torment her.

      “This doesn’t feel very much like entertaining,” she said, her voice even and dry. “A lot more like spying. What do you think I’ve got in my luggage that you need to inspect? Should I empty it on the bed for you? Maybe you’re looking to steal a pair of panties to desecrate?”

      Darius spun around, glowering at her. He’d come here to unsettle her, and she’d already managed to imply that he was the one desperate for her attention. I couldn’t help admiring how neatly she’d done it, even as my hand clenched at my side.

      She hadn’t been this formidable an opponent seven years ago. Of course, we hadn’t known she’d been an opponent at all. Maybe she had been hiding this much cutting derision behind her pretty smiles and bubbling laugh.

      I yanked my mind away from those memories and focused on her reactions as Darius prowled closer. She held her ground, her jaw firm, but I caught the little hitch of her chest against her dress as he grasped the edge of the door and loomed over her, just inches away.

      It wasn’t only wariness. Her pupils dilated too, her lips parting just the tiniest amount.

      He did have an effect on her, as much as she obviously wanted to deny it.

      “Is this better?” he drawled, smirking down at her. “The sort of entertainment you’re craving?”

      “I’m not craving anything about you,” Anthea retorted.

      “Sure, you are,” I said, quietly but clearly. “Anyone can see it. It’s no good lying to us. You wouldn’t have hooked up with us way back then if you hadn’t wanted to, and we were only boys then. Now you’re dealing with men. Why wouldn’t you want even more?”

      I’d thought about it many times since that evening in our rooms when things had spiraled in a direction I didn’t think any of us had completely anticipated. Why had she gone for it? She hadn’t pushed for information. She’d had nearly free access to our rooms without using seduction as a gambit.

      The only answer I’d ever been able to come up with was that in spite of her mission rather than because of it, she hadn’t been able to resist. Some part of her had craved us, just like Darius had implied.

      The knowledge and the flickers of memory shouldn’t have stirred my dick the way they did. Neither should the fierce look Anthea shot me, like she was trying to burn me to death with her gaze. But just like that, I was half hard.

      Maybe abstaining all these years hadn’t been the best strategy. Anthea had messed with my emotions, made it difficult for me to think or see the situation clearly back then, and I’d wanted to avoid a repeat of that experience at all costs. It wasn’t as if I’d run into any women who’d particularly tempted me anyway.

      I hadn’t counted on running into her again. Or how much some part of me would still want her. But there really weren’t many women like her out there.

      Thank God. Or maybe it was a pity. I couldn’t quite decide.

      “Once was more than enough,” she said, turning her attention back to Darius. “For me, anyway. You do seem awfully infatuated. Who knows what I might be able to offer as a woman, after all—if I was remotely inclined to offer it to you?”

      She tilted her head to the side in a way she had to know was magnetically coy. Darius’s grin didn’t budge. He hadn’t kept his cock in his pants all these years—he knew how to handle himself better.

      It was a good thing I’d come only to watch.

      He skimmed his hands down her arms without actually touching her skin, just a fraction of an inch away. Then he teased them back up again. Anthea’s stance stiffened a tad, but I didn’t need to tell my brother what else I’d noticed.

      His voice dropped lower. “I’m not even touching you, and you’re already shivering with need.” He leaned in, his lips nearly grazing her temple. “Just keep imagining all the things I could do to you that your old fart of a husband never even considered.”

      “And you can keep imagining that I’ll ever welcome your touch.”

      He made a dismissive sound as he trailed his fingers across her chest, again not quite touching the fabric of her bodice. Then he sank down, the skirt of her dress rippling in his wake. Anthea sucked in a breath.

      He gave her a sharp little smile from down on his knees. “And what are you imagining while I’m down here?” He did touch her then, his hands coming to rest on her calf a few inches below her dress’s hem.

      She smiled back at him, just as tightly. “I’m thinking you’re finally figuring out a position of proper deference.”

      “Oh, really.” Without warning, he jerked one of his hands upward between her legs. As he cupped her cunt beneath her dress, a gasp tumbled out of her—and I was fully hard in an instant.

      Darius lowered his hand as quickly as he’d raised it, his smile completely a smirk now. “You’re drenched. Your pussy doesn’t lie, no matter how much your mouth does.”

      Anthea glared at him. “I was reading a spicy book before you came in. It’s got nothing to do with you. On the other hand, how you’d explain the hard-on you’re sporting right now—”

      Before she’d even finished speaking, she was yanking her leg up, aiming her knee at Darius’s nose. He dodged to the side with a rough laugh, and she shoved past him, smacking his head farther aside with her hand. As she spun around by the foot of her bed, no longer pinned against the door, I frowned.

      I hadn’t really paid attention to her hands when we’d first come in. Her fingers were smudged with something grayish brown. What had she actually been up to this afternoon? She hadn’t gotten scuffed up from a book.

      My gaze darted through the room, scanning as swiftly as I could—and snagged on a few small smudges on the edge of the window frame. Hmm.

      That was all I had time to observe. Darius stood up with a cocky chuckle and shook his head at Anthea. “Lie to us all you want, but you can’t lie to yourself. Enjoy your ‘book.’”

      Shaking his head, he motioned for me to follow him out of the room. He walked with more confidence than the last time we’d left her presence, triumph radiating from his stance.

      “Did you notice anything else I should know while we were in there?” he asked me as we headed back up to the third floor.

      I turned over what I’d seen in my mind. If Darius heard my suspicions, he’d want to charge in guns blazing. I had the feeling unraveling Anthea’s plans might require a subtler approach.

      “I’m not sure yet,” I said. “I’m going to do a little more digging, and then I’ll let you know.”

      “Just don’t keep me in the dark if you turn something up, Lucan,” he said, clapping a brotherly hand to my shoulder.
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      Several hours later, I found myself in the dark—in the most shadowy section of the street at the far end of the block from the side of our brownstone on the corner. As soon as Anthea had turned in for the night, I’d gotten my car out of the garage and driven off as if I had business to take care of… which I did, but it’d involved looping around the neighboring block and parking here where I had a view of her bedroom window.

      What I’d observed didn’t mean she was necessarily going to try anything tonight. But chances were that she hadn’t done anything already—she’d only recently tested her options. And why would she be testing them if she didn’t plan on acting on them soon?

      If I was wrong, well, then I’d suffer through some fatigue tomorrow and survive.

      I popped a piece of nicotine gum into my mouth. A tingle of alertness passed through my nerves alongside the chilly mint flavor. Fiddling with the radio, I found an upbeat pop station that wasn’t my usual tastes but should at least stop me from getting too dozy.

      Then there was nothing to do but wait. I’d have brought a book to read, but I didn’t want the overhead light running down my battery—or drawing attention to me sitting here in the car.

      It took about two hours. Around one in the morning, about an hour after the last light on that side of the house had switched off, a figure appeared by Anthea’s window. The light from the nearby streetlamp caught on her fiery hair as she wiggled the screen free and then dropped something I could barely make out in the darkness over the ledge.

      With an impressively nimble swing of her legs, she was clambering down the side of the house, gripping what must have been a thin, dark rope. Totally bypassing the Hell Kicker guards who’d be hanging out by the front door. Clever bitch.

      I dismissed the flicker of admiration and watched her hop the last few feet to the ground. She immediately turned and hurried off in the opposite direction. She’d traded her dress for a black tee and leggings, and everything below her neck blended into the night.

      I gave her ten seconds head start and then switched on the car engine. I couldn’t follow too closely or she’d realize something was up.

      As she crossed the street, I pulled into the road and drove after her. But just as I passed the house, she vanished from view down a laneway between the backs of the houses the next block over.

      I swore through my teeth and peered down the laneway as I cruised past it, not wanting to alert her by following her directly down there. I couldn’t make out her delicate figure amid the fences and garages anyway. She’d already disappeared in some new direction.

      I’d barely started following her, and now I’d lost her.

      Just in case I could pick up her trail again, I circled the block a couple of times, but whichever way she’d gone, she’d kept a very low profile. With a sigh, I drove back to our garage.

      Fine. I wasn’t going to find out where she was sneaking off to by seeing it with my own eyes, so I’d just have to switch to plan B.
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      It felt pretty fitting to examine the scene of the Hell Kickers’ betrayal by night. It couldn’t have been much earlier than this when the Nobles and the Hell Kickers had agreed to meet up for the exchange.

      The desolate parking lot lay behind a couple of run-down warehouses, not the sort of place anyone with good intentions generally ventured. A sour, chalky scent hung in the air. It’d rained since the shootout, but not hard. A few faint bloodstains still marked the pavement.

      By my phone’s flashlight, I charted out the positions of the vehicles. It seemed most likely that the Nobles had stopped their truck here, where a few pebbles had been crunched under the wheels, and the Hell Kickers would have parked across from them to leave a good gap in the middle.

      One of the marks of blood was right in the middle of the space. Another two lay around where I thought the Nobles had been and one on the Hell Kickers’ side. Based on that, we’d obviously suffered more fatalities, but there must have been other bodies that’d fallen without leaving as much of a mess lingering behind. It was hard to draw definite conclusions.

      I did take a little satisfaction from the thought that our people had given back what they’d gotten at least a little before they’d gone down.

      Most of the casings that’d been left by the guns must have been collected by the police as evidence. I only spotted a couple that’d tumbled over near the side of the warehouses, lost among the tufts of weeds.

      I stalked along the buildings and studied the walls and windows. One pane had been shattered—recently, from the lack of grime on the scattered shards. By a bullet in the fray? I made out a couple of definite, fresh bullet marks on the worn brick.

      The second one made me pause and frown. Maybe I’d misjudged the positions of the crews. It didn’t really make sense that anyone would have been aiming in this direction if they’d been staked out where I’d assume, unless someone’s aim had gone ridiculously wide.

      I took out a notepad and made a quick sketch of the layout and the locations of the stains and the signs of shots. I could study it more later at my leisure and see what else occurred to me.

      There wasn’t much else to see. For the sake of thoroughness, I walked over to a large shipping container that was standing way off by the neighboring building. As I reached it, I paused.

      There were scuff marks on the pavement around its base that suggested it’d been moved recently. The rainfall had probably washed away most trace evidence, but there was a greasy smear about the size of a dragged fingerprint on the far side that didn’t yet have much in the way of blown grit clinging to it.

      Of course, the cops had probably manhandled the container making sure it didn’t contain anything related to the crime. No doubt they’d have hauled it back to the station if it would have fit in the evidence locker.

      I made a note of its position, the site of the scuff marks, and possible fingerprint all the same. There was no such thing as being too thorough. If I’d learned anything in my studies and experiments at putting those studies to practice, it was that you never knew when a seemingly random detail might become the key to victory.

      It’d been overcast during the day, and the lingering summer heat had vanished quickly with the darkness. A cool breeze licked over me. I folded my arms over my chest, wishing I’d brought a jacket, and hustled back to the street where civilization still reigned.

      I hailed a cab rather than calling an Uber so that I could pay in cash. I wouldn’t put it past Marcel Rosano—or various other members of the Hell Kickers—to be tracking my credit cards and any other accounts they could manage to hack into. Anything that connected to the internet could become a liability.

      I had the cab drop me off a few blocks from the house and slunk the rest of the way through the stately streets of Carroll Gardens on foot. The thin nylon rope I’d used to rappel down the side of the house was hanging exactly where I’d left it. I watched the streets around the corner brownstone for a few minutes, and when I got an opening with no traffic in sight, I darted across the street and immediately clambered up to my bedroom window.

      It was a little slower going up rather than down, but I made it to my open window without provoking any shouts of alarm. I hefted my leg over the ledge, rolled the rest of my body inside, and was just straightening up with a swipe of my hand over my hair when an unexpected voice stopped me in my tracks.

      “We do have doors, you know.”

      I froze in place, my gaze darting to the spot the voice had come from. The room was dark, only hazed faintly from the streetlamps down below, and the figure standing by the door was little more than a silhouette. Still, I recognized the lean frame and even voice well enough to identify him based on nothing else.

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Yes. Like the one for my bedroom. Which you seem to have ignored.”

      Lucan took a step forward, bringing his pensively handsome face into slightly sharper focus. His dark brown eyes bored into me. “It’s my house. Every room is my room if I happen to want to be in it. Where did you go that you wanted to keep such a secret?”

      I cocked my head. “Here’s the thing about secrets: they stop being a secret if you start telling people about them.”

      Lucan’s expression tensed. I was pissing him off—good. It’d pissed me off when he’d just stood there watching while Darius practiced his seductive skills on me this afternoon.

      Way back when, I’d always felt a little more connected to the middle Rosano brother than the other two, as much as I’d thought I’d gotten along with all three of them. Lucan understood the appeal of books and absorbing knowledge, like I did. He said what he meant without posturing or sly asides, which had been a relief after all the politicking even within the Noble family back home.

      At least, I’d thought he’d said what he meant. He’d clearly been hiding some things from me and lying about others, or we wouldn’t have ended up here.

      The frustration—no, anger—stirred up by that thought propelled me across the room.

      “If you’re not going to come clean, I can tell my father that you were sneaking around and hiding things that could be dangerous to the family,” Lucan said.

      I came to a halt just a couple of feet from him, watching the way his chest rose with an abruptly drawn in breath, the way his hands closed at his sides. As if my being this close affected him. As if he were holding himself back from touching me.

      I smiled sweetly up at him. “Is that what you’ve lowered yourself to, Lucan? Are you Daddy’s lapdog, running off to him to yap about how the mean lady wouldn’t answer your questions?”

      “Or I could do whatever it takes to get the answers out of you myself,” he retorted.

      “And what’s that?” I pressed my advantage, seeing his reactions, remembering how I’d gotten Felix off balance. Leaning forward, I slid my hand down his chest. “Maybe I’ll enjoy it.”

      Lucan’s voice hardened. “Not as much as I will.”

      He pushed me backward without warning, crowding me until I reached the edge of the bed. Rather than let him call the shots any farther than that, I took charge in the only direction I was sure I could compel him—grabbing him by his shirt collar and yanking him down with me on the mattress.

      He caught himself on his hands, braced over me, his pale eyes flaring in the dimness. Before he could pull away, I tucked my knee between his legs and slid it against the hardness behind his fly. “You are enjoying this quite a bit. What a depraved man you’ve become. But I’m not a kid anymore either. You can’t play me the same way you did back then.”

      “Play you?” Lucan sputtered before he clenched his jaw. Instead of jerking away, he dipped closer, his gaze fixed on my face. “This is all a game to you, of course. Except you can’t help getting off on it too. Are you as wet now as you were for Darius?”

      I fluttered my eyelashes at him. “Are you brave enough to check and find out?”

      I hitched my knee a little faster, provoking a tic in Lucan’s cheek. He shoved his hand down my leggings to finger my panties, and I bit my lip against a gasp.

      For all the roughness of his words and the initial motion, he stroked over the admittedly damp fabric with shocking tenderness. It woke up way too many of my nerves to tingling alertness. As he increased the pressure, I felt more slickness seep out of me.

      Lucan smiled, but it was a cold smile, all cruel satisfaction. He rocked his hand against me, studying my reactions with the analytical gaze that missed so little. Heat tickled across my cheeks, but I managed to keep my face impassive, my lips shut.

      It shouldn’t feel this good, but it did. I wasn’t sure how much it was his fingers rubbing up and down over my pussy, his thumb pushing down on my clit with each pulse of his hand, and how much the feel of him hard against my leg, knowing I had him heated up too. I could bring him to the brink, and as soon as he made a move for more, I’d leave him with the worst case of blue balls in the history of the universe.

      I adjusted the strokes of my leg to make sure I was working him from base to head, brushing his balls each time I lowered my knee. A flush was creeping across his face too, and maybe a faint sheen of sweat at the top of his brow. His hand flicked faster against my sensitive flesh, and I swallowed down a whimper. Pleasure was spreading all through my core along with an urgent need for more, but I couldn’t let him see how much he’d affected me.

      “I’m going to make you come undone, but not the way you want,” he promised, but there was a faint waver in his voice, as if he wasn’t as sure of himself as he wanted to sound.

      How many women had he been with since me? The caress of his hand against my sex wasn’t particularly practiced—and that was part of what was turning me on so quickly. It didn’t feel like a man going through the motions but something raw and hungry.

      I inhaled as evenly as I could to steady my own voice. I could make use of his unsettled state.

      “Whatever you want to believe. I’m not sure you’re in control any way you think you are. I hear an entire deal with my brother went wrong under your watch? You haven’t questioned this Mick guy about how it all fell apart? Too busy trying to prove what a tough guy you are to the ladies, I guess.”

      “Mick’s been through enough,” Lucan said with an edge in his voice. “He practically died thanks to your brother’s people—or should I say your people? He had to watch good men die.”

      So he really believed that. I guessed that explained some of his hostility toward me, even though I hadn’t known anything about the deal until well after it’d gone down, regardless of who was to blame.

      I opened my mouth to question him further and immediately shut it again to clamp down on a moan. Heat was surging up from my pussy, the tension building and unfurling at the same time. More than anything, I wanted to clamp my thighs around his hand to urge him on, but the second I showed I was that into his attentions, he’d stop.

      I focused as much as I could on the stroke of my leg against his groin. I teased my fingers along the side of his neck to distract him from examining my responses, and his eyes flickered shut. His hand hitched against me, swiveling over my clit at just the right speed, once, twice, with a fresh burst of pleasure—

      A dam broke inside me. As I came, I couldn’t keep quiet. A choked cry burst from my lips; my head arched back against the bedspread. Pleasure washed all through my body like I hadn’t felt in years, not from someone else’s touch.

      Lucan yanked himself away. He stared down at me, his cock straining against his slacks, his eyes startlingly wild. “Fuck,” he spat at me, and marched out of the room without another word.

      I pushed myself upright on shaky arms, watching the door thump shut behind him. My breath rushed in and out of my lungs raggedly. The afterglow of the momentary physical release was already fading.

      Technically, I’d won. He’d meant to tease me until I was begging without letting me tip over the edge, but I’d gotten off despite his intentions, while he’d been left hard as a rock. I should be triumphant.

      So why did I feel like I’d lost something by falling apart at the stroke of his hand?
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      I slipped from my room the next morning with less confidence than usual. On the outside, I could be as cool and firm as diamond, but I wasn’t sure how my insides would react if I ran into Lucan.

      Thankfully, I didn’t encounter any of the Rosano brothers on my way to the kitchen to scrounge up some breakfast. And my luck held even after. I was just leaving the kitchen when a gruff voice reached my ears from the direction of the front hall.

      “Mick! About time you came back around.”

      I slunk toward the hall quickly enough to make out the answer, though that voice was lower. “The boss has a job for me. I come when called.”

      Maybe some resentment about his status as a lackey? I hadn’t picked up on any sourness in his nonchalant tone, but it was hard to say across this distance.

      I eased toward the stairs, checking that no one was observing me. As Mick headed up, I caught a glimpse of him: shoulder-length hair that was black flecked with gray, a frame corded with lean sinewy muscle. He might have been getting on in his years, maybe halfway through his forties, but he didn’t look like any kind of weakling.

      I dawdled for a few moments near the base of the stairs and then headed up with a distracted air as if I were simply wandering back to my bedroom. Mick would have disappeared in the opposite direction, into Marcel’s office.

      What excuse did I have to head that way? There was a bathroom nearby. I veered toward it.

      Out of view of the stairs, I edged toward the door to the office. No one was in the hall outside. If I heard someone heading this way—from within the room or the other end of the hall—I could dash into the bathroom and pretend I’d been in there the whole time.

      The conversation had started while I was making my approach. It sounded like Marcel had already given Mick his marching orders. Mick was responding in a low voice. “I can definitely handle that. Should I be reporting to you or to Lucan?”

      “Given the circumstances, I wanted to oversee this deal myself,” Marcel said. “I assume you’ll exercise more caution this time?”

      Mick’s tone became terse. “I don’t believe there were any signs I could have missed the last time. Believe me, I’ve spent plenty of hours trying to think of how I could have saved any of those men from the Nobles’ bullets.”

      So he was giving Marcel the same story everyone else had heard about our people turning on theirs—interesting. It seemed as though none of the Rosanos knew any differently. I’d thought it might be a conspiracy between just them and their trusted underling. What could his endgame be?

      “We’ll have to approach all our supposed allies with more caution from here on, I suppose,” Marcel said with a sigh. “There was once some honor among thieves. Well, no good mourning the old days. You’re clear on the details?”

      “No questions here. Looks pretty standard. I’ll handle this without a hitch like I always did before that one disaster. You know I’ve never let the Hell Kickers down before.”

      “I do. Let’s show we’re still just as much in business as we always were.”

      I recognized the dismissal and darted to the bathroom. I had the door shut before the one to Marcel’s office even opened. Marcel strode by with firm strides like a man with a mission.

      What was he up to now? Could I use this new job to confirm my suspicions? I had no idea what or where it was, though.

      His footsteps faded away—and others rasped past me. There was a knock on the office door, and a brusque voice I recognized as Griffin’s. “It’s me.”

      A very casual announcement for an average underling. But this guy hadn’t seemed to have an average level of access earlier either. I hesitated as Marcel called him in, and then snuck out to resume my listening.

      “…sure Mick can handle it just fine,” Marcel was saying.

      “It is his specialty, right?” Griffin chuckled. “You pick good people. I think I’ve gotten together a great team for our next moves.”

      Next moves for what? My ears pricked.

      “Excellent,” Marcel said. “I’ve confirmed the location. Those bastards are going to learn what happens when you try to screw over the Hell Kickers. The place on Orvil Street should make for a perfect start.” He paused. “I just wish…”

      “You’re doing the right thing,” Griffin cut in before Marcel could finish his thought. “They haven’t given you anything. Cracking down hard, showing your strength—that’s why you’re the man I always want leading me.”

      He was laying on the praise thick, but Marcel gave a pleased laugh, clearly eating it up. “And you’re proving yourself invaluable. I appreciate how well you’ve stepped up, Griffin. Maybe you should consult with Darius about—”

      Griffin made a scoffing sound. “Oh, I already tried to talk to him about working together. He blew me off, too busy with his gambling rackets, I guess. Seems like that’s the only part of the empire he cares about.”

      I frowned. It’d been obvious to me that Darius and his younger brothers were very protective of their family legacy. That was half of the reason, maybe the whole reason, they were harassing me. Had Griffin even talked to the oldest Rosano brother, or was he making that up?

      What was his game here?

      But those thoughts were overwhelmed by the spinning in my head as I considered their earlier remarks. Screwing over the Hell Kickers—had someone else done that recently, or had Marcel been talking about the Nobles? What was he planning on doing that he felt would teach my family a lesson?

      The men in the room didn’t seem inclined to fill me in. Griffin started talking about his shitty dad and how glad he was to have gotten out of that house and be really making something of himself, and I heard the floor creak near the top of the stairs. I hustled away before I could get caught eavesdropping. It’d sounded like the most specific parts of the scheme had been discussed previously, and Marcel had simply been setting things in motion.

      What was on Orvil Street?

      As I stewed over that, I noticed Darius heading down the stairs from his third-floor rooms. His gaze latched on to me. I considered heading to my bedroom, but he’d already shown he was perfectly happy to follow me there. Better to detour to somewhere more public, I suspected.

      I walked down the stairs at a brisk but not panicked pace. Down the hall, voices carried from the kitchen. Well, I’d just make myself some tea. That was a perfectly normal thing people did that had nothing to do with fleeing from gang heirs.

      I slipped into the kitchen and made a beeline for the kettle. Two young men I didn’t recognize were laughing together as they grabbed a couple of chip bags out of the cupboard. Just my luck, as Darius stalked in after me, my only other company ambled out, leaving me alone with him after all.

      “Why am I getting the feeling you’re avoiding me?” he asked, propping himself against the kitchen island a few feet from where I stood.

      “I don’t know,” I retorted. “Because your ego is so overblown you assume everything anyone does is about you?”

      “Hmm. Is it really the size of my ego you’ve had on your mind?”

      “I haven’t really spent much time thinking about you at all,” I said flippantly, which was a total lie. Although mostly I’d been thinking about punching him in his cocky face.

      Darius tsked his tongue. “I heard you’ve been naughty. Sneaking off in the middle of the night.”

      I tensed despite my best intentions. I didn’t think Lucan had reported my stealthy excursion to his father, since Marcel hadn’t hassled me about it, but maybe it wasn’t a surprise that he’d mentioned it to his brothers.

      “I thought your father would prefer it if I wasn’t seen walking in and out the door more than necessary.”

      “I doubt he expected you to be quite that stealthy. Where did you have to go so urgently anyway?”

      “Where do you think?” I’d had plenty of time to come up with a cover story now. I glanced over my shoulder at him, arching my eyebrows. “You’ve made it very clear that I’m not welcome here. My brother isn’t going to open his door to me any time soon, and I don’t think I’d want to go back under his roof anyway. So I’m doing what I can to figure out a new situation for myself. And the kinds of dealings that happen in the middle of the night are all I really know, as you should probably understand.”

      Darius grunted with obvious skepticism. “Your brother would really disown you that totally?”

      “You don’t know Ezra,” I said. “Although from what I’ve been hearing, you probably should be able to figure out how ruthless he can be.”

      There wasn’t much Darius could say to that. He opened a drawer and took out a tea towel that he whipped against his hand with a smack that made my nerves jump—and not totally in an unpleasant way. A traitorous part of me immediately started imagining him spanking me with it.

      But Darius had other ideas. “I think you’ve been here long enough that you should start earning your keep,” he said. “You seem to be getting a lot of use out of this kitchen. Let’s see you pitch in by wiping down this floor.”

      Oh, he was going to go there, was he? I glanced down at the glossy gray tiles. “They already look pretty clean to me.”

      “Trying to weasel your way out of repaying what you owe us?”

      I glowered at him. “No, just making an observation.” An idea clicked in my head, a way I could make this more torture for him than it was for me. I snatched the towel from his hands and dipped it under the tap. “If it’ll make you happy.”

      “Very happy,” he shot back with a broad grin.

      I knelt down on my hands and knees near the wall, keeping my distance but staying within his view, and tugged my dress so my knees wouldn’t mash the fabric into the floor. Then I started scrubbing.

      As I swept my hand back and forth over the nearest tiles, I let my hips sway. My ass rose a little higher in the air, then a little higher still. From the corner of my eyes, I saw Darius lick his lips.

      “That’s right,” he said. “Exactly where you should be—down on your knees.”

      “I definitely don’t want to know what you’re imagining right now,” I said, but I let a little breathiness creep into my tone.

      Darius shifted his weight as if his pants had gotten tighter. Ha.

      “I’ll imagine whatever I want,” he murmured. “And you should be imagining all the things I could do to you while you’re bent over like that, if you deserved it. I’d have you swaying twice that hard.”

      “Then I’m not scrubbing hard enough.” I put more umph into the strokes of my arm, rocking my whole body back and forth just slightly. Without looking, I could feel Darius’s gaze glued to my every movement.

      He came around the island so he was closer to me. I shuffled forward as if I needed to anyway to get to the next tiles, giving him an even more direct view of my ass. The door was still open—this wasn’t exactly the most dignified position for someone to look in and see me in. But I didn’t really give a shit what any of the Hell Kickers thought of me.

      “Such a natural,” Darius teased, but his tone was turning heated. I smiled inwardly.

      And now, while he was distracted, I could do a different sort of prying of my own. “What’s the deal with that Griffin guy?” I asked in an offhand way, giving my hips another sway.

      Darius took a second to answer. “What about him?”

      “I met him when I arrived. He seemed tight with your dad. Really tight. Is he collaborating with you and your brothers on the second tier of leadership or something?”

      The oldest Rosano brother scoffed. “Not likely. He’s just a suck-up who cares more about impressing people than actually getting a job done properly.”

      It seemed like Griffin’s efforts had been succeeding, from what I’d seen. Darius obviously didn’t consider him a threat, though. He didn’t sound like he had any clue the guy had been lying about him to Marcel, but I didn’t see any reason to inform him. Why should I lend this asshole a hand?

      “If you think that dork is going to be your Prince Charming and get you out of this, you’re sniffing around the wrong tree,” Darius went on. “While you’re here, we own you, and no one else is staking any claim.”

      Oh, really. I owned myself just fine. I restrained the urge to roll my eyes and decided it was time to up my game.

      “I’m getting my dress dirty on this floor,” I grumbled, and paused to tuck folds of the fabric right into my panties to hold it off the ground. The gesture exposed most of my thighs. Then I went back to scrubbing and swaying away, subtly shaking my ass in Darius’s direction.

      He sucked in a breath. Then the rasp of a zipper startled me. He reached right into his jeans and fisted the erection that’d been enclosed beneath.

      “You know what I’m going to do?” he said, his voice going even lower and darker—and, to my annoyance, sending a shiver straight to my sex. “I’m going to jack off to the sight of you on your hands and knees doing my bidding, and then I’m going to come right on your ass.”

      I chose not to answer. Partly because the rubbing sound of his palm pumping over his rigid cock was setting off a deeper wave of heat inside me. It was a good thing I hadn’t totally exposed my panties, because the crotch had just dampened. Fuck.

      He shouldn’t affect me like this. And maybe it was time I taught him a thing or two about messing with Anthea Noble.

      The new idea that sparked in my head brought me up short, but only for a moment. A slight smile curled my lips. It would serve him fucking right. Let’s see if he bared that dick anywhere near me ever again.

      I wiggled my ass and wiped at the floor, giving him a good show. “You obviously don’t find enough women who can put out if you’re that desperate.”

      He chuckled, his breath getting rough. “I just take my opportunities as they come, and this is a fantastic one. You don’t seem to mind all that much, Lady Noble.”

      “Guess I’m not that much of a lady, then.” The pace of his strokes was speeding up. I might not have a lot of time. But then I heard what I’d been waiting for to solidify my plan: distant voices down the hall, getting a little louder as they moved closer.

      I peeked coyly over at Darius, getting an eyeful of his admittedly impressive cock clenched in his pumping hand. I might have salivated a little, but I held my focus.

      “You could come on my ass,” I said, “but wouldn’t you like my mouth even more?”

      Darius’s eyes grew heavy-lidded. “You want this, do you? Or maybe you just want to keep your pretty dress clean. Either way, it works for me. Come and get it.”

      I crawled over to him, knowing that would turn him on even more. Better if he didn’t think too hard about my momentary obedience.

      As I rose up on my knees, his breath caught. He gripped the base of his erection, offering his cock to me. I wrapped my lips around the head, the musky flavor provoking a flash of desire I tuned out. He thrust forward to drive farther into my mouth—

      And I chomped down.

      I didn’t bite hard. I wasn’t looking to tear his dick right off, as much as he might have deserved it. But I dug my teeth into the sensitive flesh just below the head of his cock firmly enough that he yelped loud enough to wake the dead.

      As I yanked back from him—and he heaved himself away from me—a shout of alarm sounded down the hall. Darius swore through his teeth, pained and furious, and stuffed himself back into his pants. Making sure his underlings didn’t find out what’d happened to him was his first priority over payback.

      Which gave me time to shoot him a sunny smirk, scramble to my feet, and dash out of the room just before his defenders hustled in.

      I jogged back upstairs, deciding I was going to hole up in my bedroom after all—once I’d barricaded the door. Because I didn’t for one second believe that payback wouldn’t be coming. I’d only ensured it’d be delayed for a little while.

      I shoved a chair under the doorknob. Then, unable to help myself, I flopped down on my bed, shoved my hand under my skirt, and fingered myself until I was coming with a gasp and doing my best not to fixate on the taste of Darius lingering on my tongue.
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      The new chick who’d started hanging around the Hell Kickers headquarters was definitely my type. But then, I had a pretty broad type. Give me perky boobs and curvy hips, and not a whole lot else mattered. I’d take ‘em blond or brunette, pale or dark…

      As I looked at the tan, raven-haired cutie I’d ambled over to, an image flashed through my mind of bright red hair and lightly freckled skin. I shook it away, restraining a grimace. Fuck, no, Anthea Noble was not invading my head right now. I was done with that cock-tease unless I could get her properly at my mercy.

      I leaned against the wall at an angle that showed off the musculature beneath my tailored linen button up and flashed the new chick a grin. “So, you’ve been liking what you see around here?”

      She peeked at me through her eyelashes. “Definitely some things. Do you, like, help run things and everything with your dad? That must be pretty exciting.”

      I couldn’t remember the last time Dad had actually asked for my advice. Darius was the commanding one, Lucan was the smart one, and I… I was the guy who actually enjoyed the lifestyle our family had created for ourselves. They knew I’d step up however they needed if they needed me, though.

      “Sure,” I said smoothly. “It’s a complicated business, but someone’s got to keep everything chugging along. I do carve out time to relax, of course. Can’t be all work and no play.”

      She gave me a coy smile. “That’s good to hear. Which are you up for right now?”

      I motioned toward the stairs. “I could give you an insider’s tour of the place. Maybe that’ll include a little of both.”

      She giggled her agreement and pranced along beside me as we meandered through the halls. Sooner rather than later, I made sure we ended up in my bedroom. She shed her clothes like they were on fire, and her curves were even perkier naked.

      I should have been hard. I should have been ready to plunge right into her and erase the memory of a different woman’s hand on my dick. But even when the chick—whose name I’d either never gotten or not bothered to remember, I realized—bent down with her boobs swaying to swipe her tongue over my cock, it didn’t rise any higher than half-mast.

      What the hell was wrong with me? I spun the woman around so her ass was to me, rubbed my partial erection against her butt while I slapped her across one cheek. She was creaming, drenched for me, and my damned cock still wouldn’t stiffen.

      I did have a reputation to keep up. No fucking way was I going to let word get around that Felix had gone floppy. I reached into the drawer under my platform bed and got out one of the dildos in my collection of toys that usually came in handy when I was playing with more than one woman at a time.

      I didn’t say anything to the chick, couldn’t even tell if she’d realized I’d decided to get her off with silicone instead of flesh. By the time I was done thrusting the thing into her and fondling her with my other hand, she’d sagged with so much pleasure I wasn’t sure she even remembered who I was.

      Maybe that was okay. I tossed the toy aside for washing and swatted her shoulder. “The tour is over. But I might see you around again.”

      “Hmm, I could go for that.”

      She did a bit of a reverse strip tease as she tugged her clothes back on, and I pretended to be eating up the show. In the back of my mind, Anthea leaned into me in the coat closet, her hand closing around my shaft…

      Just like that, my cock jumped to attention. I bit back a growl of frustration.

      When the chick had left, I paced my room for a few minutes. This wasn’t good. Having fun with the women who fawned over any hint of gang power was one of the few things in this life I was really good at. Anthea wasn’t going to ruin that for me. No fucking way.

      Why the hell was Dad even letting her stick around all this time? She’d already spied on us once, when she was a lot less capable than she clearly was now. Was he out of his mind?

      I decided abruptly that I’d better find out. Sure, I didn’t generally talk strategy with Dad, but I was still his son. If he had some grand plan going on that involved the Noble interloper, then I should know about it, shouldn’t I? I deserved to be filled in on why he was making us put up with the treacherous bitch.

      He was holding court in his office, like usual. I heard voices through the door and shifted on my feet as I waited, knowing he wouldn’t like me interrupting. Especially when I didn’t have anything he’d see as urgent to discuss.

      I strolled down the hall, halting when I realized I’d almost reached Anthea’s room, and spun around to stalk back. Thankfully by the time I’d approached the office again, the two lackeys who’d been consulting with the old man were heading out.

      I brushed past them and strode into the office, channeling a little Darius, because why not? Dad seemed to like him best, so my big bro was obviously doing something right.

      Dad’s eyebrows rose from behind his desk as he watched me cross the room. He set aside the paper he’d been writing on and folded his hands together. “Felix. What brings you here, son?”

      He probably figured I wanted permission to throw a house party or something. To be fair, that was closer to my usual M.O.

      I rested my hands on the back of an armchair, grappling with the best way to bring up the subject. I settled for straightforward but relatively neutral. “I was just wondering how long we’re going to be housing that Noble asshole’s sister. She seems to be making herself at home here.”

      Dad waved off the remark, leaning back in his chair. “I think it’s good having her under our roof. Ezra might not have wanted to deal with her, but I doubt he’s completely detached from his sense of family. If we need leverage, we’ve got her right here. If we want to prod some information out of her, it’s a lot easier with her where we can control her.”

      How much had he actually interacted with Anthea for him to think controlling her would be remotely easy? She’d probably be out the fucking window, never to return, the second she caught the slightest whiff that he was heading in that direction. Hell, that might even be why she’d already been slipping out the window to start setting up alternate arrangements.

      No, that would be assuming that she didn’t have nefarious purposes of her own here. That she actually needed shelter instead of her sob story being a gambit.

      “That makes sense,” I said, because it was always good to pay a compliment before you said any kind of criticism. “But what if she’s digging up information about us? That whole story about Ezra could be fake. We know he’s had it in for us. And it’s not like she’s any stranger to sneaking around under false pretenses.”

      Dad’s hard-edged face darkened with a frown. “I knew you boys all got a little attached to her, but I didn’t think you expected so much from her that you’d see her getting married to someone else as a betrayal. You never even talked about her after her last visit.”

      Why would he think I meant that kind of betrayal?

      “No,” I said. “I mean her last visit. The whole thing—Holly must have told you about it.”

      Dad only looked more puzzled. “Holly told me that Anthea left early because she wasn’t feeling well and wanted to be at home,” he said. “Do you think she was pretending about that? Did the three of you have some kind of falling out with her? You really need to put those kinds of silly teenage squabbles behind you after all this time, Felix.”

      Frustration bubbled up inside me alongside my shock. He didn’t have to be so fucking patronizing about it.

      And did he really not know? Holly hadn’t told him? Had she thought he’d blame her for not noticing Anthea’s treachery sooner or something? Or maybe she’d been worried he’d get angry with the messenger in general and assumed one of us would broach the subject with him, saving her the hassle.

      Shit.

      I groped for the words to convincingly explain that the woman whose plea for help he’d apparently bought into had actually been a sixteen-year-old lying, conniving cunt all that time ago, but before I could get out more than a, “Well…” Dad’s new favorite lackey burst into the room.

      The guy didn’t even knock, for fuck’s sake. He pushed past the door with his bulky shoulders and marched over to Dad’s desk like he belonged there, his beady eyes skimming over me like I didn’t.

      Griffin, that was his name, like a fucking mythological beast. He looked like some kind of creature, all right.

      “I need to touch base about something, Marcel,” he said in a low urgent voice, switching to ignoring me completely.

      I cleared my throat, but Dad made a dismissive gesture at me. “I think you’ve said enough. If you see anything that’s a real cause for concern, bring it to me then.”

      I opened my mouth to protest and realized I hadn’t actually seen anything. That was, other than Anthea dishing back what we threw at her as fast as she could, but I didn’t think Dad wanted to hear about that.

      He’d care if I caught her in some kind of scheme. I’d just have to keep my eyes peeled. Hell, maybe if I was the one who nailed her—for a crime, not the other way, although I wouldn’t mind breaking her like that too—he wouldn’t look at me like a total putz.

      I nodded and stalked out of the room. I was just starting down the hall when one of the regular minions from the household ducked out of Dad’s lounge room a couple doors farther along.

      His head was ducked, his curly brown hair spilling over his forehead, his stout frame a little hunched. What was his name? Something with a B… Brandon? Brent?

      Lucan would have known. Lucan had a hard-on about picking up every underling’s name no matter how inconsequential they were. He said it was good leadership or some bullshit like that.

      Br-whatever had a hardcover book tucked under his arm. He glanced both ways down the hall and spotted me. From his stance, I expected him to startle, but he just headed my way as if he wasn’t bothered at all.

      “Your dad asked me to grab this for him,” he said, indicating the book.

      Great, so Dad was counting on even doofuses like this more than me. I wouldn’t take that as an insult.

      “You might need to give him a few minutes,” I said tartly. “He’s in a meeting.”

      Then I strode off as if I had somewhere much more important to be. Which I supposed I did. I needed to be wherever I could spark the fuse that’d lead to Anthea Noble’s destruction.
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      I wasn’t actually a prisoner in the Rosanos’ brownstone. No one stopped me when I meandered out the front door the following evening. If asked, I would have said I was looking to grab a bite to eat rather than cooking tonight, and since Brant had come through in pawning Clyde’s trinkets, I even had the cash to support that story.

      What I actually did was walk in the direction of the nearest shopping strip on a winding route for a few minutes until I’d played out all my tricks to confirm I wasn’t being followed, then circle back around and flag a cab. Mick had stopped by the brownstone again this afternoon. I’d seen which direction his car had arrived in, and I was gambling that he’d drive off in the same direction.

      The cabbie gave me an odd look when I told him just to park a few blocks down from the brownstone and let the meter run, but he was getting paid for nothing, so he didn’t complain. I handed over a twenty to show I was good for it. It was only a few minutes more before the subtly sleek silver Hyundai cruised past us.

      “Follow that car,” I told the cabbie. “Just don’t get too close.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever you say, lady. You figure he’s cheating on you or something?”

      I smiled tightly. “Something like that, yeah.”

      The Hyundai headed east, winding through the Brooklyn streets and on into Queens. I dropped another twenty on the front passenger seat so the cabbie wouldn’t get antsy about the length of the journey. Finally, we eased to a stop when the silver car pulled into the driveway of a modest but pretty neo-Tudor style house in Kew Gardens.

      It wasn’t a mansion like the Noble home in Paradise City or as posh as the Rosanos’ brownstone, but I’d bet it’d cost a good chunk of change. From the pink bike with sparkly streamers tipped over in the small, otherwise neat front yard, Mick was a family man. Was this why he’d have screwed over the Rosanos—had he taken on too much debt and now he was struggling to stay afloat? He wouldn’t be the first person it’d happened to.

      If that was the case and he’d been too embarrassed to admit it to his boss, he might even have started his downward descent by borrowing money from other crooks. Crooks who’d threatened severe enough consequences that murdering his colleagues to steal a shipment of goods and the money for them had seemed like the better option.

      That was all speculation, though. I hadn’t seen any actual evidence. My brother had sent me to take care of this task because he knew I’d be thorough—he knew I’d make sure the right people paid.

      The residents at a house on the other side of the street were just heading out to their car—their voices carried through the window with comments about the dinner they were looking forward to. Perfect. I waited until they’d driven away, paid the cabbie the rest of the fare along with a generous tip, and slipped over to the shadows next to the recently vacated garage. In the thickening dusk, no one would notice me there.

      I watched Mick’s house for as long as seemed wise, about an hour. No one else drove up to the home. Various cars cruised by along the street, but I didn’t notice any that seemed to slow down or otherwise focus on his place. Mick didn’t emerge from the house again, although toward the end of the hour a middle-aged woman came out with a girl who looked around ten, who grumbled as she dragged her bike down the driveway.

      They didn’t seem worried about anything, but of course, that wasn’t proof one way or another either. At least I had some additional data I could bring to bear in later investigations. Maybe I could use the second burner phone I’d hidden in my things to contact Wylder and see if that techie friend of his, Gideon, would dig up any financial records that’d give me a sense of what pressures the Rosanos’ lead smuggler might be facing.

      I walked until I reached a busier street where I could hail another cab and hopped into the back. When the driver asked, “Where to?” I opened my mouth to give him the Rosanos’ address and then hesitated. A sudden urge gripped me.

      “Orvil Street,” I said, drawing up a mental image of the map I’d peered at yesterday. “Orvil and Fifth.”

      “No problem.”

      We drove back into Brooklyn, reaching the big shopping strip down the west end of the borough. Orvil branched off from the busier street with a variety of shops of its own. Many of them had already closed for the night, but I spotted some activity farther down the street, furtive movements that set my nerves on the alert.

      I got out of the cab by Fifth Avenue and slunk down Orvil, sticking close to the storefronts. Men were hustling in and out of a small office building with a shoe store on the first floor. I didn’t recognize any of them in the darkness, but I spotted the unmistakable bulge of pistols shoved in the backs of a few pairs of jeans.

      A prickle of apprehension ran down my back. I eased right back into a nearby doorway to watch from that relative shelter.

      A truck was parked a few feet down from the office building. Some of the men were carrying crates from it into the building, and others were carrying boxes and bags out, like it was moving day and they were handling both the old and new owners’ possessions.

      “Where did Griffin want this shit?” one of the guys called to another, just barely loud enough for me to make out the words.

      The second guy motioned to the truck. “Stick it at the back. They’ll sort through it later.”

      This was part of the operation that prick had been discussing with Marcel, then. Why had the two of them been so secretive about it? Setting up a new place of business operations wasn’t that out of the ordinary.

      Then a few of the guys barged out through the office doors not carrying boxes but ushering a couple of men who looked worse for wear in the hazy glow of the streetlamps. One had a bruise on his jaw and another a cut on his temple that was still seeping blood.

      “Go on, then,” one of the Hell Kickers said, shoving them away. “There’s nothing here for you anymore. You bet on the wrong horse.”

      One of the men hurried off, but the other stopped in the middle of the street to spin around and sneer at the Hell Kickers. “I don’t think so. You’d better believe the Nobles are going to make you pay for this, you fuckers.”

      A chill washed through me. Those were Noble men—this had been my family’s property?

      A Hell Kicker lackey raised his gun in a clear threat. “Get the fuck out of here, or you’ll end up in the dirt like the guys you used to work with.”

      The Noble man swore through his teeth but moved on, favoring his leg. I watched him go and then scanned the building more closely. Was that blood spatter on the edge of the front window?

      That was what Griffin had meant about Marcel cracking down and showing his strength. He’d leveraged the catastrophe of the deal gone wrong into an excuse to start a war with my brother, starting with taking over what could very well be Ezra’s only Brooklyn property. Ezra had been encouraging Dad to expand for a while and overseeing several ventures himself, but he hadn’t set down many roots outside our state. That place was probably his flagship in all of New York.

      Which meant this was not just a blow but a major one.

      I gritted my teeth, my anger burning away the previous chill. If I’d been as hotheaded as my red hair might suggest, I’d have marched over there and given all those pricks a piece of my mind. But I wasn’t an idiot. That’d blow my cover and probably get me killed.

      One of the Hell Kickers’ major long-time allies had supposedly double-crossed them for the first time ever, and just a couple of weeks later, Marcel had launched a strike on the Nobles’ territory? Had he bought into Mick’s story that thoroughly, not even considering that Ezra might be telling the truth when he’d insisted he’d lost everything in the deal too?

      Or maybe Marcel had been in on the scheme after all. He might have orchestrated it with Mick to give him an excuse to push the Nobles out of Brooklyn and maybe take over even more of our territory, and just be pretending with Griffin that he felt wronged. His comments to Mick about their losses could simply be in reference to Hell Kicker men he hadn’t expected to die in the scheme.

      Or it could be that Griffin and Mick had conspired together to push Marcel in this direction, and the Hell Kickers’ boss was none the wiser.

      But Ezra was going to make them pay. How much Noble blood had they spilled already? They weren’t going to get away with it—not under my brother’s watch, and not under mine.

      I watched for a little longer, but I couldn’t tell what the Hell Kickers might be setting up in their new offices from this distance in the dark, and I couldn’t see any way to get closer without revealing myself. Then I headed back to the brownstone on foot, stopping only to grab a burger from a fast-food place so I had fuel for all the thinking I needed to do. As I walked on, chewing pensively, I barely noticed the bustle of Fifth Avenue restaurant goers I passed.

      Whether Marcel was in on the gambit or simply being duped into seeing Ezra as the villain, he should have known better. He’d been friends with my dad for how long? And the first thing that went wrong, he jumped straight into war. Some fucking loyalty.

      No doubt the only reason he’d taken me in was in the hopes that he could use me somehow toward that cause. Ha. Little did he know. If I found out he had been behind the disaster with the Noble deal, I wouldn’t hesitate to take him down along with whichever lackeys had supported him in carrying it out.

      The Hell Kickers could crumble right to the ground for all I cared. Let the roof collapse on his sons’ heads for good measure.

      The walk through the cooling night air dulled only some of my wrath. When the brownstone came into view up ahead, I allowed myself the indulgence of glaring at it from a distance for just a moment before schooling my expression into placid gratitude for my approach.

      I didn’t stay placid for long. I’d only just walked in the front door and made it to the bottom of the stairs when Darius stepped forward, catching me by the elbow.

      “Let go of me,” I snapped, yanking at my arm. I had no patience for dealing with his crap right now.

      He held fast, his grip and his gaze like steel. “You’re coming with me,” he said in an equally deadly voice, and ushered me up the stairs, past the second-floor hall, and on up toward the apartment he shared with his brothers.
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      I’d never wanted to set foot in this room again. Never wanted to see it, never wanted to even think about it. But when I tried to dig my heels in outside the doorway to the common room the Rosano brothers’ shared in the section of the third floor they’d claimed as a private apartment, Darius just dragged me in, forcefully enough that I had to stumble after him or I’d have tripped. I guessed I was lucky he hadn’t slung me over his shoulder caveman-style.

      He slammed the door behind us and shoved me against the wall next to it. Over his shoulder, I could see that the common room between the guys’ bedrooms looked pretty much the same as it always had. A leather sofa was flanked by matching armchairs facing a massive entertainment system. A desk and a couple of bookshelves now overflowing with volumes stood across from it.

      They even had a little kitchenette setup for if they got too lazy to go downstairs, with a set of cupboards, a mini fridge, and a microwave next to a four-person dining table. A huge Persian rug covered most of the hardwood floor.

      It smelled the same and yet not, the leather and hardwood mingling with a few cologne notes that’d stayed the same and others that had matured with the men who wore them. The crisply spicy scent wafting off Darius right now wasn’t the same stuff he’d slapped on his neck as a teen.

      I focused on him looming over me, pinning me against the wall between his braced hands. If I was looking at the man he was now, it was easier to tune out the memories tugging at the corners of my mind.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” he snarled.

      I blinked at him, holding on to my cool. Too bad for him I was still too pissed off at his family and the people they employed to be intimidated or otherwise affected by his closeness. Even if a trace of his most intimate flavor seemed to briefly waver across my tongue.

      Right, he had good reasons to be pissed off at me that had nothing to do with where I’d gone.

      “I went out to get dinner,” I said, glad I had actually eaten something on the way back so that my stomach wouldn’t gurgle and betray me. “I didn’t realize I needed to ask your permission to feed myself.”

      “You were gone for a long time.”

      I shot him a tight smile. “Keeping track of my comings and goings so closely, were you? I didn’t realize you cared so much about little ol’ me. Maybe I wanted to enjoy a very leisurely dinner somewhere other than here after the incredibly enthusiastic welcome I’ve gotten. There’s something to be said for peace and quiet.”

      My sarcasm about my welcome added a bite to my voice. Darius scowled at me and pushed away, stalking toward the sofa and then back.

      There was no sign of his brothers. I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing. I was only dealing with him, but he had no one to temper his rage. No one to worry about putting on a responsible front for.

      His voice from years ago rose up in the back of my head. It’s a lot of pressure, you know. Of course I’m supposed to take over when Dad’s ready—and I want to. But everything I do around the people we work with counts toward how they’ll see me as a leader. And they’re always around. It’s only in here that I can relax a little… but I’ve got to be strong for Lucan and Felix too.

      We’d been sitting on the sofa; I could almost feel the smooth leather against my bare shins where I’d curled my legs up on the cushion. My heart had beat faster at his confession—at the fact that he’d confided in me.

      You don’t have to impress me, I said. I don’t count. Even if I was the oldest, my dad would never even think of asking me to do anything all that important for the business.

      And oh, the way my pulse had fluttered when Darius had shot me a warm grin. I don’t have to put on a show for you, Lady Noble, but that doesn’t mean you don’t count. I’d say that means you do, a lot.

      All those fucking lies I’d eaten up like the inexperienced teenage girl I was.

      “You’d better not be fucking lying to me,” Darius said now, prowling closer again.

      “Or you’ll what?” I retorted. “Let me lick your dick again? That went so well for you last time.”

      I shouldn’t have mentioned that, not in here. Because suddenly I was remembering a few nights after that conversation, when the guys had all squeezed onto the sofa around me, when a hand had rested casually on my knee or my wrist for several seconds at a time, an escalation of the closeness and the tentative touches that’d been stirring up my hormones and my hopes since I’d first arrived for the summer.

      It’d been Felix who’d made the first real move. Felix who’d shut off the movie with a sly glint in his eyes and then leaned in to kiss me, as confidently as if we’d made out a dozen times before. I could taste his lips as clearly as I could hear the sounds of protest and the hasty discussion that’d followed.

      You can’t just— You don’t get to just decide that she’s with you, Darius had insisted, all wounded authority.

      I thought we agreed that we weren’t going to make any moves unless she did first, Lucan had put in, his face flushed.

      The thought that they’d talked about this, that they might all have wanted to make a move, had heated me from head to toe. And somehow sixteen-year-old virginal me had found the bravado to announce, Who says I have to decide to be with just one of you anyway? What if I like all of you?

      Darius shattered the memory, blocking my view of the sofa with his brawny form. “You’d better believe that by the time we’re done here, I’ll be getting an apology for that and a whole lot more.”

      I couldn’t hold back a snort, my anger mingling with the anguish from seven years ago into a dizzying mix. “Oh, I think if we’re adding up who’s done more wrong to who, I’m not the one who’s in the red.”

      I’d made it so fucking easy for them back then. Handed myself to them on a platter thinking I’d won a prize. But I’d been the prize: Anthea Noble, only daughter of the head of the Nobles and their dad’s close friend. Letting them touch me, letting them fuck me—Darius and then Felix inside me, Lucan in my inexperienced mouth gasping like I was the second coming, pun not intended.

      All their murmured words and tender caresses had been nothing but a stupid vicious pretense to be able to claim my virginity between them like some kind of trophy. My hands clenched at my sides.

      Darius’s face had tightened alongside my fists. “Are you kidding me? After all the shit you and your brother have pulled, you’re going to make it sound like you’re the real victim?”

      “All the shit we’ve pulled?” I snapped before I could catch the words. “We weren’t the ones who staged a shootout to justify a goddamn war.”

      Confusion flickered across Darius’s expression, and I clamped my mouth shut. Shit. I shouldn’t have said that much, shouldn’t have revealed that I didn’t believe the story about the deal gone wrong.

      “What the hell did you just say?” he demanded. “Who staged what? What war?”

      As if his father wouldn’t have bragged to him about the recent victory.

      “Never mind,” I said coldly, groping for my composure. I wasn’t going to find it in this room. I turned toward the door. “I just wanted to see if you were even listening to me.”

      Darius caught me by the upper arm and yanked me across the room before my fingers could close around the doorknob. I staggered on the rug and spun around.

      “No way,” he said, jabbing his forefinger at me, his eyes blazing now and his voice gone rough. “We’re not falling for your bullshit again. You’re up to something here, just like you always are. You think we don’t know you hooked that old fucker into marriage just so you could murder him and bring the business back home? All cold calculation down to the goddamned bone. I see you.”

      An icy tremor ran through me at his mention of Clyde. Something in me cracked right through. Maybe it’d been on the verge of fracturing for days now, since the first moment the Rosano brothers had descended on me like a pack of hyenas looking to see what they could scavenge from their past wreckage.

      My insides seared with white-hot rage, but my voice came out deathly frigid. I advanced on Darius, unable to stop it from shaking with my next words.

      “I’d have given anything not to marry ‘that old fucker,’ you jackass. Do you want me to show you the presents he gave me, the scars that still haven’t healed? Just a small assortment of the worst of the smacks and burns and jabs I took over those five years. And that’s not even getting into the bruises you could never see: hearing the shit he hurled at me every day, having to bow to his sick whims so that my dad wouldn’t show up and kill me for screwing up his deal. I’d throw away every bit of my inheritance if it meant spending one less day under that asshole’s roof.”

      Darius’s jaw had gone slack. He’d really thought that I’d happily gone along with the marriage? For fuck’s sake.

      I was too far gone now to hold back the rest of the words searing up my throat while he stood there in startled silence. “But you know what, it could have been worse. It’d have hurt more if I’d expected better, but I knew what I was being sold into from the start. In five years, he never gutted me the way the three of you did. I was always perfectly aware that I was nothing to him. With you…”

      As my tirade petered out, exhaustion rolled over me. Darius swallowed audibly, his forehead furrowing. “Anthea…”

      I waved my hand in dismissal. “Whatever. It was years ago. We were all kids or not much more than that. But you know what happened to the last man who used me as a punching bag. If you or either of your brothers hurts me again, just imagine what I’ll do to you.”

      When I strode past him this time, he didn’t lunge fast enough to stop me. I hurtled down the stairs and rushed to my bedroom, but even as I set my purse down on the bed, I knew I couldn’t stand to stay here. Empty-handed, I swiveled and marched right out again, back to the stairwell, farther down, to the first floor and then descending into the cooler dimness of the basement.

      I didn’t really know where I was going, only that I wanted to be away, somewhere none of them could quickly find me.

      I hadn’t meant to say so much to Darius. I hadn’t meant to lay it all out. I couldn’t even say the confession had felt good. It was like I’d spat up acid and now my insides were burning from my stomach all the way to my throat.

      The basement was a maze of tiled, low-ceilinged hallways, a huge home gym, a wine cellar, and about a million general storage rooms. Probably at least one of which was reserved for torture, knowing how gangs like this operated.

      Shouts and sporadic laughter echoed through the halls alongside strange whuffs and thumps. I rounded a corner and then drew back, seeing a few of the younger lackeys including the guy who’d fenced my valuables for me—Brant—brandishing Nerf guns of all things.

      I guessed that was one way to get in some practice when they couldn’t shoot off real guns around here without a neighbor potentially calling the cops.

      As I watched from the shadows, the guys faced off. One foam ball blasted Brant in the shoulder; his two shots went wild. His companions cackled and cuffed him on the shoulder, mingling reassurances with insults the way men liked to do.

      “Just not my thing,” he said with a shake of his head.

      I pulled back through the nearest doorway as they headed toward me. The other guys strode on ahead, and Brant brought up the rear. He paused just before he reached my doorway, waiting until his colleagues had turned a corner up ahead, and raised his toy gun. I was standing at just the right angle to see the ball bounce right off the little light switch on the wall twenty feet away, flicking its position.

      He chuckled quietly to himself as if he wasn’t actually surprised by his accuracy and strode on through the now total dark.

      Silence fell over the basement. I was alone—totally, blissfully alone. I drew in a few breaths, rubbing my arms as I wandered through the room, and sank down with my back to a stack of cardboard boxes.

      I’d just sit here for a little while until I felt ready to face the rest of humanity again. Until the part of me that’d cracked had sealed itself up again. Darius never needed to see that side of me again.

      I raised my knees and leaned forward to rest my forehead against them. My eyelids slid shut. Before I realized it would happen, I was slipping away from the agony of that confrontation the surest way my body knew how, drifting off into sleep.
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      I was the heir to the Hell Kickers and the Rosano family legacy. Second in command to Dad, giving direct orders to dozens of underlings… I shouldn’t have been blindsided by anything that crossed my path. It was my job to be prepared for any possible shit that anyone could throw at me.

      But I hadn’t been prepared for Anthea Noble after all. Not raging at me with so much pain shimmering in her storm-gray eyes that it’d burned a hole in my gut.

      What the hell had she even been talking about at the end there? She’d talked as if we’d wronged her in some way—not with how we’d treated her recently but the last time she was here, when we were kids. How did that make any sense?

      And what she’d said about her husband… The memory of her taut voice made my hands close into fists. I believed what she’d said about his abuse. I believed it enough that in spite of all the reasons I had to be angry with her, I wanted to drag him out of his grave to kill him all over again.

      Did I have reasons to be angry with her? Other than for chomping on my fucking dick, which I couldn’t help thinking still required some groveling. This whole situation felt as if it’d turned on its head, and I no longer knew which direction was up.

      Maybe she’d messed with my head again despite my best efforts, and none of this was really all that confusing.

      As I rubbed my temple as if I could shove my thoughts into more coherent order, Lucan strode in. He glanced at me and frowned in a clear question.

      He might be able to sort out what I’d just heard. Maybe we all should talk. It’d been all of us together when the crap had gone down seven years ago. Both of my brothers had as much of a stake in this as I did, really.

      “Find Felix,” I said. “We need to toss the ball around out back.”

      Lucan arched an eyebrow, but he headed off to round up our little brother anyway. I went into my bedroom and retrieved the football we’d doctored with glow-in-the-dark strips for this purpose.

      As a kid, I’d always found it easiest to hash things out with my brothers when we were in the backyard throwing the ball around. It brought a rhythm to the conversation, a sense of connection and collaboration, and focusing on the catching and tossing stopped anyone from getting too worked up about the topics of conversation.

      As those topics had gotten more serious, we’d stopped going out during the day when you never knew which underlings would be hanging around out there too. But at night, we were pretty much guaranteed to have the space to ourselves. And catching the ball based mostly on sound and little streaks of light brought an extra challenge to the exercise.

      Apparently Felix hadn’t been difficult to find. He and Lucan were already standing by the back door when I reached it, Lucan looking thoughtfully alert as usual and Felix bemused.

      “Really?” he said, nodding to the football. “When are you going to grow out of that?”

      I glowered at him. “It works. Now come on before I have you catch it with your face.”

      As expected at nine o’clock at night, the backyard was empty. The only light was cast by the security lamp over the back deck mingling with the glow in the windows on our house and the one next door. We walked across the patio and past the old elm tree to the open area near the garage. Lucan, ever cautious, peeked into the garage itself to confirm that no one was going to be eavesdropping from in there.

      I was fine with his wariness. This wasn’t exactly business-business, but it wasn’t a conversation I wanted publicized either.

      I turned the football in my hands as we spread out in a vague triangle and tossed it to Felix without warning, as repayment for being mouthy. He snorted, catching it easily, and flicked it on toward Lucan. “What’s this about?” he asked.

      “Anthea,” I said, and felt the vibe in the yard turn tense with just those three syllables.

      “What’s she done now?” Felix muttered in a way that made me wonder what she’d already done to him that I didn’t know about. Hopefully he hadn’t made the mistake of trying to stick his dick in her mouth.

      I caught the ball when Lucan heaved it my way and paused for a second to gather my words. Then I tossed it onward. “I had a little chat with her tonight. She said some things… It’s making me want to be sure of what happened the last time she was here.”

      “Which things in particular?” Lucan asked.

      “Holly said she caught Anthea going through Dad’s papers, right? Taking pictures of them and stuff. Did we ever come across any other indication that she was out to undermine the family? I don’t remember anyone else mentioning catching her at anything like that. Or any incidents based on whatever information she might have passed on from spying.”

      Lucan shrugged. “She was careful about it. The only reason we know is because Holly caught her. I assumed Dad took into account what Anthea was likely to have seen and adjusted whatever plans he needed to so that there was no chance anyone could interfere with key operations.”

      I could only vaguely decipher Felix’s expression in the dimness, but his voice came out rough enough to show his discomfort. “Dad doesn’t know. He didn’t know.”

      Lucan’s head jerked around, his toss to me going wide in his shock. I lunged to the side to grab the ball out of the air before it thumped into the fence.

      “What do you mean?” Lucan demanded. “Of course Dad knew. Holly probably told him before she even told us. She was his wife.”

      “Well, we know what a rare and exalted position that is,” Felix said dryly, and then sobered up. “I tried to talk to him about Anthea this afternoon. He’s suspicious of her motives for coming here right now, sure, but only because of the timing with the recent dust-up with the Nobles. He obviously didn’t have any idea that she’d been up to no good in the past.”

      I frowned, an uneasy weight settling in my gut. “How could he not know? Why would Holly have told us and not him? She knew it was a problem.”

      Lucan had knit his brow with a deep enough furrow that it was visible in the darkness. “She might have figured we’d tell him. Safer to let us do it in case he reacted badly.”

      “How were we supposed to know we needed to? She never asked us to.” My frown tightened into a scowl. Our stepmom at the time hadn’t struck me as all that nervous when she’d informed us that she’d sent Anthea packing after catching her intruding in Dad’s office.

      I brought up the memory of Holly’s sharply pretty face framed by that long hair she’d dyed such a pale blond it’d nearly been white. I’d been so pissed off to find out that Anthea had been using us, that she must have been playing seductress to distract us and get easier access to our private rooms, that I hadn’t paid a whole lot of attention to Holly’s reaction. But I had the vague impression of her seeming triumphant, like she was pleased with herself for catching the spy.

      Wouldn’t she have wanted to brag to Dad about how she’d helped him, if that was the case? She’d always been wheedling him to tell her more about his business operations so she could offer advice, wanting him to involve her more in all areas of his life. I was pretty sure her hassling him about that stuff was half of the reason he’d divorced her. The other half being that she’d aged out of his preferred range.

      “Is it possible that she exaggerated what she saw?” I said slowly, giving the ball a slow fling Felix’s way. “She got excited enough to threaten Anthea into leaving and crow about it to us, but when it came to telling Dad, she realized that making that kind of accusation about one of his close friends’ daughters might be a step too far if she wasn’t totally sure what’d gone down?”

      “She did like to puff herself up,” Felix remarked. “I could picture that.”

      “I definitely wouldn’t say it isn’t possible,” Lucan said. “But if that’s what happened, if Holly accused Anthea and she wasn’t really doing anything wrong, why didn’t Anthea complain to her dad about it and get Abram to sort everything out with Dad? The fact that she kept quiet about it suggests she had something to feel guilty about.”

      He had a point, but I couldn’t shake my growing apprehension. “We don’t know what Holly said to her when she kicked her out. And we do know that Abram was kind of a prick. Anthea might not have felt comfortable admitting to him that his friend’s wife even thought she’d violated their trust.”

      If what she’d said about her dad arranging her marriage and being willing to hurt her worse than her husband had if she hadn’t stuck with it was true, then it wasn’t at all difficult to imagine her balking at running off to tattle.

      Lucan let out a faint huff. “This is all speculation. We can’t arrive at definite answers this way.”

      “But it has given us a better idea of what questions we need to ask.” I paused and caught the ball when he whipped it my way. “And who we need to ask. Holly’s out to pasture. Even if we tracked her down, I don’t think she’d admit to exaggerating. The only other person who knows what went down is Anthea.”

      Felix guffawed. “She hasn’t really seemed to be in a confessing mood.”

      I swallowed thickly. “We haven’t really given her a chance to open up, have we?” She’d only said as much as she had tonight because I seemed to have pushed her past her limit. “Maybe we need to set animosities aside and have an open conversation. Find out what her story is about what happened back then.”

      “So she can lie some more?” Felix muttered.

      “So we can at least know what she would say and judge whether it’s a lie or not,” Lucan put in with a nod. “You’re right. That’s our best route to get at the truth. And considering how things are going between us and the Nobles, it’s probably better we sort that out sooner rather than later.”

      How things are going… Those words brought back the other thing Anthea had said that’d struck me, the part that’d been buried under my confusion after her outburst. She’s said something about us going to war against the Nobles.

      “Have any of you heard about Dad making a move to hit back at the Nobles?” I asked abruptly.

      Felix rolled his eyes. “Like I’m part of any of Dad’s business decisions.”

      Lucan shook his head. “As far as I know, Dad’s still pressing Ezra for an explanation and compensation, but he doesn’t want to burn bridges too quickly given the long alliance.”

      Then we needed to ask Anthea what had made her mention that too. Too many things didn’t add up—or if they did, it was to form a picture I didn’t like at all.

      I tucked the football under my arm. “Let’s go hash this out with her now. No time like the present.”

      We tramped inside, leaving the ball by the back door so I didn’t look like a dork carrying it to this interrogation. Anthea wasn’t in the kitchen, one of her frequent haunts in the house, but she had said she’d just gotten back from getting dinner.

      When we marched up to the guestroom where she’d been staying, we found it empty. A faint whiff of her scent, tart and resiny, lingered in the air, but there was no sign of the woman herself.

      “The screen’s still in the window,” Lucan observed. “She didn’t go out on another stealth mission. It’d be early to go sneaking off by that route anyway.”

      “Her purse is here.” Felix walked over to the bed where it lay and shamelessly riffled through it, holding up her phone and wallet before tucking them back inside. “It doesn’t seem likely she’d have left the house for regular reasons without that stuff.”

      The tension in my gut coiled tighter. “Then she’s around here somewhere. It’s not that big a house. Come on.”

      As we hustled out of her room to make a more thorough search of the building, I couldn’t shake the memory of her agonized expression as she’d hurled those last words at me. She’d been awfully upset. Without realizing it, I’d stirred up a whole lot of pain.

      She hadn’t done something stupid in that emotional state, had she? I wanted to think nothing could get the better of Anthea Noble all that easily… but I’d never thought anything could rattle her as much as I’d seen her just an hour ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOURTEEN

          

          
            Anthea

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky was dark, but colorful lights radiated through the dusk from behind us. Laughter and giddy shrieks carried through the air.

      The boys and I stopped at the edge of the beach. I pulled off my sandals, digging my toes into the sand still warm from baking under the only recently-departed July sun. The guys chucked off their own sneakers. My stomach was full of Coney Island funnel cake, a lingering sweetness lacing my lips, and my pulse kept thumping at a fast tempo after our whirlwind journey from ride to ride.

      The beach-goers had started to clear out as the sun set. Small groups scattered the sand, leaving the way in front of us perfectly open. The lifeguards were no longer on duty this late, but I was too exhilarated to care. I gazed across the expanse to the lapping waves, drinking in the salt in the warm air, and beamed.

      “I’m hot. Let’s cool off with a swim.”

      Darius, only a tiny bit boyish still at eighteen, gave me a typically imperious look. He didn’t care about the rules, but— “We didn’t bring bathing suits.”

      His tone might as well have been a dare. I raised my eyebrows at him with a shrug. “Oh, well.” Then I darted across the sand, daring the three of them in turn.

      I dropped my sandals just beyond the reach of the waves and plunged right into the water in my shorts and halter top. The delicious chill surged around me, tugging at the thin fabric.

      Felix was the first to follow me, of course. He plunged into the waves in all his clothes and tossed back his already-soaked hair, grinning at me.

      Lucan and Darius seemed to feel the need to show a little more maturity, being a whole two and three years older than their younger brother. They pulled off their shirts to leave by the heap of shoes, but they came. I even caught a smile from serious Lucan as the water closed around his shoulders.

      Felix splashed Darius, who got a sly glint in his eyes and walloped a bunch of water right back. Lucan paddled around with leisurely strokes. I eased onto my back, gazing up at the hazy night sky as the waves rocked me into a perfect sense of peace.

      When Felix poked my shoulder, I pulled myself straight again. The boys had gathered around me. I could still touch the bottom here between waves, but something about having the three of them watching me in the darkness, all of us slick with seawater, made my heart skip in a very different way from the thrill of the rides.

      A swell of emotion propelled the words from my throat. “This is always my favorite part of the summer. Not Coney Island, I mean. Coming to Brooklyn. Hanging out with you.”

      Smiles lit all of their faces then, Lucan’s broad enough to be easily visible even in the dimness. “It’s our favorite part too.”

      He reached for me—and the water seemed to swallow me up. The past fell away with a dull roar of the surf, and then I was jolting out of the dream into a different darkness.

      There was a kink in my neck and an ache in my ass from the hard floor I’d been sitting on, disturbingly uncomfortable after the joy of the memory that’d risen up in my sleep. With nothing but black around me, it took me a second to get my bearings.

      Why was I sitting on cold tiles with my back against a cardboard surface?

      My argument with the Darius of the present day came flooding back into my head, washing away the last shreds of the dream’s happiness. That joy had been a lie anyway—part of their cruel seduction.

      I rubbed my eyes and shook my head, but I didn’t feel much better. If anything, I only felt more disoriented after what I assumed had been a fairly brief doze given the uncomfortable position. While it was dark, I could hear footsteps rapping across the floor upstairs, so it couldn’t be too late at night yet.

      I pushed myself to my feet and groped my way to the doorway. In the hall, a thin beam of light streamed down from the stairs around the corner. Shaking off the last shreds of sleep, I hurried toward it.

      I should go to sleep properly in my actual bed, and maybe in the morning I’d have a clearer idea of where to go from here.

      The activity on the first floor grew louder as I eased up the stairs. It sounded like a dozen people were circulating through the rooms at a brisk pace. I paused while still cloaked in shadow, watching a lackey hustle by with a harried expression.

      I hadn’t seen this much commotion in the Rosanos’ house at this hour before. I wasn’t sure I’d seen it even in the middle of the day. What was going on? Had something gone wrong?

      Were they gearing up to do something wrong, even worse than what I’d already witnessed tonight at my family’s former business?

      I slunk closer, sticking close to the wall and keeping my ears pricked. A woman who prepared meals for the family darted into view from a nearby room and froze in her tracks. I saw why when Darius advanced on her from the opposite direction.

      “Well?” he demanded, his stance tensed and his voice rough.

      The woman grimaced. “I’m sorry. I haven’t seen any sign of her.”

      “She’s got to be around here somewhere. You checked the pantry?”

      “Of course. I can look again.”

      “Right. Do that.”

      As she scurried off, Darius sighed and swiped his hand over his face. In that moment, he didn’t look angry or suspicious. He looked… worried. Maybe even slightly pained.

      My stomach flipped over. I’d assumed from the conversation that they were looking for me, because what other “she” in the house would he be determined to track down, but would he really be that concerned about my whereabouts? About me?

      I propelled myself forward and emerged into the hall. Darius’s head jerked up. His expression snapped into a mask of stern authority, but I didn’t think I’d mistaken the brief flicker of relief that’d passed through his eyes in the first instant his gaze had rested on me.

      “Where the fuck have you been?” he growled, but at the same time that gaze was sweeping over me from head to toe as if checking for… injuries? What the hell did he think I’d been doing?

      “I wanted to be sure I’d get some time alone,” I said. “The basement seemed like my best bet. Then I accidentally drifted off. It’s been a long day. What’s the emergency?”

      “Those pricks told me they looked all through the— Fucking idiots.” He huffed and motioned to another lackey who’d popped into view, pointing me out. The guy’s eyes widened, and he scampered away, presumably to tell whoever else was on the lookout that I’d been found. “I wanted to talk to you. About something important.”

      Important enough that he’d launched a house-wide search. I cocked my head, keeping my own emotions carefully under wraps as if our earlier conversation hadn’t happened at all. “Well, I’m here now.”

      As if on cue, Felix rounded the landing on the staircase and leaned over the bannister to peer at me. “Ah, there you are, Firebird.” He spoke as languidly as he usually did, but he was studying me with unusual intensity.

      What the hell had gotten into these guys?

      I held out my arms. “Yes, I have arrived. If I’d known I’d become such a celebrity, I wouldn’t have waited so long.”

      He scoffed and turned away, and Darius glowered at… his brother, rather than at me. Okay, something was seriously strange here.

      Before I could prompt him to get on with his important talk already, the eldest Rosano brother ushered me over to the staircase, grasping the back of my arm but with more care than when I’d arrived from my trip around the city a couple of hours ago. “Will you come upstairs? I think this should be just between us. We can go to our rooms again—or your room, if you’d rather that.”

      Between a rock and a hard place. I hated the memories the guys’ rooms stirred up, but there’d been plenty of recent encounters in the guestroom that I’d rather not dwell on either. At least the guys’ lounge area was larger and didn’t contain a literal bed. If I was going to be in close quarters with them, I’d rather it not be too close.

      “Your rooms are fine,” I said briskly, and pulled ahead of him to walk on my own.

      When we reached the common room, I stepped to the side of the door, wanting to stay close to it for an easy escape route if I needed one. Darius didn’t object. Lucan looked up from where he was sitting at the desk, his hands poised over the keyboard of his laptop, and the same relief I thought I’d picked up on in Darius’s reaction flashed across his face.

      He closed the computer and stood up to come around the side of the desk. As he leaned against the edge, crossing his arms over his lean chest, his brothers filled out a semi-circle around me. Darius stayed right in the middle of the room, while Felix sank down on the arm of the sofa. They all fixed their gazes on me as if they were trying to pierce through my skull with their thoughts.

      “All right,” I said. “Do you want to tell me what the hell is going on, or are you just going to stare at me while I start making random guesses?”

      They glanced at each other, and Darius squared his shoulders. “We need to talk about the morning you left.”

      I frowned at him. “What do you mean? I haven’t been out except this evening.” Well, and the other night too, but I wasn’t going to bring up that stealthy trip even if they already knew about it.

      His jaw tightened. “Not now. The last time you were here. After we…”

      He trailed off, looking so bizarrely uncertain that suddenly I was pissed off all over again. They’d used me and tossed me aside, and now he was getting all coy about actually saying what we’d done?

      “After we all fucked,” I said flatly. “When we were teenagers. That’s what you’re talking about?”

      Darius winced, and a flare of the anger that was more his typical expression these days came back into his eyes.

      Before he could speak, though, Felix answered me in a drawl. “That would be the thing.”

      I folded my arms over my chest but refused to give in to the urge to outright hug myself. “What about it?”

      “Afterward,” Darius said in a growl. “You woke up before us and went out—and you ran into Holly.”

      I blinked. “She told you that she talked to me?” I wouldn’t have thought she’d have admitted to spilling their secrets. And if she had, why were they acting like there was any kind of mystery here? Although maybe she’d only told them that I’d decided to leave and not why.

      The edge in Darius’s voice sharpened. “Of course she did. Did you really think she wouldn’t? We needed to know.”

      “Well, then, I have no idea what this conversation is supposed to be about,” I snapped. “You’re already totally filled in, and it obviously didn’t make any difference to you.”

      Darius took a threatening step toward me. “Oh, it made a hell of a lot of difference. To find out you—”

      Lucan coughed emphatically, cutting off his brother. “Anthea,” he said evenly, “what exactly did you and Holly talk about? Where did you go when you left this room? What were you doing when she found you?”

      I dragged in a breath, on the verge of spinning on my heel and stalking out the door without answering. Who the fuck were they to treat this like some kind of interrogation? But the calm in Lucan’s voice and the hint of strain underneath it held me in place.

      He sounded like he really wanted to know. Like he didn’t think he already did.

      Even if Holly hadn’t told them about our conversation in full, hadn’t they figured out by now that I knew what they’d done?

      Fuck it. If they wanted me to rub their faces in it, why the hell not?

      “I didn’t go anywhere,” I said, putting all my concentration into keeping my voice steady. “I was going to wash up and get a change of clothes”—I’d even been thinking I’d whip up a nice breakfast for the guys so we could have a cozy morning together, all giddy after the affection I thought they’d wrapped me up in—“but Holly saw me coming out of your apartment. I guess it wasn’t that hard to figure out what’d happened.”

      Darius had frozen. He stared at me as if I’d said something ridiculous. “She talked to you… right outside the door?” He gestured toward it.

      I scowled at him. “Yes. Well, she saw me after a few steps and then motioned me over to the top of the stairs, since she couldn’t have known if you’d overhear her. And she told me everything I needed to know.”

      Had Lucan paled? His next question came out even more obviously strained. “And what was that?”

      “What do you think? How she’d overheard the three of you joking and making bets with each other on how quickly you could convince me to sleep with you, what you could get me to do with each of you, how you’d decide which of you ‘won.’” Acid dripped from my voice. “Maybe whoever managed to fuck me the most before I went home. Maybe if you could convince me to go without protection. Shit like that, laughing the whole time. But she thought it really was just an awful joke until she saw me and realized you’d actually gone through with it, and she was worried that it’d be even worse if she didn’t step in then.”

      Darius’s face had gone blotchy, both sallow and flushed. “What?” he said hoarsely. “Why the fuck didn’t you say anything to us?”

      He really had to ask that?

      “What would I have said?” I spat. “‘Thanks for having such a good time at my expense, but I’m not actually a sex doll’? I didn’t ever want to see you again. I grabbed my stuff and got a cab to the train station. You obviously didn’t care that much. You all had my number; you knew where I lived. If you’d been at all concerned, you could have reached out, but I never heard a peep.”

      As the last words fell from my mouth, I had to stiffen my back to stop myself from sagging. I felt totally drained, even more exhausted than before my basement nap. I did turn then, reaching for the door, but Darius crossed the space between us in a few swift steps and grabbed my arm.

      I smacked at him, all patience gone. “Let go of me! You got what you wanted then, and you got me to go over it all again now—you should be perfectly satisfied. Can’t you leave me alone for five fucking seconds?”

      “No,” he said, his voice ragged. “No, we can’t. Because that’s not what Holly told us, Anthea. And it wasn’t—none of it was true.”
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      My head jerked around. I glared at Darius. “What the hell are you talking about? If you really think you can convince me that—”

      “Shut up and listen for a second!” he barked, and then shook his head with a pained grimace. “I’m sorry. I’m fucking sorry. I just can’t believe— That fucking cunt.”

      The last few words came out in a snarl, and they obviously weren’t directed at me. I hesitated, my arm going limp, and Darius let go of me after all. His fury had sounded totally real.

      “What do you mean?” I asked, not liking how small my voice came out sounding but too shellshocked to bolster it.

      Felix had shoved himself off the sofa. He stalked over, his mouth twisted. “Holly lied. We never talked about you like that. I sure as hell never thought about you like that. Fuck, I’m not exactly Mr. Commitment, but I’ve never treated any woman I’ve been with or considered being with that horribly.”

      Lucan had walked closer too, pulling their semi-circle tighter around me. His face had gone totally white, his expression as somber as a funeral.

      “We’d talked a little bit about the fact that we were all interested in you,” he clarified in his usual factual way. “But never outside our rooms, and never joking about it or making bets or anything creepy like that. All we did was come to the conclusion that we were all attracted to you, and we all wanted to be with you if you were interested, so if you made a move with any of us, then we’d let you pick. At least, that’s how it was supposed to work.”

      He shot a brief glance at Felix, who shrugged and offered a hesitant smirk. “You can’t tell a ladies man not to go for it when the vibe is right.”

      I did remember Lucan saying something about their agreement at the time. My forehead furrowed, a pit opening up in my stomach. “But—why would Holly lie? Why didn’t you talk to me after and ask why I’d left?”

      “I have no idea why that bitch stuck her nose where it didn’t belong and hurled around more shit than a monkey,” Darius said, “but she lied to us too. She said she caught you in Dad’s office, looking through his files, taking pictures of documents. Spying on the business. That you’d left because she told you to get out—she couldn’t let you stay, and she didn’t want to find out what we’d do to you if we found out how you’d backstabbed us.”

      My jaw went slack. “Are you kidding me? Of course I wouldn’t have been sneaking around. Why would I be spying on the Hell Kickers? You were our allies. That doesn’t even make sense.”

      Darius threw his hands in the air. “I don’t know. Maybe your dad was rethinking the alliance. Maybe your brother had other ideas with his eyes on the inheritance and put you up to it. She sounded convincing, and you had left, and we didn’t have any reason to think Holly would make up some crazy story. She was arm candy, not some maniacal schemer. At least, as far as we knew.”

      I absorbed that information, my stomach starting to churn. Holly had been quite the schemer, it seemed. I’d known from the comments I’d heard her make to Marcel here and there that she’d imagined herself an ideal partner in his business as well as his personal life, but I hadn’t realized she’d taken any kind of covert action on her own.

      It’d been such a brilliant scheme that it’d almost lasted forever. She’d pushed just the right buttons to ensure we would never reach out to each other, too horrified by the betrayal—and by how vulnerable we’d gotten right before.

      “She knew we’d slept together,” I said quietly. “Maybe she’d already figured it out before I came out that morning, and she was waiting for me. She knew it’d have stirred up all kinds of emotions and how easily those could be turned into insecurities. Maniacal isn’t even the start of it.”

      If she’d come to me with claims about the guys saying that kind of crap about me before we’d actually acted on the feelings that’d been simmering between us for days—really, for at least a couple of years at that point—I’d have been more confused than wounded. I’d have confronted the guys about it. But hearing it right after I’d let myself get that close to them, done things with them that I’d never done with any other guys, that I’d known my own family would have called me a slut for... It’d been too easy to rattle me, to turn my tentative giddiness into horrifying doubt.

      I rubbed my forehead. “I still don’t get it. Why would she have wanted to turn us against each other? It’s not like I was a threat to her. She never seemed like she minded me coming for those weeks in the summer.”

      “I don’t know,” Lucan said. “Maybe she was secretly paranoid, and she thought Dad had been eyeing you and just wanted you out of the house for good.”

      Felix snorted. “Maybe she was pissed off that she was stuck with his fickle ass and you’d landed not just one but three prime men.”

      Darius rolled his eyes at his younger brother, but when he glanced back at me, his expression had gone solemn again.

      “It doesn’t really matter now, does it?” he said. “Whatever it was she was hoping to get, I don’t think she did. He divorced her less than a year later. She’s out of the picture.” He paused. “But we’re still in it.”

      “Yeah.” I looked at each of them, the events and emotions of the past few days crashing over me with a dizzying mix of revulsion and regret. “We’ve been so awful to each other.”

      “We instigated it,” Lucan said with a wince. “We were trying to come down on you hard from the second we found out you’d shown up. If we’d had any idea—”

      “You thought you were defending your family,” I said. Could I really blame them for that when I’d come here for that exact reason myself? I understood better than they could have realized.

      Every vicious moment made perfect sense. I couldn’t summon the slightest flicker of anger over it, especially not when the horror at their actions was written so clearly on their faces.

      We’d both been fucked over by a woman who was years out of the picture. I’d have liked to punch Holly in her immaculate face given the chance.

      Darius growled under his breath. “That isn’t an excuse. We knew you—we should have realized it couldn’t be true. All these fucking years…” He held my gaze, the mix of apology and heat in his eyes making my pulse wobble. “Those years should have been better. They should have been more.”

      What would my life have been like if their stepmom hadn’t destroyed our fledgling romance right after it’d really begun? Would Dad have decided to solidify the alliance between the Nobles and the Hell Kickers by arranging a marriage with one of the brothers after all?

      Somehow I couldn’t help suspecting he’d still have decided he had more to gain by reeling in Clyde. My preferences had never been a factor, that was for sure.

      But now… now we knew. The vibe in the room had changed as the truth had spilled out.  I was abruptly, starkly aware that my main reason for holding these guys at arm’s length, for teasing our mutual attraction but resisting fully giving in to it, no longer applied.

      But only the main reason. And it wasn’t even the main reason I’d come.

      It seemed my mind wasn’t the only one that’d slid in that direction. Lucan cleared his throat. “Is that why you came here? To get revenge for what you thought we’d done to you?”

      At his words, the tentative relief that’d started to soften the tension inside me fell away. My gut sank.

      They’d just found out they were wrong about me spying back when I was sixteen. But I had come to spy this time.

      How could I tell them that? Somehow it’d feel like even more of a betrayal, even though I was more than justified after the crap their people had pulled. I wasn’t even totally sure they didn’t know about their dad’s schemes.

      They hadn’t been monsters to me seven years ago after all, but I hadn’t seen them in all that time. I didn’t really know what kind of men they were these days, other than very capable of vengeance when they felt they’d been wronged.

      “Maybe a little bit,” I said, offering up as much of the truth as I felt I safely could. “My brother did kick me out of our home. I needed to go somewhere. I didn’t have a whole lot of options.”

      Darius’s expression had gotten more intense. “You said something when we talked earlier—about us going to war against the Nobles. What was that about?”

      Did he really have no idea, or was he testing me to see how I knew?

      “I’ve been listening around the house,” I admitted, raising my chin as if daring them to take issue with it. “It’s obvious everyone here isn’t happy about the Nobles. I wanted to make sure I’m actually safe here. I’ve overheard some things… like your dad and that guy who’s hanging around him a lot, Griffin, talking about taking over the Noble-run business here in New York.”

      Felix snorted as if he thought that idea was absurd.

      Lucan’s brow furrowed. “I could see them considering the possibility—”

      “No,” I broke in. “It’d already happened, from what they said.” No need to mention that I’d gone out to see for myself, spying on the Hell Kickers outside this house too.

      “Bullshit,” Darius said. “Dad wouldn’t take a step like that without involving us at all.”

      “Without involving you, you mean,” Felix said wryly.

      I paused and decided it worked in my favor to reveal one more tidbit. My gaze slid to Darius. “I think Griffin’s been trying to get between you and your dad. I heard him saying something about how he’d tried to talk to you about helping with the takeover and you blew him off. But obviously if you didn’t even know they were planning it, that was a lie.”

      Fury flashed in Darius’s eyes. “Of course it’s a fucking lie. That prick. Who the hell does he think he is?”

      Lucan’s voice came out quiet but even. “He thinks he’s someone who’s gotten Dad’s ear more than we have it—and it seems like he’s right about that. We’ve just assumed… I didn’t realize he’d ingratiated himself so much. Maybe we should have been reaching out to Dad more.”

      “Fawning over him,” Felix said with a hint of a sneer. “We shouldn’t need to butter him up. We’re family. I know I haven’t done much for the business, but you and Darius have earned your spots. He shouldn’t be shunting you aside over some asshole who puffs up his ego.”

      “But that doesn’t mean he wouldn’t,” Darius said grimly. “I should have stayed more on top of things. Fuck.”

      I wavered. They hadn’t known about Marcel making plans for war—but did that mean they also had no idea that the deal gone sour had been a setup? They might be hiding that from me just like I was hiding my real purpose here from them.

      It didn’t seem worth the risk to say anything about my brother’s overall innocence. I focused on my own situation instead. “I know your dad sees me as potential leverage—something he might be able to use. I have no idea how this is all going to play out, but you can see why I feel like I’m walking on thin ice in more ways than one.”

      “Well, first I’ll crush that motherfucker,” Darius began.

      Lucan held up a hand to stop him. “Griffin’s been playing a game we weren’t aware of. I think we need to determine exactly what his ends are and then undermine him on the same playing field. If we attack him outright without proof that he’s done anything wrong, that might just convince Dad that we don’t have the family’s best interests at heart.”

      “Fine,” Darius grumbled. “But when we do know, I’m looking forward to getting to the crushing part.”

      He turned to me and took a step forward to set his hand on the side of my arm. With most of my emotional armor against him fallen away, the heat of his touch bloomed all through my body.

      “And we’ll look after you, Lady Noble,” he said, with a promise in his eyes that nearly set me on fire. “Not my dad or Griffin or anyone else is going to lay one finger on you. You’ve got us watching over you now, like we should have been all along.”

      Lucan and then Felix nodded in agreement. I offered them a smile of gratitude, my stomach knotting tight.

      I still had my own investigation to carry out, and in the blink of an eye, the results could put me at odds with these three men I’d always found so compelling all over again.
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      Once you knew the right questions to ask, getting information was often pretty easy. It’d never occurred to me to check whether we were launching a war against the Nobles. But catch a random lackey in the hall and say, “What’s the latest on that Noble business we took over?” and a half hour later I found myself getting out of my car outside the office building.

      It was obvious both that the takeover had been recent and violent, and that Dad had gotten moving on taking over the place quickly. A few small splatters of blood still marked the front entrance, where Hell Kickers lackeys were ducking in and out. Some of them were sorting through boxes of items that’d been carried into a few of the rooms; others were gabbing away on phones, making arrangements I knew nothing about.

      I didn’t like it. Slaughtering the Noble people here and claiming the business for ourselves after a decades-long alliance, simply because of a single deal gone wrong? One that Ezra Noble was still claiming he’d fulfilled his end of, pretending we were somehow at fault? If there’d been any hope of sorting out why he’d turned against us, we’d lost it in an instant with this gesture.

      He might not have been ready to launch into all-out war, but I doubted he’d believe he had any choice after this.

      And where did Anthea fit in, seemingly trapped in the middle of the conflict?

      I yanked my thoughts away from her—and her sly smile, and the passion that could burn in her dark gray eyes—to my current target.

      “Hey,” I said to one of the lackeys. “Where’s Griffin at?” I’d gathered from my questions around the house that Dad’s new favorite underling had been out here more often than at the brownstone in the last couple of days, overseeing our new operations.

      The guy jabbed his thumb toward a room farther back. I stalked down the hallway and found the beefy guy barking orders at a foot soldier who didn’t look out of his teens. Apparently he’d put a box in the wrong room or something. I’d have appreciated Griffin being a stickler for details if he wasn’t such a dick about it.

      As I walked over, the kid scuttled away. Griffin flicked his beady eyes toward me from beneath the messy strands of his reddish-blond hair. I thought I saw him stiffen a little before his expression turned cautious but cold.

      “What are you doing here?” he said in a tone that toed the line of being stupidly disrespectful. Something maybe he needed a reminder of.

      “I’m checking up on how the transition is going,” I said calmly. “Part of the family business; gotta keep an eye on every part of it. I believe in being thorough.”

      Griffin narrowed his eyes at me. “Marcel said I could take lead here.”

      Oh, had he? I smiled thinly. “I’m not looking to take over. I’ve got plenty of other work to take care of. I just like to touch base so I’m aware of what’s happening on the ground. My dad appreciates the hands-on approach.”

      I emphasized my connection to the man in charge just in case Griffin needed a firmer reminder of who he was dealing with. The guy’s head was obviously getting too big if he was going to argue with one of the Rosano heirs about who had the authority around here.

      Griffin simply grunted. I got the impression he wasn’t going to volunteer any information—that he’d rather not say anything I didn’t drag out of him. Cute.

      I glanced around the room. “Things seem pretty busy here already. What all are you setting in motion?”

      “Shouldn’t you already know all about that, since it’s your business?” Griffin said, dodging the question and aiming another jab at the same time.

      I fixed my gaze on him again and folded my arms over my chest. “I’m asking what you have managed to establish here so far. Seeing as you’re taking lead and all. Or do you not know what you’re leading?”

      My own jab landed. The guy’s face flushed with a ruddy hue I suspected was both embarrassment and fury over the fact that I’d made him feel embarrassed.

      “The Nobles had a gambling operation running out of here, among other things,” he said tightly. “We’re picking up as many threads as we can to get that up and running again. There’s a bunch of goods they were hiding behind the shoe store front that we claimed and are sorting through. And I’m still deciding whether we’ll keep the store as is or present something different as the legitimate front that’ll work to launder proceeds as well. Does that meet your satisfaction?”

      Not really. He was still being fairly vague about his plans. I was surer than ever that he didn’t want me knowing anything more about what he was up to than he had to share.

      It didn’t sound as if he was setting up anything particularly controversial here, though. That made sense. He wouldn’t want to go too big or risky on the first project he’d been put in charge of. He wanted to impress Dad, sure, but to be certain he’d pull it off as well.

      “It was a bold move, grabbing this property from the Nobles,” I said conversationally, not letting any hint of my opinion color my voice.

      Griffin let out a huff. “They deserved us coming down on them hard after how they screwed us over. It was ridiculous that we waited even this long to make a move.” His mouth pressed flat for a second as if he realized he’d said more than was wise, and then he added quickly, “Marcel agrees. He couldn’t stand back any longer.”

      “Right,” I said dryly. No doubt because this prick had gotten in Dad’s ear and incited him to act. Who knew what lies he’d made up if he’d been telling stories about Darius?

      The trouble was, if the bastard had already infected Dad’s mind against us, we wouldn’t get straight answers out of our own father either. I resisted the urge to grit my teeth.

      “I suppose you have big plans for working Ezra Noble’s sister for information too, then,” I went on. “Dad came up with a good gambit, taking advantage of her distress and getting her into the home where we can control her.”

      After hearing from Darius how Anthea had been controlled before, the abuse she’d faced, the words tasted bitter in my mouth, but I needed Griffin to think I was on his side.

      The guy shrugged. “We’re still working out the best approach,” he said, hedging again. And I couldn’t miss the familiarity in that “we,” as if he and Dad were some kind of decisive unit.

      “As long as everyone who needs to be in the know is kept in the loop,” I said evenly.

      Griffin jutted his chin at a haughty angle. “Oh, Marcel knows who he can count on.”

      I shot him a brief glower. “I’m sure he does.”

      But the remark rang in my mind as I headed out of the office building. A certainty twisted around my gut, uncomfortably tight.

      Griffin was definitely aiming to make himself the man Dad counted on most—and it looked like he was succeeding. We’d gotten too complacent, too used to the roles we’d started to take for granted—it’d never occurred to me that someone might weasel in there so effectively that Dad would end up cutting us out.

      That was what this prick intended, though. I had no doubt. He wanted to be next in line for the throne. Fucking hell.

      There might be an easy solution to that problem. Griffin was obviously leveraging the conflict with the Nobles to major effect. Which meant it was possible he’d been instrumental in making that conflict occur. It was time I had a talk with our man who’d been on the ground during the deal gone wrong, who’d I’d sent into that fray inadvertently, and find out if anyone on our own side might have interfered.

      Dad wouldn’t let some asshole who’d undermined his own operations walk away alive.

      I found Mick out at one of our main warehouses, where he spent most of his time when he wasn’t discussing operations with me or Dad or overseeing a deal in progress. He was consulting with one of the warehouse workers with a much calmer disposition than I’d seen from Griffin. But then, I’d always thought Mick was one of our most reliable lieutenants. He’d been around since I was a kid, and he made a point of always delivering what was asked of him.

      The deaths from a couple weeks ago had to be eating at him. It was the first time any deal he’d been managing directly had gone anywhere near that sour.

      Also in stark contrast to the leech, Mick gave me a nod of deferential acknowledgment when he saw me. He recognized my position in the Hell Kickers.

      “Lucan,” he said in his low voice. “What can I help you with? Is there a concern with the numbers from the recent shipments?”

      That was the sort of thing I’d normally have dropped by to ask him about. I shook my head and motioned him over to the far end of the warehouse, away from the underlings at work.

      “I’m sorry to bring this up after I’m sure you’d hashed it out more times than you’d have liked to already,” I said, “but I need to ask you something about the recent exchange with the Nobles—the one that ended with the shootout.”

      Mick’s expression tightened, but he inclined his head. “Of course. If I can help make something good come out of that mess, or at least make it less bad, I’m all for it.”

      He really was a decent man. I offered him a warmer smile than I’d given Griffin. “You might have noticed that my dad has been consulting with a guy named Griffin quite a bit. Have you talked to him at all?”

      “Griffin…” Mick seemed to test the name out. “Big guy, light hair, kind of squinty?”

      My lips twitched with suppressed amusement at the description. “That would be the one.”

      “I’ve seen him around. What about him?”

      “I was just wondering if he was at all involved in the deal or the arrangements for the hand-off. Passing information between you and other parties, scoping out possible sites, that kind of thing.”

      Mick frowned. “I don’t think I talked to him at all while we were putting that in motion. As far as I know, he had no idea it was even going down. It wasn’t a particularly significant deal until it went wrong, you know. On the larger side, but not out of the norm. It should have been business as usual.”

      “Yeah.” My stomach knotted. “Has he mentioned anything to you about it since then?”

      “Not directly. I heard him saying some aggressive stuff about how the Nobles should pay to some of the younger guys once, but I couldn’t say I disagree with him.”

      “They’re definitely going to regret screwing us over,” I said. If they didn’t already. It didn’t sound as if Mick was going to help me put any more of the pieces together, though. I dipped my head to him. “Thanks for talking with me.”

      “Any time. You know I’m with the Hell Kickers to the end.”

      I was ruminating over what I’d seen and heard so deeply as I returned home that I almost didn’t notice Anthea coming down the hall from her room as I passed by. Almost. That bright red hair drew my attention like a flame, jerking me out of my reverie.

      I stopped at the base of the stairs to the third floor, letting her come to me. Watching her graceful strides, desire unfurled through my belly, enough to make my cock twitch. Partly because I couldn’t look at her without remembering how she’d felt under me on her bed the other night.

      I’d already made a fool of myself then. I wasn’t going to again. Besides, I wasn’t completely convinced that Anthea was a victim now, even if she had been before. Something didn’t feel quite right about her sudden arrival here, no matter what stories she gave us.

      Somehow or other, I’d get to the bottom of that problem too.

      Offering her a little information could be one way to ferret out more from her. I beckoned her a little closer, bracing myself against the deeper flare of attraction that rose up when she was standing only a few feet away.

      “I’ve been making the rounds,” I said quietly. “Chatted up Griffin and our guy who made it out of the shootout with the Nobles alive, Mick.”

      Her eyes lit up with interest. “Did they have anything interesting to say?”

      I couldn’t read anything specific into that question. Of course she’d want to know.

      I grimaced. “We definitely need to put Griffin back in his place. But from what Mick said, the guy is only taking advantage of the new animosity toward the Nobles. He didn’t incite the trouble. It sounds like he probably wouldn’t have realized that deal was even happening to interfere with it.”

      Anthea hummed to herself, a faint furrow forming in her brow. She studied me. “Did Mick seem to mind you asking about the deal?” she asked.

      Why would she think he might? Or had she just heard about his frustration over the losses? It was a little odd that she’d be concerned about a guy she barely knew, though.

      I shook my head, keeping my confusion to myself. “Not at all. I know he’s torn up about what happened, but he’s always kept it professional. He’d do whatever he can to help us recover.”

      Her eyebrows rose slightly. “You trust him a lot.”

      “Sure. He’s been with the family for ages. Never hesitated in the line of duty.” I gave a light laugh. “And Dad started giving him a cut of every deal he handles, so he’s making a good living out of us too.”

      I couldn’t tell what Anthea made of that information, but she didn’t look totally happy about it. “Why are you asking?” I added abruptly.

      She waved her hand dismissively, her fingertips grazing my arm for just long enough to set off fresh sparks. “Oh, I just thought I should make sure, since he is so involved. This Griffin guy seems like the bigger problem.”

      Yes, he was. But I still wasn’t completely convinced that the woman in front of me wasn’t the biggest problem of all.
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      I didn’t like uncertainty. I worked best with facts and charts, scientific data on chemical interactions, concrete methodologies—knowing the precise increments that made the difference between success and failure, life and death. Freedom and imprisonment. So Lucan’s claim about Mick’s loyalty gnawed at me all through the day.

      He should know the man a lot better than I did. Of course, it wouldn’t be the first time a supposedly loyal underling had betrayed his boss. People got away with that sort of thing precisely because they were good at hiding their intentions.

      Really, it was Lucan’s comment about Mick getting a cut from the business that caused me the most concern. Money troubles were the best motivation I’d been able to come up with for Mick to orchestrate the failed deal. Unless he’d gotten very careless with his cash and racked up some major gambling debts or made some incredibly bad investments that meant he needed a ton of money immediately, sticking with Marcel and picking up a percentage of profits should have been his best bet financially.

      On the other hand, could I believe he was so loyal to Marcel that he’d been willing to kill his own men, whose deaths everyone I’d spoken to about him had agreed he seemed torn up about, simply because his boss asked him to so that they could spark a war? I hadn’t gotten the impression that Mick had any reason to hold a grudge against the Nobles before that incident.

      Desperation could make men turn to violence against their principles; loyalty was harder to leverage that way. If he was a good man, he’d have felt a duty to protect the lackeys working under him too.

      There was way too much I still didn’t know. I hadn’t even determined whether Marcel or Griffin or both had been in on the sabotaged deal or were simply exploiting an unexpected turn of events.

      The Rosano brothers didn’t know everything that was going on between their father and the lower echelons of the Hell Kickers. Maybe Marcel had revoked his deal with Mick. Maybe there’d been some other conflict between them. Hell, for all I knew, Griffin had seen the guy as a threat to his rise and sabotaged him in some way.

      I needed more information.

      I didn’t expect to get anything out of Marcel or Mick directly, but when I spotted Brant in the kitchen turning the coffee maker on, I glommed on to the opportunity to at least get pointed in the direction of solid evidence. The curly-haired guy wasn’t exactly friendly, but he seemed to get around in the business. And he worked in a similar line to Mick’s.

      I grabbed a mug of my own out of the cupboard as if I’d been coming in here for that purpose anyway and sidled over to the stocky man. “Put in enough for me too?”

      He grunted. “I always make a full pot. Common courtesy.”

      He’d left a small canvas shoulder bag on one of the chairs by the kitchen island. I leaned against the counter next to it, glancing it over, and took inspiration for a conversation opener. “If I had a few more items I wanted to fence, just to get my cash flow up to speed, you’d be able to handle that for me again?”

      “I could probably fit it in. What’ve you got this time?”

      “I’m not sure yet if I want to give them up… Just good to know I have the option. I ended up talking to Mick a little while ago, since you said moving goods is his specialty, but it seemed like he’s focused on bigger things.”

      “He’s a big shot, all right,” Brant muttered.

      I thought I detected a hint of animosity in the words. “I guess he must work very closely with Marcel. Special projects and all that.”

      “I don’t know anything about it,” Brant said, even gruffer than before. “He’s too busy to train me up into his operations.” His mouth flattened, and he shook his head. “I don’t need anything from him anyway. Just doesn’t feel much like a team effort.”

      Mick was being kind of secretive about how he ran things, then. That was interesting. Maybe I should find a lackey or two who’d supported him in other deals. He might not want to bring Brant on board as a potential second-in-command, but he needed grunt workers, and they often saw things the higher-ups didn’t realize.

      The coffee maker burbled, the dark liquid rising almost to the top of the glass pot. Brant jerked it out, sloshed some in his mug, and turned to go. As an excuse to get a feel for what might be inside it, because you never knew what details might be useful later, I snatched up his bag and handed it to him.

      My fingers closed around what felt like an ordinary wallet through the canvas, the light bag not holding much else. But as it moved through the air, a whiff of a faintly floral scent tickled my nose, like a woman’s perfume.

      Apparently some gal found this guy appealing enough to hang around him. There was no accounting for gang groupie tastes.

      Brant yanked the bag away from me and strode out of the room. The coffee smelled unappealingly bitter, but the caffeine would give me a boost of alertness. I poured myself half a cup and sipped it while I put together a quick lunch from the offerings in the fridge. While a few other Hell Kickers underlings wandered in and out, I made myself inobtrusive, standing off in the corner. None of their conversations gave me any enlightenment, though.

      I was heading back to my room, frustration gnawing at me, when Felix caught me on the stairs. He grinned at me, all trace of the hostility that’d colored our interactions for the past few days vanished, and damn it, my heart skipped a beat. I’d always found his combination of dark hair and bright eyes irresistible when he brought out his playfully carefree attitude. It’d never seemed like the weight of his position in the world got him down—until recently.

      And now he knew that I wasn’t a scheming traitor—or at least, I hadn’t been at sixteen—and the clouds had parted. He tapped my arm, his gaze turning sly. “Come upstairs, Firebird. I’ve got something important to tell you.”

      Another giddy jolt shot through me, this one because it was possible he’d offer a morsel that’d bring everything I’d learned together into a more coherent picture. I followed him up to the third floor, allowing myself the indulgence of admiring his toned ass now that I knew he hadn’t been an asshole all those years ago either.

      The brothers’ common room was empty when we stepped inside. Felix motioned me in all gentleman-like, closed the door behind us—and then pushed me up against the wall next to it as if being a gentleman was the last thing on his mind.

      His muscular body aligned with mine, flooding me with heat. One hand came to rest on my hip, the other delving into my hair. He smirked at me, his gorgeous face just inches away. My breath caught in my throat.

      “You said you wanted to tell me something,” I pointed out, managing to keep my voice reasonably steady even though all my nerves were quivering in anticipation. “This seems like a strange way to have a conversation.”

      “I don’t know,” Felix said in a wry tone. He lowered his head, letting his lips brush the side of my neck. “I think all the best conversations happen with a woman pinned against a wall.”

      I snorted but didn’t quite manage to restrain a gasp as he nicked his teeth against the perfect spot at the crook of my shoulder. The heat generated between our bodies was pooling between my thighs.

      There’d been so much teasing between me and all three of the Rosano brothers over the past few days that I was dying for a proper release. Even if I wasn’t totally sure how far I could trust them when it came to business, it wouldn’t be so unwise to allow for a little personal time with them, would it?

      My pride wouldn’t let me give in quite that easily, though. I ran my fingers into Felix’s floppy hair, reveling in the silky texture, and gripped hard in a reminder that I wasn’t any shrinking wallflower. “And what exactly was it you wanted to talk about?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? I thought you were sharper than that, Firebird.” Felix trailed his lips up the side of my neck and nibbled my earlobe. At the flick of his tongue, a bolt of pleasure quivered through me. I clamped my mouth shut against a whimper.

      “I think we should finish what we started in the coat closet,” he went on in a husky murmur. “In a way I’m sure we’ll both find much more satisfying.” The hand on my hip slipped between us, cupping me through my dress.

      My chest hitched, my eyes rolling upward as Felix caressed my clit, gently and then more firmly until I couldn’t hold back a ragged exhalation.

      Oh, fuck, yes. His erection pressed against my thigh, straining at the fly of his jeans. It was probably only fair if I repaid the favor.

      “Are you that desperate for a hand job?” I had to tease, shifting my weight so that my hip rubbed against his groin.

      Felix let out a pleased growl and dropped his hand. The sense of loss jolted through me for just a moment before he was hiking up my skirt and tucking his fingers right against my panties. He hooked a finger around the dampening fabric and tugged it to the side to stroke my folds skin to skin.

      Pleasure surged up through my abdomen, and this time a whimper tumbled out before I could catch it. My body arched toward him instinctively.

      The youngest Rosano brother leaned in close, his nose grazing my cheek. “I expect it’ll lead to a lot more than hands,” he said. “Your brother screwed over both of us, but we can make some good screwing out of the aftermath, huh?”

      Then his mouth captured mine before I could say anything at all in response. His finger curled right inside me, and I moaned against his lips.

      Felix took the opportunity to delve his tongue into my mouth, tangling with mine. I kissed him back hard, bliss searing all through my body as he plundered me above and below. But even as the heady pleasure of his touch consumed me, his words stuck in my mind.

      He’d made the comment without artifice or anything to gain. I was pretty sure he meant it. He believed that Ezra had screwed over his family, not the other way around.

      And if he was sure of that, then I could be pretty much certain Darius and Lucan weren’t in on the double-cross either. They were as tightly entwined as they’d always been. I couldn’t see them keeping information that vital from each other.

      Which meant I could give myself over to this moment without the slightest bit of guilt that I might be consorting with the enemy.

      I wasn’t giving much back yet. I nipped Felix’s lower lip, making him hiss and claim my mouth with even more force, and reached for his fly with my free hand. No point in bothering with fumbling through layers of fabric; I was going straight for the prize.

      As I tugged the zipper down, Felix stroked a second finger into my slit. His thumb flicked back and forth over the pulsing nub just above it, and I clutched his hair even tighter. Fucking hell, he did know what he was doing. Imagine how good it could be once we got past just hands.

      I shoved my fingers right into his boxers and wrapped them around his rigid cock. Felix groaned, bucking into my grasp. As I started to pump him, slicking his precum down his length, he released my mouth to chart a scorching path along my jaw.

      “So fucking good,” he muttered against my skin, his fingers still thrusting inside me, reaching deeper with each giddy press of my clit. “Even when I thought you’d screwed us over, I kept coming back to that night, getting off on the thought of you.”

      He’d fantasized about our group hook-up that much? It’d sounded like he’d gotten around with plenty of other women both before and after.

      I sucked in an uneven breath around a fresh jolt of pleasure and released a faint laugh. “It was so special, was it?”

      Felix hesitated, his breath washing over my neck, his fingers slowing inside me to the point that I almost groaned in protest. Then he worked them faster again, swiveling his thumb and giving my jaw a little love bite.

      “You’re special,” he said, so quietly I wasn’t totally sure he wanted me to hear him. “You always were. There’s never been any other woman I’ve wanted the way I want you—not just to get off but… everything.”

      My throat choked up at the strained emotion in his voice. “Everything?” I murmured.

      “Everything you’ll fucking give me,” he said with a ragged chuckle, and melded his mouth to mine.

      I didn’t know how to answer his confession, didn’t know how to react to the way it lit me up inside. I’d thought the weird connection I’d felt with the brothers I’d spent weeks of my summer with for years had been mostly on my end, because I hadn’t had much chance to crush on anyone else. But maybe it had been special in a general sense. I’d never been drawn to any of the many guys around the Noble mansion in the same way.

      Something about the Rosano brothers had called to me from the start. The idea that it’d been the same for them, or at least for Felix, was both reassuring and electrifying.

      I kissed him back with everything I had in me, as if I could tell him I wanted the same thing without using any words. My hand jerked up and down around his cock, my thumb tracing the underside and swiveling over the head so that he let out another groan.

      He added a third finger inside me, stretching me with a delicious burn that had me gasping and pumping him even harder. Our hips swayed in the same rhythm, our panted breaths mingling.

      Felix swiped hard across my clit in time with a plunge of his fingers that hit my G-spot, and my vision whited out with the burst of ecstasy. I cried out into his mouth, both my hand and my pussy clenching around him, and he came with me in a hot spurt across my wrist.

      “Fuck,” he said roughly, his head bowing next to mine as he leaned into me. “I didn’t mean to—but feeling you get there—” He drew back a little to meet my eyes, a spark of mischief lighting in his. “Give me a few minutes, and I’ll be up and raring to go again. We’re definitely not—”

      The door beside us thumped open. “If you think about it,” Darius was just saying to Lucan as they strode inside, and then he cut himself off, both of them stalling in their tracks as they stared at Felix and me.

      Darius’s shoulders stiffened, his next words coming out just shy of a roar. “What the fuck is going on here?”
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      I jerked my hand from inside Felix’s jeans, starkly aware of the cooling wetness of his cum splattered across my forearm. The youngest Rosano brother proved himself to be something of a gentleman after all by catching my fingers and wiping off the mess on his own shirt rather than leaving me to deal with it myself. Not that there would be any doubt about what had just happened between us.

      Which made Darius’s question particularly absurd.

      As Felix yanked himself back into his jeans and the skirt of my dress fell back to my knees, I narrowed my eyes at the other two brothers. Darius was glaring at both of us, fuming so visibly I was surprised smoke wasn’t pouring off the top of his head. Lucan’s mouth had gone deathly tight.

      For fuck’s sake. “What does it look like’s going on here?” I shot back. “Never had a good enough time with the groupies to figure it out?”

      Darius’s lips drew back in what could only be considered a snarl, though it was directed more at Felix than at me. “Jumping in there the first instant you could just like last time.”

      Felix held up his hands in a gesture of surrender, his cocky smile gone a bit shaky around the edges. They might be brothers, but he knew who laid down the law between the three of them. “It worked out well before.”

      “And you never thought—”

      “Whoa!” I said, stepping between them and giving both of them a push in opposite directions. Felix stepped back at my touch, but Darius didn’t budge. “What are you so angry about? I thought we cleared the air here, no more seeing me as the enemy. Why the hell shouldn’t I hook up with Felix if I want to?”

      “He knows we all— We haven’t had a chance to decide—” Darius gave a growl of frustration. He loomed over Felix despite my attempt at intervening and swiped his arm through the air. “Get out.”

      Lucan spoke up, his voice tersely even. “Darius, maybe we should—”

      “You too,” Darius said, spinning around. “Both of you, now. Find something actually useful to do with yourselves.”

      Felix’s mouth twisted. He stalked past Darius out of the room. Lucan gave the two of us an uncertain look, but when Darius aimed his glare at his brother, he left too. The door thudded shut in their wake.

      Darius rounded on me.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” I demanded before he could speak.

      “What the fuck are you doing?” he retorted, stepping closer. I dodged to the side before he could get me up against the wall like his brother had. “We only just sorted things out, and you’re already flinging yourself into Felix’s arms?”

      I scowled at him, folding my arms over my chest. “Why shouldn’t I? We did sort things out. All’s well, right? Or am I somehow still not good enough for anyone in the family? Tainted by whatever my brother’s done or some shit like that?”

      Darius let out a huff. “Of course you’re good enough. But Felix… Yes, he’s family, but haven’t you seen how he is? He humps every female-shaped thing that walks through his view.”

      “Then he should know what he’s doing,” I said tartly. “Sounds like a plus to me.”

      “He shouldn’t be doing it with you. You deserve better than a quick fuck against the wall, or I’d have— After what you went through with that asshole your dad sent you off to—”

      The pieces were starting to click in my head. I raised my chin. “Ah. I think I’m seeing the problem. It’s not that I was having fun with Felix. It’s that for some stupid reason, you thought you had first dibs. I’m sure your brother would love to know you think so highly of him.”

      Darius’s eyes flashed. “That’s not the point.”

      “I think it is. And you know what, your little brother was a hell of a lot sweeter to me just now than you’ve been even since you found out the truth. I don’t think he was planning on tossing me aside after a quick pump-and-dump.”

      Darius clenched his hands at his sides, and I got the abrupt impression that the idea of Felix staking a more permanent claim bothered him even more. “What did he say?”

      I glowered at him. “That’s none of your business.”

      “I say what’s my business. Tell me what he said.”

      “You might be able to order your brothers around, but you don’t have any authority over me.”

      With a ragged exhalation, Darius lunged forward. He moved too suddenly and quickly for me to flee. He scooped up my much smaller frame, shoved past the door to his bedroom, and heaved me down on the edge of the bed, setting his hands on my shoulders to hold me in place.

      I braced my hands against the covers, shooting murder at him with my eyes, but a tremor I couldn’t control ran through my body. Remembering Clyde’s weight pressing me down, the cutting edge of his voice with his constant demands. My fingers dug into the blanket.

      “For someone who talks like he’s so concerned about my late husband, you’re sure doing a great job of imitating him."

      Darius flinched. He ripped his hands away from me, taking a step back. The color drained from his face as he stared back at me. He opened his mouth and closed it again as if he couldn’t quite find his words.

      “Sorry,” he said finally, hoarsely. “I didn’t—fuck.”

      To my shock, he lowered himself onto his knees in front of me, the humble pose putting us at eye level. He took my hand from my lap—carefully, as if to make sure I wouldn’t jerk it away from him. He looked at it and then at me, so many emotions roiling through his cool blue eyes that I couldn’t look away.

      “I’m sorry,” he said again. “I’ve been a prick since you got here, and I’m only making it worse. This isn’t how I wanted to do this. I just—I saw you with Felix—something snapped in my head. But I wouldn’t hurt you. I’d never be like that fucker you had to marry.”

      My own anger simmered down. “Then what’s with all the yelling and the carrying me around?” I asked in a quieter voice.

      Darius rubbed his forehead. “I thought if I could get you in here and we could just talk it out, if I could find the right way to tell you…”

      “Tell me what?” I prompted when he fell silent. It seemed like the whole clamming up thing was spreading through the Rosano brothers like a plague.

      He looked up at me, squeezing my hand. “I’ve tried to protect my brothers from dealing with a lot of the shit that comes with ruling a family like ours. I came down on you when you showed up thinking I was protecting them from you. But you were the one who needed protection—you have needed it, all this time, while I was hating you and hating myself for missing the signs that you’d turned on us.”

      I gripped his fingers in return. “I didn’t expect you to protect me, Darius.”

      “I know. But I want to. There’s always been something about you… so fucking strong and fierce in that little body… I wanted you back then, and I want you now. If we could start over, do this right—you wouldn’t need to worry about anything. I won’t let my dad or your brother or any other prick fuck up your life ever again.”

      A lump rose in my throat like it had at Felix’s declaration. I leaned forward and grazed my other hand over Darius’s short hair. He tipped into my touch, his gaze darkening with desire so potent it tingled over my skin.

      “What if I feel the same way I did back then?” I asked. “What if I don’t know how to pick between the three of you? Maybe it’s selfish, but… I spent five years suppressing everything I wanted to cater to the men who thought they owned me. I don’t want to be trapped like that again. If I’m going to be with anyone, it’s got to be without any chains.”

      Darius swallowed audibly. He stroked his free hand up and down my bare calf, and damn if my panties didn’t start to melt all over again. “I don’t know if I can stand by and watch you take up with every guy you like the look of. It killed me seeing you with Felix, thinking I’d lost my chance.”

      “I’m not saying I want to fuck every guy who crosses my path. But the four of us made it work that one night seven years ago, didn’t we? Could you stand it if it was just your brothers? For now, anyway, while I’m figuring things out?” My lips twitched with a smile. “I think between the three of you, you’ll keep me too busy for me to even think about anyone else.” I’d never wanted anyone else anyway, but I wasn’t sure I was ready to admit that.

      Darius paused. Then his hand slid a little higher, over my knee. To my relief, he offered a small smile in response. “I bet we would. Maybe I should get started on that right now, just to make sure those pretty eyes of yours don’t go wandering any farther.”

      Before I could answer, he lowered his head to kiss the side of my knee. As my fingers curled against his scalp, he eased the skirt of my dress up in the wake of the path he was marking with his lips. His mouth seared my skin, edging closer to the aching core of me until I had to splay my legs farther apart.

      Was this a good idea? I didn’t know. But it felt too good for me to come up with any arguments for stopping.

      Darius pushed my skirt all the way up to my waist and grasped my panties. As he pulled them off, torturously slowly, an eager shiver raced through me.

      “No biting?” I had to ask. “I hope you don’t have payback in mind.”

      Darius chuckled, nothing but lust shining in his eyes now. “I fucking deserved that. You could have bitten me a lot harder, and I probably still would have. But you can consider this payback for all the times in the past week that I’ve come picturing you writhing and moaning under me.”

      Then he pushed his face between my legs and swiped his tongue right over me.

      I gave a little cry just at that first rush of sensation. Darius didn’t hesitate but got right down to devouring me. He might not have been planning to chomp on my delicate bits the way I had to him, but he brought the tips of his teeth to bear alongside his lips and tongue. They scraped over my clit, sending a spike of pleasure through me that surged even higher when he sucked down hard.

      “Fuck,” I muttered, clutching the back of his head with one hand and the covers with the other.

      As he lapped his tongue in and out of me, I rocked my hips to meet his thrusts. I’d just come harder than I had in years with Felix, and now an even hotter explosion was building inside me, expanding from my pussy through my body by the second.

      Darius plunged two fingers into me while slicking his tongue back and forth over my clit. He pumped them in and out with practiced assurance I didn’t want to think too much about, stroking the perfect spot inside me.

      His teeth grazed my clit again, followed by a more emphatic sucking. His other hand squeezed my ass. I moaned and bucked to meet him, and he hit me at just the right spot inside to send me soaring.

      I careened on a wave of bliss and sank down through the heated afterglow as if gliding on a cloud. Darius didn’t let up. He eased up his pace only for an instant and then started working me over as emphatically as before.

      Yet another knot of ecstasy swelled in my core. His curled fingers stroked against my G-spot, and his tongue circled my clit. He propelled me over the edge a second time in less than a minute, leaving me gasping and twice as boneless as before.

      Darius nuzzled my pussy to provoke a few final sparks of pleasure and then grinned up at me, not just lust but undeniable affection warming his gaze.

      Matching affection washed through me. I held out my hand to him. “Come here. And please tell me you have a good supply of condoms.”

      A laugh burst out of him. He climbed onto the bed next to me and pulled me into a scorching embrace, but he didn’t make any move to strip his own clothes off.

      “I think we’ll leave it there for now,” he said. “Because I’m not like the asshole you were married to, and I don’t want you to ever think otherwise. I can give without taking anything.”

      I swallowed thickly and peered at him through my eyelashes. What was I even doing? How could this go anywhere when I still had my mission here to see through?

      They had to understand. They had to see that defending my family mattered just as much to me as defending theirs did to them, and that someone in the Hell Kickers had done us wrong.

      “Even though I’m a treacherous Noble,” I said lightly but only partly joking.

      Darius scoffed. “You’re not part of your brother’s plans. The Hell Kickers’ blood that was spilled is on his hands, not yours.”

      I was a much bigger part of those plans than he knew, but not in the way he’d have thought. I couldn’t help pointing out, just to prod the subject a little farther along: “There was blood spilled on the Nobles side too, you know.”

      “Of course. Once someone starts shooting, we’re going to shoot back. Are you going to hold that against us?”

      He blew teasingly into my hair, but my eyes had popped open wider as the full implications of his words hit me.

      He was right. Once someone started shooting, the people being shot back would retaliate.

      But what if the first shooter hadn’t been on either side but somewhere else altogether?
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      The site of the deal-gone-wrong was less ominous by the late afternoon light. The warehouses looked even more derelict when I could make out the cracks in the windowpanes and the crumbling bricks in greater detail. The lot’s dusty asphalt didn’t impress either.

      I stalked along the same course I’d taken the first night, no faster for the increased visibility. Any tiny detail could tell the story I was hoping to uncover.

      The markings in the walls where stray bullets had hit the bricks lined up with the spots where I believed each gang had been staked out… except for that one that looked oddly wide. And after several minutes of careful searching, I spotted a bit of shell casing on the asphalt much farther away in the opposite direction, off to the side, several meters from where the shipping crate now stood. A spot where I could make out a few even fainter scuff marks on the asphalt that suggested this was where it’d been shoved from afterward to make its usefulness as cover for a sniper less obvious.

      I didn’t find any other evidence right there, but when I scanned the warehouses’ walls with that spot in mind, I caught sight of another bullet lodged in the bricks several meters farther from the shootout, where no one on either side would have had any business aiming. But someone firing into the fray from a more distant angle? They could have lodged one there.

      Certainty gripped my gut alongside an unexpected surge of relief. No matter what had happened since then, neither gang had betrayed the other in the deal. Both the Nobles and the Hell Kickers had been incited into action by a totally separate shooter. Whoever it’d been had probably fired at each side right after the other so both had seen a man fall and assumed the other gang had been responsible.

      Why wouldn’t they have? It’d been too dark to easily make out where the first shots had come from, especially when they’d have been out of the blue, taking the groups by surprise. And then they’d have been too caught up in defending themselves to talk things out.

      The sniper could have crouched down behind the shipping crate while the rest of the carnage played out, fired off a few more shots at the end to drive the survivors away from the goods, and then grabbed the money and the truck and taken off with them. Leaving both sides to blame the other.

      I’d bet later that night the mysterious shooter had returned to clean up as much of the evidence as possible, but it was difficult to catch everything. They wouldn’t have wanted to linger at the scene.

      Why would someone have wanted to screw over both the Nobles and the Hell Kickers? That was the big question. I hadn’t heard about any other recent, significant conflicts between Ezra and another syndicate. None of the Hell Kickers had mentioned other enemies they were keeping an eye on.

      I’d ask around just to be sure, but my gut already told me that this wasn’t a typical business move. It was personal.

      I walked back to the area where it looked like the shipping crate had once stood, and a suspicion tickled at the back of my mind. The shooter’s stakeout spot had been closer before, but still quite a distance from the part of the lot where the gang men had parked, far enough that no one would have scoped it out. The gunman had wanted to be sure he’d have a clear aim at both sides without them noticing him. To hit the necessary targets in the dark would have required someone who was quite a good shot.

      I couldn’t help remembering the night I’d wandered into the basement and seen a bunch of the Hell Kickers underlings goofing around with Nerf guns. How I’d watched Brant fudge his shots and then show off his perfect aim when he thought no one was watching.

      He happened to have connections when it came to fencing stolen goods too. And he’d acted cagey when I’d asked him about Mick, the sole remaining survivor of that shootout on the Hell Kickers’ side.

      The proof was all circumstantial at this point, but Brant was the only person close to the conflict I’d observed who seemed like a viable suspect. Griffin had motive if he’d wanted to push his agenda against the Nobles and maybe pick off a few other key underlings he might have seen as competition, but it wasn’t clear he’d had any idea the deal was even taking place, and he didn’t seem concerned that anyone might suspect him of turning on his own people. Mick must have been with his men, or they wouldn’t have continued with the deal.

      Possibly some other player had sent a shooter in, but from what I’d seen, the simplest explanation was usually the correct one. There was no point in looking for other suspects farther abroad when I had one right in front of me.

      Even if Brant had launched the attack, I still didn’t know why. Had it been an effort at undermining Mick, since he seemed to resent the older man for not taking him more under his wing? Pure greed, wanting to make some extra cash on the side and not caring who he hurt? I didn’t know what he’d have against the Nobles, but he might have seen them as a convenient red herring rather than having a personal vendetta against both sides.

      I headed back to the Rosanos’ brownstone but didn’t go inside. Instead, I waited in the lengthening evening shadows down the street, watching the comings and goings. Brant was often around during the day, and I’d seen him in the hall shortly before I left, but I didn’t think he normally stayed overnight.

      Around eight, I spotted his stocky form heading out the front door. I gripped my phone in case I needed to quickly hail an Uber, but he set off on foot. The lackeys frequently did, Brooklyn being pretty walkable and the traffic often wretched.

      I followed him at a discreet distance, walking swiftly but quietly and keeping close to the buildings. He strode along quickly, not glancing back, the messenger bag he’d had with him earlier slung over his shoulder. A couple of times, he made sudden detours as if he was trying to ensure no one would be able to stay on his trail, but I didn’t let him shake me. The brief attempts at subterfuge only intensified my suspicions.

      We left behind the residential streets for a commercial strip, passed some apartment buildings, and entered another shopping area. Finally, Brant ducked through the doorway of a café, its sidewalk patio closed for the evening but the lights gleaming inside.

      I slunk to the edge of the glow and peered inside.

      Brant was just sitting down at a small table at the back of the space, across from a slim woman with a pale pixie cut. Well, I had figured he was seeing someone, although I hadn’t realized it was more serious than some hookups with a gang groupie. Was this just a dinner date?

      But something about the woman’s face held my attention. I squinted at her, taking in her profile, the flicker of her tight smile, and the way she tugged at the short strands of blond hair at the back of her neck. Then she glanced toward the front of the café, giving me a full-face view, and my body stiffened.

      It was Holly—Marcel’s ex-wife, the Rosano brothers’ former stepmother. The woman who’d lied to me about them making bets on how they could use me while fibbing to them about my supposed spying around the house. She’d cut her hair shorter, but it was the same icy shade, and her features were only a little more lined with age than they’d been seven years ago. She’d been pretty young back then—she couldn’t be older than her late thirties even now.

      What the hell was Brant doing with her? From what the guys had said, Marcel had divorced her not long after the last time I’d seen her. She didn’t have any business with his family or the Hell Kickers anymore, not that she’d ever been part of the gang in the first place.

      As much as she’d tried to get her husband to let her in on his business endeavors…

      Understanding unfurled in my head. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, right? I should know something about that. How pissed off might she have been when Marcel ended things and moved on to a younger model? And she’d obviously disliked me for whatever reasons, so maybe she’d liked the idea of sticking it to my family at the same time.

      She’d weaseled her way back into Marcel’s business through the back door, found herself an inside man as her accomplice, and undermined one of his longest-standing alliances. What else did she have planned for the Rosanos while Brant could give her the inside scoop?

      This… was not at all what Ezra had been expecting when he’d sent me here. He’d thought I could find the culprits right within the Hell Kickers’ ranks and deal out vengeance there. Holly was a wild card neither of us would have anticipated.

      I could still get our vengeance, but I didn’t know how quickly I could put that in motion. I needed to talk to my brother first, make sure he didn’t strike back at the Rosanos while I did my work. Get the go-ahead to tell at least the brothers what I’d discovered so the Hell Kickers would back off on the Nobles. I didn’t have time to plan a subtle killing while a war was already swinging into full gear.

      Besides, the brothers might want to deal with their former stepmom and her treachery their own way.

      I watched Holly and Brant for a while longer, but all they did was talk, without any noticeable affection between them. Had she seduced him, or was this a purely professional arrangement? I guessed it didn’t really matter either way.

      When they got up to leave, I hustled away. I had to get in touch with Ezra before I made any further moves. Holly, the mastermind behind the disastrous deal—who would have thought?

      This time, I strode right into the brownstone and up to my bedroom. Thankfully, I flicked on the light before moving toward my bag with its concealed phone, or I might not have noticed Lucan sitting in the chair near the window before he realized what I was up to.

      I stalled in my tracks at the sight of him and folded my arms over my chest as he stood up. “What’s with the repeat of the room invasion?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “What’s with the repeat of the night-time stealth mission? I didn’t think you’d still feel the need to sneak around when we’re on the same side now.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I didn’t slip out the window this time, and I’m back way before midnight. I think you’re tracking my movements a little too closely for someone who’s supposedly on my side.” Why was he still watching me that warily?

      My stomach started to sink, but at the same time, Lucan’s stern expression fell. He took a step closer to me and stopped with an embarrassed dip of his head.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Old habits—and I’ve always been the one who keeps the closest eye on things. If you were trying to figure out more about the war that’s brewing, I’d have hoped you’d let us in on it.”

      I exhaled in a rush, his apology softening my momentary irritation. It was hard to be annoyed with Lucan in general when he thought so much like I did, always considering strategy and logistics. I’d have been wary of me too, even after everything we’d hashed out.

      But I couldn’t bring him in on what I’d learned yet, not until I was sure of how Ezra wanted to handle the situation. I could set even more havoc in motion if I moved too incautiously myself, and my first loyalty was to the Nobles.

      I strolled a little closer to Lucan, letting a teasing smile play with my lips. Letting myself appreciate him in a way I’d tried to resist the last time he’d been in my bedroom: the sculpted lines of his handsome face, the definition of his lean form that showed through his fitted button-up and slacks. The passionate alertness in his dark brown eyes.

      I’d told Darius I wasn’t going to choose between the three of them. I was allowed to want all three of them now. And the last time Lucan had come into this room, I was the only one who’d gotten off. I could distract him from his questions and return the favor in a very enjoyable way.

      “We can’t make every action we take a group operation,” I reminded him in a light tone. “I’m pretty sure you’re not bringing me around for all of your business activities. If I find something I think you need to know, I’ll fill you in.”

      His pupils dilated at my approach, and an answering heat trickled through my veins. “Nothing to report so far, then?” he asked, his voice dipping lower.

      “Nothing,” I agreed, hating the lie, and stopped when I was close enough to run my fingers down the front of his shirt. “But since you’re already here… I’m sure we could find other ways to occupy ourselves.”

      He sucked in a breath. “Anthea…” But then he didn’t seem to know what else to say.

      I trailed my fingers back up his chest to the side of his neck, holding his gaze. My heart thumped in a heady rhythm, anticipation building inside me. “You seemed to have all kinds of things you wanted to do with me when you thought I was the enemy. Have you suddenly lost interest in screwing me now that you know I’m not trying to screw you over?”

      His throat worked. “No. Not at all.”

      “Good.” I stroked my fingertips down his neck and then skimmed them all the way to the waist of his pants. “Because I remember how much you liked one particular thing we can do together.”

      When I cupped my hand against his groin, I found him so hard that an eager twinge pulsed between my legs. I nudged him backward with my other hand. Lucan reached for me, grasping my hair, but I pushed him right down into the chair he’d recently vacated and sank down between his splayed knees.

      His eyes widened. “Fuck. Anthea, you don’t have to—”

      “I want to,” I interrupted. “I remember how much I liked doing this too.”

      I unzipped his fly and freed his rigid cock. Lucan tipped back his head with a groan as I circled the corded length with my fingers. His hips jerked with my experimental pump, but then he gripped my hair harder, stilling me.

      “I want you to know—it isn’t just screwing to me. It never was, even when I was angry with you. I—I haven’t been with anyone in the last seven years. I never wanted anyone to have the chance to mess with my emotions the way you did… and I’m not sure I could have met anyone who’d have affected me as much as you do anyway.”

      I hesitated, the weight of his confession settling over me. Was he saying he was a virgin—one of the powerful Rosano brothers, at the age of twenty-four? Or maybe he’d had some teenage flings before our night together, when he and I hadn’t gone farther than I’d been about to right now, and he’d simply been abstinent since then. Either way, it said a lot.

      Guilt over my ulterior motives, however minor they might be, jabbed at me. “It isn’t just screwing to me either,” I said. “What I’ve had with the three of you—I can’t imagine anything else comparing. But if you don’t want to do this right now, if the issues between us are too fresh—”

      “No,” Lucan said hoarsely. “I’m not standing back while my brothers step in this time. I need you to know that I want you just as much as they do.”

      He tugged me forward, and I came. I wrapped my mouth around the head of his cock, reveling in both the mildly musky flavor of him and the rough sound that escaped his lips. At the swivel of my tongue, his hips jerked.

      He’d been this responsive that first time too, when we’d all collided in the common room that night. Darius and Felix might have been the ones who’d sent me careening over the edge, but I’d loved the fact that I’d been able to do the same for Lucan, that his careful exterior had unraveled with the unpracticed movements of my mouth.

      I wasn’t so inexperienced now, and this was one blowjob I was more than happy to offer.

      I sucked him farther down, squeezing the base of his cock and slicking my tongue around him. As I bobbed up and down, savoring every twitch and the taste of his precum, Lucan fisted my hair with both hands.

      He started to rock in the chair, pumping into my mouth to match my pace with increasing wildness but never too much force. Lucan wasn’t one for overt aggression. Which was why he hadn’t demanded more from me that first time.

      But he didn’t hesitate to speak up for what he wanted now. His breath broke again when I grazed my teeth over the underside of his erection, and then he rasped, “This isn’t enough. I need to be inside you. I need to feel you coming apart with me.”

      A giddy shiver tingled over my skin. Yes. That felt… more right than many things had in the past few years.

      I would have asked if he had a condom on him, but he’d just admitted he hadn’t fucked anyone in the past seven years, if ever. The one minor disobedience I’d gotten away with during my marriage was having a birth control implant surreptitiously inserted into my arm to make sure I wouldn’t end up not just a bang maid to Clyde but an unwilling mother as well. I’d gotten thoroughly tested as soon as I’d left Clyde’s house. Lucan and I didn’t need any other protection.

      I rose off the floor, yanking my panties off as I went, and climbed right onto the chair over Lucan. He dropped his hands from my hair to my hips, adjusting my position against me and groaning as his cock slid against my opening, already drenched for him.

      He might not have gotten around in recent years, but he knew what he was after now. With one quick yank, he pulled me down onto him, thrusting upward to fill me completely.

      I gasped, my head bowing next to his. “Fuck,” he muttered into my hair. “Even more amazing than I imagined.”

      “You feel pretty fucking amazing too,” I informed him, taking his shaft even deeper into me. I hadn’t actually been penetrated like this in months, and his cock stretched me in all the right ways. Reminding me of why people liked doing this, of what I’d missed while I’d been stuck with a man who saw me as little more than a blow-up doll.

      Lucan pulled my mouth to his. Our lips crashed together, muffling the eager sounds we both made. A minty flavor lingered on his tongue. He devoured my mouth as he pounded up into me and then twisted his head to the side.

      “I don’t know how long I can hold out,” he admitted in a strained voice. “You feel so good.”

      “Touch me,” I murmured into his ear. “I know you can get me there. You managed it with just your fingers the other night.”

      He chuckled raggedly at the memory and tucked his hand between us. The second he found my clit, I jerked forward over him with the additional burst of pleasure.

      “Just like that,” I muttered. “Just keep—fuck, yes. That’s perfect.”

      He laughed again with pure delight, stroking me harder as we rocked together on the chair. It tilted back a couple of inches against the wall, but I wouldn’t have cared if it’d collapsed under us. Every plunge of his cock and press of his fingers sent me spiraling closer and closer to my release—

      “Fuck,” he gritted out, his other hand clamping tight on my thigh, and the sound of his coming tipped me over the edge with him. I shuddered with the wave of bliss, feeling him empty himself inside me with a spurt of heat.

      As my muscles sagged against him, Lucan wrapped me in an embrace more demanding than any gesture he’d made during the actual sex. He pressed a kiss to my temple and my cheek, holding me like he never wanted to let go of me.

      I nestled my head in the crook of his shoulder, overwhelmed by the urge to give myself over that completely. To say I’d never leave.

      Somehow these three men were starting to feel more like home than anything I had waiting for me back in Paradise Bend.

      I just hoped they’d still feel the same way about me when I figured out how to explain what I’d found out here—and why I’d been digging into their business in the first place.
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      It was past eleven when Lucan left my room and I could finally get out my hidden phone, but I knew Ezra would still be up. My brother was somehow both night owl and early bird, alert whenever he needed to be—which, to be fair, he needed to be a lot when overseeing the Nobles’ domain. I wasn’t sure how much he managed to sleep these days.

      I started music playing at a moderate volume on my regular phone to cover my voice in case there were any listening devices in the room and dialed Ezra’s number. As I expected, he picked up after just a couple of rings.

      “What is it?” he asked without preamble. “Is it done?”

      I sank down on the floor with my back to the side of the bed. “I think I know who’s responsible, but it’s not what we thought. It doesn’t seem as if the Hell Kickers are directly involved.”

      My brother let out a scoffing sound. “Not involved? They stormed my operation in Brooklyn just a couple of days ago. Killed nearly every man in there.”

      “I know,” I said, my chest tightening. “But that was them retaliating—harshly—because they think you betrayed them. And after everything I’ve seen here, I’m convinced that Marcel and his sons—and all the higher Hell Kickers men—believe you really did instigate the shootout during the deal meetup.”

      “That’s ridiculous. We know we didn’t, so obviously—”

      “I think it was a third party.” My heart hitched slightly at cutting my brother off, especially when he was clearly not in a good mood, but I had to fill him in properly. “The evidence shows that a shooter who wasn’t with either group fired on the meetup from a nearby location. The goal was presumably to make both you and the Rosanos believe the other had turned against you while stealing the money and the goods for themselves.”

      Ezra paused. “You’re sure of this?”

      “I haven’t completely confirmed it, but I’m as close to sure as I can get without having witnessed it. It’s the only thing that remotely fits what I’ve found here. And I know who the third party was, as well.”

      “Then why haven’t you dealt with them?” my brother demanded.

      I inhaled slowly to steady my nerves. He was upset, but he was my brother. He’d trusted me to carry out this mission. I didn’t have to be nervous of him the way I’d been with Dad.

      “Because I believe the person who orchestrated the supposed double-cross is more closely connected to the Hell Kickers than to the Nobles,” I said. “That the attack was mainly aimed at them, so I should loop the Rosanos in on the situation so they can decide how to best proceed. They know the players better than I could possibly work out while I’m here.”

      Ezra let out a rough guffaw. “I don’t want you telling them anything. They could be elbow-deep in this shit. They know the players so well, it’s personal, but they’re completely innocent?”

      “Yes. I have good reason to think that the person behind the plot is Marcel’s ex-wife.”

      “What?” Ezra said, not hiding his shock.

      “It all adds up,” I said quickly. “She was always vying to become part of the business side of his life when they were married, and he continuously put her off. Then he shoved her aside for someone new. I found out that she spread lies about me the last time I was here—I don’t know if you remember that I came home early that last summer? It was because of her. And I saw her talking with one of the lower-level Hell Kickers who’s pretended to have nothing to do with the deal but just happens to be an excellent marksman with a grudge against his superiors.”

      “Anthea…” My brother let out a huff of breath. “You’re obviously very invested in this theory. But let’s be reasonable about this. You’re telling me that a woman with no experience in our kind of work managed to screw over two major bosses? That’s ridiculous.”

      “I know what I’ve seen,” I broke in. “It’s hardly impossible. Look at me.”

      “You’re a rare case. And you haven’t toppled any gang bosses, only taken down a decrepit old man—and it took you five years to do that. I understand you might like the idea of a woman getting the better of higher powers, but you can’t let that color your judgment.”

      “I’m not.” My heart was sinking fast. I’d known he might be skeptical, but I hadn’t expected him to reject my report that quickly and completely. And his dismissal of my solution for Clyde stung more than I’d been prepared for.

      Hell, it’d taken me five years partly because I’d had to wait for dear old Dad to kick the bucket before I could even start laying the groundwork. I’d taken particular time and care, staying under the domain of that asshole, so that Ezra didn’t experience any disruption in his business affairs. Where was the gratitude for or even recognition of my sacrifice?

      “Say nothing to the Rosanos about your silly theory,” my brother went on, his voice cold. “Get your head on straight the way I know it can be and figure out who’s really behind this mess. And soon, because I’m gearing up for a counterattack here, and I’d rather you weren’t caught in the crossfire.”

      He didn’t say I wouldn’t be, though. He didn’t say he’d make sure to get me out before his retaliation put me in danger. My throat tightened, my jaw clenching.

      How could I make him understand that I knew what I was talking about?

      “Ezra, you have to—” I started, forgetting caution in that moment and speaking just a little louder than before—and of course at that exact moment, the door whipped open behind me.

      I jerked around, hanging up the call and flicking the phone under the bed. It was too late. Darius stormed inside, his eyes narrowing, his brothers right behind him.

      “Ezra?” he repeated. “You were just talking to your brother? Your backstabbing brother who supposedly kicked you out of the house because he had no use for you?”

      His voice was cool but not brutal—yet. I scrambled for an explanation. “I—”

      “Let’s look for it first,” Lucan said before I could find the right words, striding past Darius and scanning the room. His tone was outright icy, a sharp contrast to the way he’d spoken to me right before I’d wrapped my lips around his cock just an hour ago.

      I assumed he meant the phone. There wasn’t much I could do to hide it. He stalked over to the bed and peered underneath it, but he didn’t grab the device like I’d expected. Felix went to the end table and opened the drawer there, and Darius checked the closet.

      I stood up, frowning. “What are you looking for?”

      “Oh, we got a report from some dork,” Felix said, only a slight edge in his breezy voice. It sounded like he, at least, wasn’t very concerned. “Saying you pilfered something from the family stash. Why you’d ever want to—”

      Lucan had just lifted the mattress up from the frame. “It’s here,” he said, cutting Felix off.

      The younger guy froze. “What?”

      Lucan lifted up a figurine that’d been tucked under the mattress—a narrow, golden statuette of a woman with streaming hair and her hands pressed to her chest. He shot me an accusing look, his mouth twisting.

      I blinked at the figurine. “I don’t know why you’re looking at me like that. I have no idea what that is or what it’s doing in here. It’s probably been there since before I took this room.”

      Darius stepped closer, studying the figurine and then me. “Then why did one of our guys say he saw you carrying it into your room?”

      “I don’t know!” I said. “But whoever it was, they were lying. What’s so special about that thing anyway?”

      “Maybe you just saw something you could hawk for cash,” Lucan said in the same icy tone as before. “But this belonged to our mother.”

      Oh, shit. I’d known Marcel kept a bunch of things belonging to his first wife—the guys’ mom—around the house. When we’d been teens, Felix had shown me a bookcase full of her old books and trinkets in Marcel’s lounge room. There wasn’t anything all that sentimental about it for their dad, who’d more than moved on as far as I’d been able to tell, but he felt the need to give his sons a sense of their entire family legacy.

      The brothers hadn’t known their mother very well. Unlike all Marcel’s other wives since, she’d died rather than being ditched—a sudden, aggressive cancer when Darius had only been five. Felix had admitted to me once that he didn’t even remember her. He’d only been two when she passed on, after all. Her loss was a scar they all bore, and they’d have defended her memory fiercely if they needed to. Including her actual belongings.

      I held up my hands in a gesture of surrender. “I swear I didn’t touch that. I had no idea it was in here. I’m not desperate for money—I already hawked a few pieces that were my late husband’s.”

      “Then what’s it doing here?” Darius demanded.

      “I have no idea. It’s not like the Hell Kickers are feeling all that friendly toward the Nobles right now. Maybe someone wants me gone.”

      “The guy who tipped us off wasn’t part of any operations to do with the Nobles,” Lucan said. “And you were just talking to your brother, weren’t you?”

      Triple shit. In my confusion, I’d almost forgotten the conversation they’d walked in on.

      “And what’s so horrible about that?” I shot back. “I’m not allowed to try and figure out a way you all could make peace with him so that this war doesn’t go any further?” That wasn’t even a lie. That was essentially what I’d been trying to convince Ezra to do, in a roundabout way.

      “He took your call,” Darius said ominously. “You had some secret phone ready to dial him up on?” He grabbed my regular phone off my bed and turned off the music. “And you were trying to cover up the fact that you were talking to him.” Rage and hurt shone together in his eyes. “Why did you really come here, Anthea?”

      My heart wrenched. Everything I’d been juggling since I’d arrived was tumbling down, and suddenly I couldn’t bear to dig the hole any deeper.

      These men deserved at least part of the truth. I wasn’t going to betray Ezra, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t betray myself.

      “I’ve been trying to figure out what really did happen the night that deal went wrong,” I admitted, speaking quickly. “Investigating the people involved. I can’t believe my brother would turn on your family like that. And I’ve found proof that—”

      Felix’s face had tightened. “You weren’t spying on us seven years ago, but you are now,” he cut in. “Fucking hell.”

      “It’s my family. You’d do the same. I know the three of you didn’t do anything wrong, or I wouldn’t have— I’m just making sure you have the full story—”

      “I think we do now,” Darius growled. His fury was practically vibrating off him. He clenched his hands at his sides and then jabbed one finger toward the door. “Get out.”

      I stared at him. “What?”

      “Get. Out. Grab you shit and get the hell out of our sight. Your fucking ‘investigation’ ends here. Go running back to your brother if he’ll have you or figure out something for yourself, but we’re not keeping a rat in our home.”

      My pulse stuttered. After everything he’d admitted to me—

      But that was why he was so furious, wasn’t it? Because he’d cared, he’d let himself fall for me again, and I really had deceived him this time. People who were wounded when they were feeling vulnerable went even farther onto the defensive than they might have otherwise.

      This couldn’t have happened in a worse way if Holly had planned it herself.

      My spine stiffened. Part of me wanted to stay and fight, but I had the feeling I wasn’t going to win. Not with my words alone, anyway. I needed proof—to convince both Ezra and the three men standing around me that I knew what I was talking about and that it was a good thing I’d dug deeper.

      “Fine.” I grabbed my duffel bag, which I’d kept packed in case I needed to make a hasty exit, and slung my purse over my shoulder. “But you need to know that things aren’t how they look. I’m going to confirm what I’m already almost sure of, and then you’ll be hearing from me again.”

      “Don’t you dare—”

      “I’m going!” I shot back, and marched past Darius out of the room.

      I didn’t stop walking until I’d gone down the stairs and out the front door. It was fully dark outside, pitch-black between the streams of lamplight. I closed my eyes, gathered my resolve, and strode onward.

      I’d figure this out. I’d show them; I’d make them understand.

      I’d better, because my heart already felt like it’d been broken in two all over again. And this time it might be my fault, not theirs.
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      I managed to find myself a grungy hotel room, slept for a few hours, and then started digging around online. When my efforts didn’t produce anything to my satisfaction, I called up Wylder, since it wasn’t as if my connections to my family could be any more exposed now that I wasn’t even in the Rosano home.

      “Auntie Anthea,” he said in his teasing tone, way cockier than any seventeen-year-old had a right to be. “What’s going on?”

      “I was actually hoping that computer genius friend of yours could do a little hacking on my behalf,” I said.

      Wylder laughed. “Oh, I’m not good enough for you now? I’ll find Gideon. He’ll probably break out the champagne to celebrate getting picked over me.”

      “When you learn how to work computers like he does, I’ll come to you for my digital needs,” I said dryly.

      Three hours later, I’d hired myself a rental car and gotten the address of Holly Eisener’s most recent apartment in the city. After that, it was a waiting game.

      I tailed Holly when I spotted her platinum pixie cut behind the wheel of the Camry that Gideon had also determined was registered to her name. She had a very banal day of driving to the dry cleaner’s and the gym and then an office where she had a short shift as a receptionist. Then she drove back to her apartment building.

      I was just considering giving up for the night when the Camry eased out of the parking garage long after the streetlamps had flickered on. I drove behind her as she wove through the streets and out to a stretch of warehouses along the river. She cruised around the back of a small concrete building.

      I parked my rental farther down the street and paused to pull on my thin jacket that I’d already prepped for particularly dangerous operations. A tiny pistol was tucked into a nook at the wide base of one of the flowy sleeves, a few needles discreetly hidden in the other.

      Stepping out of the car, I smoothed the skirt of my dress flat as if that would soothe my jittering nerves too. Then I slunk over to the building through the darkness. When I reached the lot behind the warehouse, the view in front of me told all the story I needed.

      Holly had gotten out of the car and walked over to a garage-style door at the back of the building, which was now open. A light had come on overtop of it. She was standing there, peering at stacks of boxes, several of them with manufacturer names printed on them. I recognized them as companies Ezra often used as a front. She had her hands on her hips and her head tilted to the side as if she were sizing them up, though for what, I wasn’t sure.

      She hadn’t managed to move all of the merchandise yet. I guessed that wasn’t surprising. Brant didn’t have the kind of reach to unload a huge shipment of that much value all at once—definitely not without the other Hell Kickers catching wind of it.

      I snapped a few silent photos with my phone. Would even that be enough proof for Ezra?

      I wavered for several seconds, and then I skimmed through my contacts to find Felix’s number. He was the only one who’d bothered to make sure I had it after our reconciliation the other day—for the same reasons that he was the one I’d have wanted to reach out to anyway. He wasn’t inclined to hold grudges unless it was absolutely necessary.

      My brother had asked me not to tell the Rosanos about my suspicions, but I didn’t see any betrayal in ensuring they found the evidence for themselves and drew their own conclusions.

      The three of you should get down here ASAP, I texted him, and included my current location. You’ll find out everything you need to know about who you should really be pissed off at.

      What are you talking about? he wrote back moments later. What crazy shit are you trying to drag us into now?

      I’m trying to make sure you see the truth. Unless you’re not interested in that after all. Anyway, since when did you mind crazy?

      There was a longer pause. The dots appeared, showing Felix was typing. I peered down at the phone, willing the words to hurry up and appear—and the hard muzzle of a gun pressed against the back of my head.

      “Throw that phone away, now,” Brant’s voice said from right behind me.
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      I shouldn’t have cared about any woman like this. Maybe if I told myself I didn’t enough times, it would sink in. That’s how brains worked, right?

      Not so much, it seemed.

      We’d all come up to our apartment together after grabbing dinner, unstated tension still simmering between us. I was sitting on the sofa in the common room, flipping the quarter I always carried in my pocket over and over. Normally I used it to decide which of two options that seemed equally exciting I should pursue. Right now I felt like I had no options at all, but something about the flicking motion kept me vaguely distracted.

      Darius had gone into his bedroom. The booming of a hip hop beat that reverberated through the door said all I needed to know about his mood. He drowned himself in rhythms and aggressive lyrics when he was particularly peeved and trying to detach himself from the world around him.

      Lucan had sat down at the desk across from me, because of course he had. He was flipping through a notebook and scrawling a few words in it here and there, but every couple of minutes he stopped and looked at the gold figurine he’d set off to the side of the wooden surface. I didn’t think he was seeing anything useful in its gleaming form, but each time his mouth tightened a little more.

      “It doesn’t make any sense,” I said abruptly, because I’d never known how to keep my mouth shut.

      Lucan lifted his gaze to consider me a lot the same way he had the statuette. “What?” he asked, as if he couldn’t figure out what I was talking about.

      I rolled my eyes at him, pretending more nonchalance than I actually felt. “Her stealing that thing. It didn’t seem like she was hurting that badly for cash. There was plenty in her wallet when I checked her purse the other night when we went looking for her. And even if she was, you said she’d just gone out yesterday evening—why wouldn’t she have sold it then instead of leaving it in her room where she could get caught?”

      I hadn’t thought I was talking that loudly, but apparently Darius’s hearing was better than I’d anticipated. The hip hop abruptly cut out, and his door swung open. “What are you going on about?” he demanded in a terse voice.

      I hadn’t meant to bring him into the conversation—well, technically I hadn’t really thought through having the conversation at all—but I guessed I was stuck now.

      “We know Anthea’s a smart cookie,” I said. “Nothing about the theft makes any sense.”

      Lucan sighed. “You’re making too many assumptions. She might have tried to sell it last night and not found a buyer, so she brought it back and hid it again. She might have known she had a buyer but not been able to arrange the hand-off quickly enough.”

      “She might have been planning to take it on a trip to Mars,” I shot back. “How the hell does it make any sense for her to steal that anyway? Anyone in the family could recognize it at a glance. If she’d grabbed something more generic, like a watch or one of the diamond rings, she could have made a case that it was hers. Heck, a ring would’ve been a lot easier to hide, too.”

      “Maybe she didn’t see a watch or the rings,” Darius growled. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve been over this. The most important thing is that she came here under false pretenses, looking to dig up information for her brother to use against us. If she was willing to lie to our faces like that, put on such a good act, who knows what else she’s capable of?”

      We had talked about that before. He had made very similar points. But they still didn’t sit totally right with me.

      Darius glowered at me. “You’ve got to stop thinking so much with your dick, Felix. Holly was right about her, even if she was seven years early with her accusations. We should have steered clear no matter what sob story Anthea gave us.”

      It was true that one of the images that kept darting through my mind was the feel of Anthea’s hand around my cock while I’d had her pinned against the wall just across the room. The little breathy noises she’d let spill out of her with more abandon now that she hadn’t been pretending to be unaffected like she had during our coat-closet interlude. The smell of her, the taste of her… so much more of her I’d wanted to taste but hadn’t gotten the chance to yet…

      But that didn’t matter either. It didn’t matter that she drew me to her like I was a moth and she was the flame, tangling up my emotions in ways no other woman ever had. Except—

      “Do you really think it was just a sob story?” I said. “You were pretty convinced after you talked to her that she was telling the truth about her husband. And her take on what happened with Holly made a hell of a lot more sense than what we’d figured. She sounded like she really was confused and angry at us.”

      “She was probably telling the truth about both of those things,” Lucan put in with flat certainty. “That doesn’t mean she wasn’t using the truth to steer us away from other truths she didn’t want us seeing.”

      I frowned. “She said she was trying to settle the war and make peace. I don’t like that she lied to us, but do you really think she was trying to hurt us?”

      “She was trying to stop her fuckwad brother from getting hurt,” Darius muttered.

      Maybe that was also true. But I was pretty sure the two men in the room with me sometimes—maybe even often—saw me as their fuckwad brother, and yet they’d still be there for me no matter what.

      Anthea had also said we’d have done the same to her if our positions were reversed. I wasn’t sure she was wrong about that. After all, we’d launched a campaign against her over something that’d happened seven years ago when she was only sixteen, banding together without hesitation to run her through the wringer.

      The decision had blown up in our faces, but I couldn’t see how that was her fault.

      I sucked my lip under my teeth, resisting the urge to gnaw at it. I didn’t know how to get those thoughts across to my brothers in a way they’d listen to. I wasn’t any kind of authority figure between the three of us.

      But I did know that for the whole day with Anthea gone, not knowing what was happening to her or where she was now, a hole inside me that I hadn’t even known was there had only yawned wider and emptier.

      Why the fuck were we being so protective of the whole family anyway? Dad had screwed us over by listening to that Griffin prick rather than his own sons, by cutting us out of his plans. And all Darius cared about was getting back into his good graces instead of recognizing that the old man’s respect maybe wasn’t worth what it used to be?

      The thought of Griffin gave me pause. I glanced at Lucan. “You said it was a pretty minor underling who came to you about seeing Anthea with the figurine. Who was it exactly?” He hadn’t mentioned names earlier, and I hadn’t asked because it hadn’t seemed important. It wasn’t like I’d expected to put the name to a face anyway. But Lucan would remember. Keeping track of the details was his thing.

      As expected, he answered without missing a beat. “A guy named Brant. He’s been with the Hell Kickers for about four years now. Pretty average foot soldier, has a couple of side connections that’ve been useful once or twice.”

      Brant. A jolt of horror hit me. There’d been that guy—coming out of Dad’s lounge—I’d known his name was something with a B.

      “Is he kind of on the short side, with curly hair?” I asked tentatively.

      Lucan gave me an odd look. “That’s the one. I’m surprised you paid enough attention.”

      Fuck. Now the emptiness inside me had been filled in with a wave of nausea.

      “And where was that figurine before?” I asked, dreading the answer, with a nod toward the desk. “Where was Dad keeping it that Anthea would have supposedly stolen it from?”

      Darius broke in before Lucan could answer. “It was in the bookcase in the lounge room near his office where he’s got a bunch of Mom’s old stuff. Why do you care?”

      I swallowed hard. “Because just a few days ago, I saw that Brant guy coming out of the lounge room looking shifty, like he knew he’d done something wrong. He said Dad had wanted him to grab a book for him, but that seemed strange to me.”

      Lucan’s brow knit. “And you didn’t press him about it?”

      I threw up my hands. “I didn’t think there was any reason to make a commotion about it! I did ask a couple of questions, and he acted like it was no big deal, so I thought I’d read him wrong. And I had no idea I had to be worried about him framing our guests for theft.”

      Because that’s what had happened here, clearly. Brant had nabbed the figurine and stashed it under Anthea’s mattress sometime when she’d been out of the room. And then he’d tattled on her.

      I pushed myself off the sofa with a surge of frustrated adrenaline. “Why would he have wanted to set her up? What would he have against her?”

      Finally, my brothers didn’t have an immediate retort. Darius and Lucan glanced at each other and then at me. Darius’s grim expression had taken on a more puzzled cast.

      “He could have some beef with the Nobles that we don’t know about,” he said slowly.

      “Or he thought he would win points with Dad by supposedly catching her in a betrayal,” Lucan added. “There are plenty of reasons. None of it discounts—”

      My phone pinged with an incoming text. My forehead furrowed. I didn’t give out my main number to many people, and two of the few who had it were already in the room with me.

      I dug it out of my pocket, and my pulse hiccupped. “It’s Anthea.”

      I half expected Darius to make a cutting remark about the fact that I’d shared my number with her, but both of my brothers stayed silent as I read her text. She’d sent a location from near the river, with the words, The three of you should get down here ASAP. You’ll find out everything you need to know about who you should really be pissed off at.

      What kind of message was that? I’d been sitting here trying to defend her, and she sent me some vague-ass call-to-arms?

      My thumbs were already tapping on the screen as I gave my report. “She says we can find out who’s causing the real problem if we meet her someplace by the river. No details.”

      What are you talking about? I wrote. What crazy scheme are you trying to drag us into now? Darius and Lucan would never let me hear the end of it if I convinced them to believe in her and then things only turned out worse.

      “She’d better give some details,” Darius growled, stepping closer as if he could intimidate her through the screen.

      Her reply didn’t get us very far. I’m trying to make sure you see the truth. Unless you’re not interested in that after all. Anyway, since when did you mind crazy?

      I scowled at the screen, wondering how to reply to that. Why couldn’t she just say what the hell was going on? Crazy is fine as long as I know what’s in the mix. What are you doing over there? What is it you want us to see, exactly?

      There, even Lucan couldn’t complain about my meticulousness now. I sent the text and sat back down on the arm of the sofa as I waited.

      There was nothing, not even the dots to indicate she was typing. Then all of a sudden, a nonsensical jumble of characters leapt onto the screen from her end. Gkhjilu

      Either your autocorrect has been possessed by a demon or you’re dodging the question, I replied.

      Nothing. One minute stretched into another, and there was no sign she was on the other end.

      A chill crept down my back. I turned my phone to show it to my brothers. Lucan got up from his desk to take a closer look.

      “She was out doing more of her investigating, looking into whoever she thinks is really to blame for the double-cross, and now she’s gone quiet,” I said, hoping I didn’t have to spell out why this seemed like bad news.

      Lucan swiped his hand across his mouth. “That combination of characters looks like she could have been jabbing her thumb over the screen keypad as quickly as possible, just to send something.”

      “Like she realized she was in deep shit and didn’t have time to say so,” I filled in.

      “Yes.”

      “Fuck.” Darius heaved a breath, his arms folding over his chest so the muscles bulged. Then the cool, commanding vibe that I’d always admired in him even when it pissed me off filled out his stance. “We have to go. We have to find out what’s happened to her—and what she’s uncovered.”

      “And make sure she’s still alive to tell us about it,” Lucan said, paling.

      As angry as we all had been, it was good to know none of us actually wanted her dead. I leapt back to my feet. “Then let’s get moving!”

      Whatever we found, I had the feeling it was going to answer all our questions. Hopefully we wouldn’t regret the way we’d forced this crisis to a head.
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      Brant probably assumed I’d be too freaked out by having a gun pointed at me to do anything other than stand there like a deer in the headlights. He had no idea how many weapons I’d already stared down in my twenty-three years.

      My phone dinged with an incoming text. I’d already lowered my hand; I couldn’t risk even the movement of lifting it to check what Felix had said. It probably wouldn’t make any difference to my current dilemma anyway.

      I jerked my thumb across the touchpad as quickly as I could. I couldn’t compose a coherent message, but if I could send something that would indicate to Felix that the situation had turned sour—

      Brant walloped my wrist with his free hand, sending the phone clattering across the pavement. I couldn’t tell whether I’d managed to hit enter in time. He shoved me after it with the gun still at the back of my skull and stomped on the screen for good measure. The crunch of the internal circuitry fracturing made me wince internally.

      Well, I definitely wasn’t chatting up anyone on that thing again.

      While he was focused on destroying the phone, I flicked one of the needles tucked into my left sleeve into my grasp and jerked my hand past him as if trying to free myself. I scraped him with the toxin-laced tip lightly enough that he’d think it was just my fingernails.

      Brant swung around, outright smacking me with the gun across the side of my head. Pain splintered through my skull, and I couldn’t suppress a gasp. Stumbling without needing to fake it, I let the needle fall with the rasp of my feet on the asphalt to cover the sound.

      I couldn’t lace a tip that tiny with enough of anything subtle that would completely spin this encounter in my favor, but getting that jab in might have bought me a big enough opening to turn the tide. My hand itched to reach for the gun in my right sleeve, but with the muzzle of Brant’s pistol still pressed against my scalp, I knew I wouldn’t get far with it. Not yet.

      I had to save my few secret advantages for when I could make the best possible use of them.

      Holly had spun around at the noise of our scuffle. “What the fuck is going on?” she snapped at Brant under her breath in a tone that confirmed my suspicions that there was no personal affection between the two of them.

      “It’s the Noble bitch,” Brant said. He prodded me toward Holly and the stacked boxes beyond the doorway, not caring about how I winced when the pistol’s muzzle bumped the tender spot where he’d bashed me earlier. “She tracked you here somehow. I told you that we had to be careful.”

      “Maybe she tracked you,” Holly snarked back. They made such a cohesive team. She narrowed her eyes at me. “What are you doing here, you stupid girl?”

      I gave her a tight smile, keeping my fingers curled inside the jacket’s wide sleeves. “I should be asking you that, I think, considering that the stuff behind you belongs to either my brother or the Hell Kickers depending on how you look at it. It definitely doesn’t belong to you.”

      “Finders, keepers, isn’t that how it goes?” she said in an arch tone.

      “I don’t think you exactly found that shipment,” I replied dryly.

      Holly scowled at me, probably annoyed that I wasn’t cowering at their feet. She’d have to break my knees before I ended up down on the pavement.

      “Where’s your other accomplice?” I went on, figuring I might as well drag whatever information I could out of them by playing clueless while I had the chance. It’d also be helpful to know if I should be prepared for any other men with guns to turn up out of the blue.

      Brant rapped me with the gun. “What are you talking about?”

      “That Griffin dude. Isn’t he in on this with you? He sure seems keen on the whole war thing.”

      The guy behind me snorted. “That fucking idiot doesn’t have any more clue than the rest of them. Just another bootlicker. Worked in our favor, though, pushing Marcel along like that.”

      I forced my eyes wide. “You and Holly pulled this off all by yourselves?”

      “Don’t sound so surprised,” Holly sneered. “No one in that fucking house ever gave me the chance I deserved.”

      So it really was just these two coming up with the scheme on their own. Well, I suspected Holly had done most of the thinking. Brant was the muscle—and the gun.

      “Were you really so peeved about Marcel divorcing you that you had to pull this?” I asked her, partly out of honest curiosity. “I mean, you were wifey number three. You didn’t figure that was a bad sign from the get-go?”

      Holly bared her teeth at me, her pretty face transforming into something hard and a little unhinged. “I could have stood right beside him properly if he’d let me prove myself. He was only looking for arm candy, it turns out. So I’ll just have to build my own empire.”

      Holy hell, the delusions ran even deeper with this woman than I’d imagined. She wasn’t just out to undermine two major gangs—she figured she was going to start her own with her ill-gotten gains? With this shithead Brant as her right-hand man?

      But even as I scoffed internally, I had to admit she hadn’t gotten off to a totally bad start. She’d set two major powers in this part of the country at each other’s throats, ready to tear away at one another—and maybe she figured she could fill in the gaps they left.

      There was something kind of thrilling about the idea of a woman in charge of a syndicate like the Nobles or the Hell Kickers. If it’d been a different woman, if it hadn’t meant the potential destruction of my own family’s legacy, I might have cheered her on.

      But this was a vindictive cunt who’d savaged the heart of a sixteen-year-old girl for no reason that couldn’t have been entirely selfish. Someone that petty wasn’t going to be any kind of role model.

      “Wonderful,” I said. “I wouldn’t have intervened if you hadn’t involved my family in the whole mess.”

      Holly sniffed disdainfully. “As if you didn’t involve yourself in my life way before now. Who do you figure you’re fooling with that cutesy dress? You think I don’t know why your dad kept sending you under Marcel’s eye? Practically offering you up on a platter. He figured he’d get the hook in good and deep, and as soon as you were old enough—”

      She snapped her fingers. Then a malicious smirk crossed her face. “I wonder what Marcel would think if he knew what a whore you were even back then.”

      A shudder crawled down my spine. That was why she’d poisoned the years of friendship and budding love between me and the Rosano brothers—because she assumed Dad had been setting me up for Marcel? The guy might have liked his women young, but I’d never gotten the impression he saw me that way. Ugh. I’d only been ten years old when I had my first summer visit.

      But this woman clearly didn’t have any concept of normal human thought patterns.

      Brant tapped me on the head with the side of his pistol again. “It’s none of your business anyway. Your idiot brother didn’t want you. You’re a goddamn stray. No one’s going to miss you when you’re gone.”

      The blatant threat made my skin prickle even more. I braced myself, studying the scene and working out my options. If I could just delay them a little longer…

      But I didn’t want to wait for the Rosano brothers to show up, if they were even on their way after my conversation with Felix. I wasn’t some damsel in distress needing rescue. I was Anthea fucking Noble, and I took care of my own business.

      I’d needed to deal with these two, and it appeared I was going to have to do it much faster than I’d have preferred if I was going to get out of this alive. But it’d had to happen either way.

      It would be better—simpler—if no one suspected anyone other than these two had ever been here. No investigation into their connections, which would bring a heap of police trouble down on the Rosanos’ heads. No possible fingers pointed at me, just months after a different death.

      Could I pull off an even bigger con than I ever had before, without weeks to plan every variable? Maybe, if the pieces I’d set in motion came together properly. From the corner of my eye, I thought I caught a slight sway in Brant’s stance. The toxin had gotten several minutes to travel through his bloodstream. His muscles shouldn’t be holding him up quite as firmly as they normally would.

      “You don’t have to kill me,” I said, holding up my hands. “And if you do, believe me, my brother won’t be happy about that. How many enemies are you looking to collect?”

      “Cast-off gang princess,” Holly sneered at me. “Who says anyone will ever know what happened to you? We’ll make you completely disappear.”

      That could be the prompt I needed. “Vanishing a person isn’t all that easy,” I said, taking on a haughty tone I knew would irk her. “Especially someone like me.”

      Holly stalked closer to me and looked me up and down. She waved Brant to the side, and he stepped back with his gun still aimed at my head.

      Perfect. I’d bought myself a little more space to work with.

      “Let me guess, you’ve got something on you that you expect the Nobles to trace,” she said with obvious skepticism. She patted my sides and my pockets, shoving her hands right into the latter to check for phones or other devices.

      “She was doing something on the phone I broke when I caught her,” Brant said, jerking his head toward the spot where he’d smashed it.

      Holly glared at me. “What were you up to? Were you talking to someone?”

      I stared steadily back at her. “Why should I tell you?”

      She hissed through her teeth and turned toward Brant—exactly where I needed her. “You shouldn’t have crushed it. Go and—”

      My pulse thumped faster with a jolt of adrenaline. Before she could finish her order, I snatched the little pistol out of my sleeve, whipped my arm in front of her chest, and shot three bullets into Brant’s torso.

      Holly let out a shriek. She grabbed at me, but I was already darting away and past her. Brant staggered, blood blooming across his chest, but his gun arm managed to follow me.

      Thankfully, my toxin was slowing him down, messing with his reflexes. His arm wobbled, and then I was on him.

      I caught his hand in mine, yanked it up, and squeezed his finger on the trigger.

      The bullet caught Holly in the neck. I’d been aiming for her head, but the slight deviation would do given the circumstances. She gurgled, blood gushing from the artery I’d hit.

      Brant swore, but the words mingled with a groan of pain. He slumped to his knees. Holly teetered, clamping her hand to her neck ineffectually. Blood spurted from beneath her fingers. She shot daggers at me with her eyes, but the life was already fading from them.

      I stepped well back, wiping my pistol on the fabric of my jacket to remove my fingerprints. “If you’re thinking that I’m going to pay for this, you can forget about that. No one’s going to have any idea this was anything other than a spat between lovers with criminal inclinations. I’ll be removing every sign that I was here before I leave, and the cops aren’t going to look too closely when the obvious evidence will add right up.”

      She opened her mouth, but all that sputtered out was more blood. Swaying, she keeled right over. The life had left her before she even hit the ground. Her corpse sprawled there, limbs akimbo, her hair more scarlet than ice-blond now.

      Brant had slumped onto his chest. I fought the urge to put one more bullet in his brain, just to be sure. That would only make the police unsure of how this spat had gone down. His breath rasped and then stopped.

      As I checked his pulse, confirming it’d stopped, an engine roared nearby. Tires screeched, and a dark sports car careened around the warehouse into the lot.

      Before I could do more than tense up, braced for a bigger fight, all three of the Rosano brothers spilled out into the night.
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      The three brothers stopped in their tracks in front of the open car doors, staring at me and the scene around me.

      “What the fuck?” Darius said. “We heard shots…”

      I raised my chin, looking right back at them, and motioned to Holly, who’d sagged totally limp into the pool of her blood, her eyes staring blankly. “There’s the mastermind behind the shootout at the deal hand-off, such as she currently is. And there’s the guy who took the first shots, making both sides think the other was attacking them.” I pointed to Brant.

      Felix was outright gaping. “And you just…”

      I helpfully filled in the blanks. “This is what everyone is going to know happened: Holly and Brant got into an argument about what to do with all the crap they stole from you and my brother.” Careful to stay clear of the blood on the ground, I walked over to Holly, crouched down, and tucked my gun into her hand. “The gunshot residue will fit, as will the angles of the shots. Enough that no one’s going to bother to look more closely, anyway. I made it the cleanest job I could within the many limitations.”

      “And what really happened?” Lucan asked quietly.

      As I straightened up, I gave him a coy look. “Didn’t I just tell you?” I rubbed the side of my head where Brant had whacked me with his gun and winced. It didn’t feel sore enough to warrant concussion worries, but I was definitely going to have a bruise there. “Maybe given the fact that they’re here and so’s your stuff, this once you’ll take my word on the rest.”

      Lucan’s eyebrows arched slightly. “You set it up so there wouldn’t be any heat on us.”

      I shrugged. “Whatever you think of me, I’ve never wanted to screw you over. If I can do a job clean, then that’s how I work.”

      Felix let out a disbelieving guffaw. Darius gave a huff of breath and strode toward me. I stiffened all over again, but all he did was wrap his arms around me and squeeze me close.

      “I thought you were getting fucking killed,” he growled.

      The demanding pressure of the embrace steadied me. “I thought you’d be happier about that possibility, considering how we left things.”

      “No,” he said hoarsely. “No fucking way. I just—finding out, after everything—” He pulled back to look at the bodies and then back at me, his eyes blazing with emotion. “You’re a goddamn marvel, Lady Noble. And this is the last time you’re going anywhere without me.”

      “Er, shouldn’t I get some say—”

      He cut me off with the crash of his mouth against mine, and for that moment, I decided I’d go along with his terms. We could hash out the details later.

      I kissed him back with everything I had, my body waking up in an instant as if it’d been waiting just for this my whole life. Darius tugged my body flush with his, the bulge of his groin unignorable.

      I was vaguely aware of his brothers drawing closer around us. Felix cleared his throat. Darius kissed me again, almost tenderly, and then raised his head to glower at the younger guy.

      “Maybe there should be some apologies before the passionate mauling continues,” Felix said wryly. As his gaze darted to me, his mouth twisted. “Starting with me. We seem to keep getting tangled up in misunderstandings and miscommunication. I should have spoken up for you sooner—before these two bullied you out of the house.”

      My throat tightened. “I get it,” I said, letting my gaze hold his before looking at Lucan and Darius again. “I was hiding things, and that was a sore spot for you, especially after the lies we’d only just cleared up. But I swear I only wanted to take down the people who actually hurt you and the Nobles. I’d like to see the alliance between my family and yours back in place if that’s possible. I’m not here to wage war.”

      “Only on the people who deserved it,” Lucan said, glancing down at Holly and Brant. “I can’t help thinking we’re lucky you haven’t decided we deserve retribution too.”

      The corner of my lips quirked upward. “I’m sure you could get there if you tried really hard.”

      He smiled back, cautious but I thought more out of fear of saying the wrong thing than because he was wary of me anymore. “I think I like being on your side a whole lot better. Or on top of you. Or under you. I’m pretty open to the possibilities, if you still are.”

      I motioned him closer, and he rested a hand on my waist. Then I met Darius’s eyes.

      The eldest Rosano brother’s face had darkened. He tipped his head to rest his forehead against mine. “I’m going to lead the Hell Kickers one day. I should be a better man than I’ve been to you. I promise I don’t normally let my temper get the better of me like that. If you want to yell at me a while to even the score, have at it.”

      I touched his cheek. “Yelling is definitely not what I want to do with you. I just need to know that we’re good now. No more worries about my loyalties?”

      He paused. “Is it going to be a problem, being with us and being true to your family at the same time? We don’t know that Ezra won’t want his own retribution no matter what you tell him.”

      I didn’t even need to think to know my answer. “I’ll only stand with my family when they deserve it too. My brother doesn’t have me on a leash—I make my own rules.” At least, I did from now on. After what I’d just survived, there wasn’t a single part of me that was willing to jump at anyone’s command anymore, even my brother’s.

      Darius exhaled roughly. “I wasn’t worried about that. I don’t think you’d turn on us for his gain—hell, you already had the perfect opportunity if you’d been interested in going there. I just don’t want to ruin your life so I can have you in mine.”

      An ache formed around my heart, but it wasn’t an unpleasant one. “The three of you haven’t been ruining my life,” I said softly. “You’re reminding me how to live for myself again. And I’m not letting anyone take what’s mine away from me ever again.”

      “We’re yours,” Lucan said without hesitation. “As long as you’ll have us.”

      “So let’s get on with making you ours,” Darius growled. “We’ve waited too long as it is. We’ll fucking christen the site of your victory.”

      He hefted my petite frame against his brawny one in a single smooth movement and marched me past the fallen bodies into the deeper shadows of the storage area. As he set me on a box where my legs could splay around his waist, I curled my fingers into his shirt and tipped my head back to welcome his kiss.

      It really was the perfect place to reclaim everything that’d been ours for one brief night years ago, that the woman lying dead a few feet away had nearly stolen from us forever, along with everything else she’d robbed us of.

      We were never going to be easy people, any of us. We’d been broken and brutal with each other, and we all had our sharp edges still. But the slate was clear now, no more secrets or resentments left between us. Just me and the men some part of me had always known were meant to be by my side. The fierceness of our hearts fit together just right.

      All three of those men surrounded me now. Lucan came around Darius to tuck his hand around my waist, peeling back my jacket so he could kiss the bare skin of my upper arm beneath. Felix clambered right up on the boxes next to me and pressed his lips to the top of my head as he eased the jacket off my other arm.

      “It’s getting cool out,” he murmured, “but we’re going to keep you nice and hot.”

      A giddy giggle that wasn’t at all like me tumbled from my throat against Darius’s lips. He kissed me harder and then pulled back just an inch. “I love hearing you like that. But there are all kinds of other sounds I want to hear from that mouth too.”

      I peered at him through my eyelashes. “You’ll get what you deserve.”

      He grinned. “Then I’d better get on with earning those moans.”

      He tugged the jacket right off me, and Felix wasted no time jerking down the zipper at the back of my dress. The guys didn’t hesitate to make good on his promise to warm me up. They all leaned closer, Darius capturing my mouth again while his hands roamed down my sides, Felix nibbling my neck and teasing his fingers over the curve of one breast, Lucan cupping the other with a flick of his thumb over my pebbling nipple.

      Quivers of pleasure raced through my nerves from every direction. I couldn’t restrain a whimper, arching into their combined touch.

      It was so much better than the first time. Better because I wasn’t that hesitant teen girl who’d been afraid she’d embarrass herself. Better because we all knew this wasn’t just one night. We were in this thing together, for as long as the world didn’t manage to tear us apart.

      Darius lowered his head abruptly, searing a path over my jaw and down my neck. Felix took the opportunity to turn my face toward him and plant his lips on mine. As his tongue darted blissfully into my mouth, Lucan worked his own kind of magic fondling my breast and squeezing my ass.

      I gave a little growl of encouragement, my panties dampening. Darius dropped low enough to yank down my bra and bring his mouth to the breast Felix had released. His tongue swiveled around the peak in perfect symphony with the movements of Felix’s dueling with my own and Lucan’s now curling around my earlobe.

      They finally earned one of those moans, reverberating through my chest alongside the rush of pleasure. I clutched at Lucan’s collar, Darius’s shirt, rocking instinctively, propelled by so much need I couldn’t hold myself back.

      “We’ve got you, Lady Noble,” Darius said in a voice that nearly melted me. He shoved up my skirt and gripped my panties. “I fucking love these dresses. And they make it so much easier to get right where I want to go.”

      Then he tore the panties from my hips with one swift jerk. I was already yanking at his fly. As his rigid cock sprang free, Felix passed over a packet with a crinkle of foil.

      I laughed. “Of course you’d be prepared.”

      He nuzzled the side of my head and nipped my ear. “They’re all for you going forward, Firebird. But I don’t mind sharing with my brothers.”

      He grazed his teeth along the corner of my jaw as Lucan tugged my mouth to meet his. Then Darius was thrusting into me, and I was lost completely in the heady rush of sensation.

      He filled me so completely that a gasp burst from my lips at the jolt of pleasure. Lucan drank in that sound and devoured me further, Felix stroked my uncovered breast, and Darius plunged in and out of me with rasps of breath that sounded almost desperate.

      “Our lady,” he muttered. “You won’t be anyone else’s. Not as long as I’m around to have a say in it.”

      I hummed eagerly and let out another moan. “Fine by me,” I said between pants. “Don’t want anyone else. Never did. Can’t imagine I ever will.”

      He pounded deeper and deeper, stretching me in just the right ways. The delicious heat of that friction spread all through my torso. I bucked to meet him, kissing Lucan back and then turning to Felix again, my fingers twisted into shirts on either side.

      My head felt as if it were soaring right off my body on a surge of bliss. And then I cracked right open under a wave of ecstasy that had me shaking as I clenched around Darius.

      He groaned and spilled himself a moment later, ramming himself as deep as he could go one final time. Then, while I was still quaking with the aftermath, he lifted me off the boxes and spun me around.

      Some silent communication must have passed between the brothers. The next thing I knew, I was bracing my elbows against the nearest box, leaning forward as Felix hopped down to the ground beside me.

      He stroked his hand over my bared ass, and there was the crinkle of another packet. His finger traced over my other opening.

      “We’ll save this for another time when we’ve got all the proper supplies to make it fantastic for you,” he said, his voice dripping with promise. “For now…” He curled his other hand against my pussy and inhaled sharply at the slickness of my arousal. “I can’t believe it’s been this long. Seven fucking years. I’m never waiting more than a day again.”

      Another giggle fell from my lips, followed by a hitch of needy breath as he surged into me from behind. I might have just come, and hard, but it only took a few thrusts of Felix’s shaft before the trembling was spreading through my limbs all over again.

      But I had one other brother to keep in mind. I tugged Lucan’s arm, directing him to perch on the edge of the box near where I’d been sitting before.

      “I want another taste of you,” I murmured.

      “Hell, yes.” He scooted closer and freed his cock from his slacks. I let the swaying brought by Felix’s strokes propel me over his brother’s straining erection.

      As I took it into my mouth, Felix let out a low whistle. “That’s our girl,” he said, his voice bright with awe even as his breaths turned ragged.

      “Our lady,” Darius insisted, not done with me yet. He knelt down at my other side and lapped my nipple into his mouth to test his teeth on it.

      I gasped at the sparks that shot through my nerves and sucked harder on Lucan’s cock. Heat swelled all through my core with Felix’s rhythm inside me. He dipped over my back, kissing my spine and tucking his hand between us. His fingers circled my clit.

      “Fuck!” I cried at the quivers that simple touch set off. I closed my lips around Lucan again, determined to bring him with me when I came. I was hurtling toward that edge already, careening along at a heady pace with each thrust and suck.

      I bucked back into Felix and worked over Lucan with all the tricks of tongue and teeth I’d learned. Felix pinched my clit just as Darius lapped my breast, and my mouth tightened around Lucan’s cock.

      With the first salty spurt of his cum in the back of my throat, I unraveled, my pussy clamping so tight around Felix’s shaft that he hissed as he came too. We swayed to a stop together, Lucan caressing his fingers over my hair as I swallowed, all of our chests heaving from the glorious exertion.

      “Worth the wait,” Felix said with a chuckle, and hugged me from behind before withdrawing.

      Darius eased me down onto his lap. I settled there, bonelessly sated, and reached for my other two men. But as they sank next to us on either side, Lucan slipping his hand over my thigh and Felix tipping his head against my shoulder, a worry started to nibble at the blissful peace that’d briefly settled over me.

      “I don’t know if it’s going to be enough,” I said, and motioned to the bodies slumped beyond the storage area. “If they’re going to be enough—for Ezra. He didn’t believe it was possible that Holly could have masterminded some complicated scheme, and he’s not here to see the evidence directly.”

      “Sexist bastard,” Felix remarked.

      “He isn’t alone in that.” I paused. “And Holly and Brant weren’t really alone in brewing their war. If I had an idea that could give me a more prominent fall guy and solve your biggest problem too…”

      I didn’t need to finish my sentence. Darius tightened his embrace and kissed the spot just behind my ear. “Whatever you need, Lady Noble. We’re here with you all the way.”
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      It was Holly, really, who gave me the idea. So I’d thank her wretched soul for that, wherever it was now hanging out in Hell.

      We got back to the Rosano brownstone a little after ten, arriving in our separate cars. At that hour, there was still some activity around the house, but it had a quieter quality—a hushed conversation in a corner of a room here, a hasty snack run into the kitchen there. There were maybe half a dozen lackeys still up and either watching over the house or sorting out other work on the first floor.

      The second floor was even quieter. Lucan checked and confirmed that Marcel had headed up to his own third-floor retreat opposite the brothers’ apartment. Then Darius let us into the old man’s office.

      We stood in the darkened space where Holly had once claimed she’d found me snooping, and he turned toward me.

      “You don’t need to be here for this. We can handle it ourselves.”

      I shook my head. “It’s my plan. It’s to settle things between me and Ezra too.” I’d have a lot harder time getting out from under my brother’s thumb if I couldn’t hand him a solid victory. My lips formed a crooked smile. “Anyway, you might need me. Look at how handy I’ve already been.”

      “In more ways than one,” Felix teased, leaning in to kiss the side of my neck and making my pulse jump.

      Darius shot him a baleful look. “Think with your head instead of your dick for five minutes, Don Juan. We’ve got to play this right, or we’ll have a ton more problems instead of none.”

      I glanced around the room. “What’s in here that your dad would really hate having messed with? What’s the private stuff everyone should know not to touch?”

      Lucan followed my gaze with the sharper analytical precision of familiarity. He pointed to a glossy black cabinet near the desk that had glass doors on the upper half and three drawers with locks lower down. “Those drawers. Only Dad and Darius have the key. Dad’s got financial documents in there—deeds and licenses—notes about the business operations. I don’t even know what else. But he always made it clear to us that it was a big deal if he showed us something out of there.”

      “I don’t even know what all he’s got stashed away,” Darius said. He fished his keyring out of his pocket and slid a small, simple key off the ring. “But we don’t need to. We only need to know there’s no way that prick should be going in there. I’ll tell Dad that I noticed the key missing after I took a shower and came right to see what was up.”

      “You should get your hair wet, then,” I pointed out. “You wouldn’t have stopped to blow-dry it. Gotta sell the story all the way.”

      Felix chuckled and held his hand out for the key. “Go take care of that, big bro. We can get everything else set up.”

      Darius grumbled a bit but ducked out of the office to hurry to the nearby bathroom.

      Felix walked over to the cabinet and fit the key into the lock of the upper drawer. He looked over his shoulder at me. “Should I open it?”

      I considered the staging. “It’d be better if we can get him to open it up, so he’ll be in just the right position. If he comes in and notices it’s open right off the bat, it might put him more on guard, don’t you think?”

      Lucan nodded. “He’s going to think it’s odd as soon as he gets here and it’s just us, not Marcel, though.”

      “You want to keep him in an urgent emotional state,” I said. “Act like there’s a big rush, like his job could depend on him following through ASAP. When people are worried, they don’t think about the details as much.”

      “Of course. We can manage that.” He considered me. “He’ll also think it’s strange that you’re here with us.”

      “I can add to the story,” I said, and sat down in a chair near the window. “Felix, you can be guarding me. Make it look like whatever’s going on, it’s something big to do with the Nobles—that Marcel is finally going to use the leverage he thinks he’s got in me. That’ll have Griffin even more eager.”

      As Felix walked over to join me, pulling out his gun, Darius barreled back into the room. He’d done a good job, dampening his hair and then giving it a hasty rub with a towel so it didn’t look like he’d just splashed himself or something. When he caught my eye, I gave him a thumbs up.

      Lucan lifted his phone. “Are we ready? I can text him over here now.”

      Darius took out his own pistol, holding it close by his hip. I motioned for him to stay close to the door. “You’ll need the angle to look like you burst in and caught him in the act. Make sure you stay between him and the door.”

      “Got it.” He motioned to Lucan. “Bring him in.”

      Lucan tapped out a text and then took a post next to the desk, standing tensed as if braced for action. Darius stayed to the side of the door, keeping the gun out of view. Felix teased the muzzle of his gun in a slow, delicate circle along the back of my neck.

      “Don’t worry,” he said when I shivered. “The safety’s on.”

      I let out a light chuckle. “That wasn’t a bad shiver.”

      “Hmm. Now I’m having all sorts of fun ideas.”

      “Save them for later,” Darius muttered.

      Felix shot him a narrow look. “I think by now I’ve proven that I can carry my own weight in this family just fine.”

      Darius blinked, momentarily chagrinned. “You’re right,” he said, still gruffly but with an obvious apology in his tone. “We’re a good team—all three of us together.”

      “All four,” I piped up.

      “Don’t worry, Firebird,” Felix said, giving my neck another stroke with the gun. “No one’s forgetting you any time soon.”

      Darius drew himself up straighter. “Footsteps,” he said under his breath. “Probably Griffin.”

      We all fell silent, settling into our roles. Just as the footsteps came close enough that I could hear them from across the room, Lucan thumped his hand against the desk. “We’ve got to get moving on this,” he said in an almost frantic tone. “If we don’t get everything ready in time…”

      He was setting the stage. Good.

      Griffin pushed the door aside and marched into the room. He took in the scene with his beady eyes, stalling just a couple of steps from the door.

      “What’s going on?” he demanded. “I thought you said Marcel needed me.”

      “He does,” Darius said, quickly and firmly. “He’ll be back in a moment—there were too many things he needed to take care of. We’ve got to strike fast if we’re going to get the better of the Nobles. Grab the notebook from that drawer, and we can get started.” He jerked his hand toward the cabinet.

      To give the appearance that he was too busy to take care of the task himself, Lucan had thrown himself into pawing through the papers and books Marcel had left on his desk. Griffin hustled across the room, knelt by the drawer, and then paused, glancing around at us again. He knit his forehead, a frown crossing his face.

      “What exactly are we doing?”

      “We got something important out of her,” Felix jumped in, waving his gun toward me. “Get a move on, man, or Dad’ll be pissed. Any second now, we’ll have Nobles crashing in on us.”

      He was a good enough actor to convey a genuine-sounding panic. It spurred Griffin to action just enough to get his hand to close on the key and twist it in the lock. But as he jerked the drawer open and Darius’s gun hand whipped upward, Griffin’s head snapped around to stare at me again.

      “You’re setting me up. Just your brother’s puppet, huh? And you convinced them too.”

      Darius hesitated, still aiming at Griffin but not firing yet. He glanced at me, and my pulse hiccupped with the fear that I’d see suspicion in his gaze. But instead he only raised his eyebrows in a hint of a question, his expression nothing but determined.

      He trusted me. He was simply asking if I thought he should go ahead and shoot or find out what this prick had to say.

      I blinked at Griffin, not entirely sure myself. “What are you talking about? None of this was Ezra’s idea. He’d be pissed if he knew what they’re doing.”

      I made my voice as frantic as possible, but Griffin had spotted Darius’s gun, of course. He knew the situation wasn’t what we’d said at first.

      His hand crept toward the bulge of his own pistol at the back of his jeans, and Darius gave his gun a little shake. “Hands in front, or I’ll shoot you without hearing what you’re blathering about. I don’t care either way.”

      Griffin froze, his jaw working. He turned his attention on me again. “Do you really think a gang boss would let his kid sister go running around loose making her own plans?” he sneered at me. “He had to know we’d strike back at him. He wanted you in here getting sympathy for your side so you’d take out everyone who’s against him. I’ll bet he made it sound like family loyalty, as if that means anything. He just wanted to use you.”

      His words sank into me with a jab of horror. That was what my dad had done for all those years, wasn’t it? Forced me into compliance for the good of the family business, used me for his own ends without caring what I thought.

      The disdain in Ezra’s voice when he’d dismissed my claims about Holly echoed up from my memory, and my stomach twisted. Had he really expected me to come here and use my own judgment, or had he simply figured I’d wreak enough havoc to make his own job easier, one way or another? Maybe he’d even been clever enough to realize that scoffing at me would spur me to further action.

      There was a moment, just a second or two, when I wavered. I was so fucking done with being anyone’s dupe. But Felix set a gentle hand on my shoulder, Lucan caught my eye from across the room, and Darius adjusted his grip on his gun, his aim never shifting.

      Griffin had gambled wrong. He didn’t understand that I wasn’t here only because of my family or even mostly on Ezra’s behalf, not anymore. And what we were doing here was for the men I’d fallen for at least as much as it would help my brother. If my ends happened to eliminate an enemy of the Nobles, it was a happy coincidence, not a mistake.

      I was calling the shots here, and not one man in this room or outside it was going to control me ever again.

      I gave Darius just the slightest tip of my head, and he pulled the trigger.

      The blast propelled Griffin’s body against the cabinet, his ruined head smacking the drawers. It left an imprint of blood and bits of skull on the shiny wood as his body sagged lifelessly to the floor.

      A shout from below told us the lackeys were already coming running at the noise. Darius made a sweeping gesture for the rest of us to clear out. The story was supposed to be that he’d discovered Griffin on his own, after all.

      Felix and I dashed to join Lucan, shoving past the door and ducking into the nearby lounge room before the incoming underlings had made it to the top of the stairs. Lucan planted himself in front of the door and exhaled in a rush.

      “It’s done,” Felix said in an awed whisper. “The creep is dead. No more challengers for the throne. Not that I was ever much of a contender anyway.”

      Lucan caught his gaze. “Darius was right. We’re in this together from here out.” His attention slid to me. “Will this be enough to satisfy your brother? You don’t think he did have bigger plans?”

      I inclined my head, a belated sense of relief washing over me. It was done, my whole mission here, in a way that was still sinking in.

      I’d gone into the lion’s den and emerged not only intact but with three new allies on my side—allies and friends and lovers, who stood with me, not with Ezra.

      “I’ll tell him I found out a major lieutenant of Marcel’s was in on the scheme,” I said. “You’ll need to make him right with his end of the deal and offer some kind of amends for the takeover downtown, but I think you can rebuild the good will there now that the source of the problem is dealt with. Maybe Ezra knew more than he let on… but I don’t think it matters. I would have done the same thing no matter how it benefitted him.”

      Felix slipped his hand around my arm. “You finished the mission you came here on. Does that mean you’ll be going back under his roof?”

      “No,” I said without hesitation. The certainty had been gathering inside me for a while now, potent enough that I felt comfortable voicing it out loud. “I think it’s time I stood on my own two feet.” I shot him a coy sideways look. “Although I won’t mind if certain men lift me off those feet from time to time.”

      He grinned back at me. “I’m sure we’ll all be more than happy to oblige.”

      Lucan had started tapping on his phone again. “We’d better get the goods moved out of the building where Holly and Brant had them stashed—as much as we can while still leaving a bit to sell the story you presented. I’ll see if I can track down any of the money they stole too. We’ll square things away with the Nobles.”

      His gaze flicked upward with a sly glint. “And we wouldn’t want there to be any chance of the cops finding the wrong DNA evidence at the scene after what those boxes have been through.”

      I snorted, and Felix let out a muffled guffaw. I stepped forward, tugging him with me. “All right. Let’s go pick up the pieces of this mess and fit them into a better picture.”
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      The best thing about the apartment was the windows. A whole wall of them stretched from the living room through the master bedroom, floor to ceiling, giving a view over the south end of Manhattan and the East River beyond. It wasn’t quite the penthouse level of the new modern building, but I figured there was nothing wrong with leaving something to aspire to.

      The morning sunlight spilled through the glass over my skin. I inhaled deeply, drinking in the warmth in every possible way.

      “It’s perfect,” I said. “I’m taking it.”

      Darius walked over and wrapped his arms around me from behind. “Finally we found an abode that our Lady Noble is satisfied with.”

      I swatted his bicep. “Hey, I had a lot of important criteria. Some of which should be important to you too.” Like my vicinity to Brooklyn, so the Rosano brothers could drop by on a regular basis. And the very wide master bedroom, which was going to allow for a custom bed large enough for four, if I had anything to say about it.

      Felix sauntered up beside us and elbowed his older brother mischievously. “Don’t give her a hard time, or maybe she’ll decide this one isn’t good enough after all.”

      Lucan had gone to stand by the windows, gazing out over the city. “We’ll need to get you a good security system.”

      Always the most practical one. I shot him an affectionate smile. “I trust you to recommend the best options for me to pick from.”

      My phone rang in my purse. I fished it out of my purse and stepped away from Darius when I saw the caller ID. “It’s my brother.”

      The three men remained still and silent as I answered the call. “Hi, Ezra.”

      “Anthea,” he said, careful but not cutting. He’d been less stern with me since I’d announced my intentions to move to New York permanently. “I thought I’d check in and see where you’re at—and whether there’s anything to report as far as the Hell Kickers are concerned.”

      As far as Ezra knew, part of my new role in the criminal underworld we all moved in was as liaison between him and the Rosanos—with me being more on his side than theirs. It was part of the way I’d sold him on not fighting with me about this additional bid for independence.

      Over the past few weeks, with his business in Brooklyn restored to him and the true culprits of the deal-gone-wrong revealed, my brother had re-established a tentative peace with Marcel. But neither the guys nor I were telling our respective families that we were involved in a lot more than business when it came to each other.

      Our personal lives were none of their concern. And frankly, my family had already gotten to dictate too much of what happened in mine. The three men around me and I had made our commitments to each other, and that was all that mattered, not anyone else’s opinions.

      “I’ve just found an apartment,” I told Ezra. “So I can finally get out of the hotel. Everything seems to be going smoothly here with the recent joint operations between the Hell Kickers and your local business. You know I’d contact you as soon as I saw any reason to worry.”

      “Of course.” He sighed. “Are you sure you won’t reconsider? I’d feel better having you close at hand—for your own security. You’ve been through enough already.”

      He didn’t know the half of it. But he also didn’t know how much joy I’d found here that I couldn’t imagine getting anywhere near back in Paradise Bend.

      Besides, I was pretty sure what he was really most concerned about was keeping a tight leash on me and my skills, which I’d just proven were even more valuable than he’d expected.

      “I think it’s time I spread my wings a little,” I said lightly. “We’ve talked about this. It’ll be good for me to establish connections of my own and broaden the Nobles reach that way. If you ever need me for a job, all you’ve got to do is give me a call.”

      My success at uncovering the rot inside the Hell Kickers had also made it impossible for him to argue that I couldn’t hold my own. He hummed noncommittally but couldn’t actually offer up any solid reasons why I should come back into the fold. He was smart enough to realize that as long as I wasn’t outright defying him on any essential matter, having a happy ally was more important than having that ally nearby.

      “If anything goes sideways, don’t hesitate to reach out to me,” he said.

      “I know you’ve got my back.” I just couldn’t be totally sure he wouldn’t be standing there fitting a collar around my neck if I gave him the chance. “I’ll stop by just to visit regularly too.”

      I wanted to keep an eye on Wylder, make sure Ezra wasn’t pushing my nephew too hard now that he’d lost his grip on both his older son and me. The kid needed to have someone around who’d have his back without any alternate agenda.

      Just seconds after I’d hung up, my second phone—the one I’d set up for my new line of work—pinged with an incoming text. I swapped it for my regular phone, glancing at the message.

      I hear you deal in accidents and illnesses. I may have a job for you.

      Another smile tugged at my lips. With the help of the Rosano brothers, I’d been surreptitiously getting word out on the streets that for anyone who needed help of the subtle variety, either committing a crime they didn’t want to look like a crime or investigating a supposed accident that they thought might not be one, I was the new resident expert. I’d already handled a couple of jobs that’d covered my hotel stay and the deposit I’d need for this apartment.

      “Looks like I’ve got another client,” I told the men, waggling the phone. “Business is picking up!”

      “Soon you’ll be queen of New York City,” Felix teased, moving in to nuzzle my neck. “I love watching you get down to work.” He paused, his body going still next to mine, and pulled back just far enough to meet my eyes. His gaze seemed to search mine for a moment before he said, “I love you.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Then Darius was giving his brother a light cuff to the shoulder, scowling at him. “Leaping in ahead of everyone like always. Can’t you ever cut us a break?”

      “Obviously we shouldn’t have expected anything else,” Lucan said with a bemused shake of his head.

      I looked around at the three of them. “What are you talking about?”

      “We were going to say it all together,” Darius growled, shooting another half-hearted glower at Felix before turning to me. His expression softened. “Pick out a necklace or a bracelet or something as a symbol…”

      “A ring seems too obvious when you want to keep things quiet,” Lucan put in.

      Tears pricked at the back of my eyes with the wave of emotion that swept through me, but there was nothing but joy in them. “I don’t need a symbol,” I said. “What matters is that I have you. I love you too, all of you.”

      “Good,” Darius grumbled playfully, tugging me away from Felix into his own arms. “Because it’s been enough trouble falling for you. If you didn’t feel the same way, I’d just give up on saying it to anyone.”

      I nudged him with my elbow. “You haven’t actually said it yet.”

      He huffed and bowed his head next to mine. His breath tickled over my ear when he spoke. “I love you, Lady Noble. You’re it for me, in case that wasn’t obvious.”

      Lucan grasped my hand. “And for me. I loved you when I was seventeen, and I only love you more now that I’ve seen the woman you’ve become.”

      As Felix eased in to enclose me completely in a circle of heat, my phone chimed with another text. The youngest Rosano brother nipped my earlobe. “Put the asshole clients off for an hour or two. You don’t want to look too available. And I believe we need to christen your new digs.”

      I snorted, but I couldn’t stop myself from beaming at the same time. “I haven’t even signed the lease yet.”

      “But you will,” Darius said. “I think Felix has exactly the right idea.”

      As he sought out my lips and Lucan slipped his arm around my waist, I decided it was a pretty good idea. A moment like this deserved a celebration with the men I’d fallen for, the men I was staying for.

      Possibly for the first time in my life, the ground beneath my feet felt perfectly solid. And as long as I had them standing with me, that ground stretched out toward all kinds of horizons I couldn’t wait to claim as my own.
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        * * *

      

      What’s Anthea up to five years later—and how will the Nobles handle an even bigger conflict that shakes up both her nephew and her brother when another fierce gang princess crashes into their lives? Find out in the Crooked Paradise series, complete and in Kindle Unlimited! Or read more about the first book below…
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        Scorned Princess (Crooked Paradise #1)

      

      

      
        
        Hell hath no fury…

      

      

      I thought I was trading one evil for a lesser one. Marry a man I might eventually love, forge an alliance between his gang and my father's, and get out from under Dad's sadistic thumb.

      Turns out my fiancé has other plans. Like slaughtering me and my entire family the night before the wedding.

      I make it out alive, left with nothing but a thirst for vengeance. But if I want to crush the prick who betrayed me, I have to turn to the biggest pricks of them all.

      Hot, cocky, and dangerous, Wylder Noble and his men rule Paradise Bend. Their help doesn't come cheap. I've got to prove I'm strong enough to deserve it.

      Whatever they throw at me, I can take it. No taunting words or scorching looks will break the wall around my heart.

      They think I'm made of glass? I'm a girl of shards that can cut you to the bone.

      Before this is over, someone's going to bleed. And this time, it won't be me.

      
        
        Get the book now!
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        * * *

      

      To find out more about all Eva’s books, visit her website! Or join her Eva-holics reader group on Facebook for exclusive early cover reveals, teasers, giveaways and more.
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        Birds fly free, unless they’re chained in a pretty cage. Be the bird, or embrace the cage if it includes a big dick and an alphahole who knows how to use it.
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      I didn’t think this book was going to need a warning, but after writing the first few chapters, it looks like it is, so here goes.

      This book contains elements of bullying, and at times skirts along the lines of dark romance with some scenes that could be considered as having dubious consent.

      Sebastian Lockwood is controlling, manipulative, cruel and sometimes cold to the point of being glacial. Please do not let his age fool you, he is as alpha and dominant as all the other heroes I’ve written and if alphaholes are not your jam, then please stop reading now.

      All of my heroes are over-the-top, jealous, unreasonable, possessive assholes.

      If you consider unapologetic alphaholes unacceptable, or feel their behavior is in some way abusive, then this isn’t the book or series for you.

      If you’re a naysayer who thinks what I write is romanticizing domestic violence and abuse then please, please stop reading now, you will not enjoy this book!

      This book isn’t a guide to dysfunctional relationships, it’s fiction. My books are fantasy, this isn’t real life, it’s a romance novel and should be read as such.

      Just because this book is based during the high school and college years, please do not mistake this as a young adult romance—it’s not. This book is packed full of sexual scenes, dirty, filthy sex and some scenes that will make you slightly ashamed that you enjoyed them so much.

      Nothing I write is based on real life, it’s pure fantasy, so it’s okay to agree that the dysfunctional relationships between my characters are incredibly sexy. Please do not kink shame me or my enthusiastic readers for finding these extreme alphahole behaviors hot, maybe if you read this book with the pinch of romantic salt it was intended to come with, you might like it too.

      So if, like me, you love a guy who is so obsessively in love with his girl that he will manipulate, coerce, control and obsess over her until she gives herself to him completely, then read on and welcome to the world of the alphaholes ;)
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      Firm, unyielding fingers roughly force their way between my thighs and cup my pussy tightly. “This cunt is mine, it’s for my eyes, my fingers, my tongue and my cock only. I won’t share, and that includes you suggesting this could ever belong to anyone else. The only things that will be inside your wetness will belong to me. You’re mine, Starling, you always have been, so get used to it. I’ve owned you since the day I set eyes on you in high school and I’ll always own you. You might have run from me, but I always knew where you were and I always will. You’ll never be free of me.”

      Shaking my head, I yank my wrists from his hold, trying to free myself, but all I can move is my head, so I shake it, denying his words in the only way I can.

      His laugh is menacing and full of confident promise. Leaning down, he presses a kiss to my lips, resting his nose against my cheek as he pulls in a deep inhale. “Try and run, little bird. I’ll chase you to the ends of the earth. You don’t get to leave this house unless I take you. The entire population of the campus knows you belong to me, and your mom would love to know you’re under my care and protection. Behave and life can be good, fight me and I’ll make the me you knew in high school seem like a walk in the park.”

      Tears spill from my eyes, rolling down my cheeks as I stare up at his excited eyes. He’s enjoying this.

      I hate him so much. But I’ve moved on, I’ve put high school behind me. I’ve forced myself to forget him, or at least I’ve done a really good job of pretending to forget about him.

      I moved halfway across the country, and only came back because he wasn’t meant to be here. But here he is, my tormentor, and the only guy my panties have ever gotten damp for. “I hate you,” I whisper through my arid throat.

      “Good, I hate you too.”
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            Starling

          

          THREE YEARS EARLIER

        

      

    

    
      “Starling.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Courtney’s here,” Mom yells from the bottom of the stairs.

      I don’t have to see her to know she’s leaning against the stair rail, her hair still in a messy knot at the top of her head, her bathrobe open and revealing one of the massive oversize nightshirts she sleeps in.

      “I’m coming,” I yell, hurrying to finish braiding my hair that’s in desperate need of a cut. It’s so long now, the braid almost hits my butt when I finish twisting the band into the bottom and let it fall over my shoulder.

      “Starling,” Mom yells again. “You’re going to be late unless you get your butt downstairs right now.”

      Shoving the tube of lip gloss in my hand into the pocket of my blazer, I grab my backpack from the floor and rush out of my room and downstairs. My ratty Chucks are still sitting by the door where I kicked them off after I got home from my late shift at the diner last night. I shove my feet into them while Mom waves a five-dollar bill in front of my face, her glasses balanced on the edge of her nose.

      “I have money,” I tell her.

      “You shouldn’t be spending your money on food, the money you earn is for you.”

      “No, the money I earn is for us. I live here, I’m more than capable of contributing. You won’t take my wages toward the bills, so I can buy my own lunch.”

      “Honey, I can pay our bills. I’m the adult, you’re the kid. My next book is ready to go to the editor, after that I’m going to take that gig writing instruction manuals for a while.”

      “No, you’re not. You’ll hate it, and you’ll die a little more inside each time you have to explain how to insert a battery into a clock or whatever.”

      “It’s regular money, a guaranteed salary each month instead of relying on my publisher to promote my back catalog.”

      Shaking my head, I lean in and press a kiss against her cheek. “I’ll get a few extra shifts a week, I can help.”

      Smiling a sad smile, she lifts her hand and grabs my face, squeezing my chin and squishing my cheeks the same way she’s been doing since I was a little kid. “I love you so much.”

      “Love you too, Mom.”

      She slaps her lips against mine in a quick, over-the-top smoochy kiss, then drops her hand and ushers me toward the door. “Go, or Courtney is going to start honking, I can’t deal with Mr. Longstein coming over here to complain about the pitch of her horn again.”

      “Okay, okay, I’m going.” Grabbing the door handle, I open it and wave absently behind me as I rush down the steps.

      “Morning,” Court sings, rolling down her window and almost falling out of the car as she enthusiastically dances in her seat to the terrible bouncy pop music she loves that’s blaring from the stereo.

      “Wow, how many cups of coffee have you had this morning?” I ask, sliding into the passenger seat and closing the door, shoving my backpack down between my feet.

      “Only two and a couple of energy drinks.”

      “Jesus, Court, that’s far too much caffeine before eight a.m.”

      “It’s not even my record, the other week when you were sick I had three coffees and three Red Bulls before lunch. I swear I did all of my summer homework in less than an hour.”

      “You’re going to give yourself a heart attack at sixteen, I’m cutting you off. I’m serious, one coffee before breakfast and no energy drinks until school finishes from now on.”

      Courtney giggles, settling back into her seat and pulling away from the curb. “So, you’ll never guess who was at the party on Saturday night.”

      “What party?”

      “Jennifer Houston’s party, I told you about it.”

      “Oh yeah. I think I remember you mentioning it,” I say, absentmindedly rooting through my backpack, trying to find my cell that I shoved in there before I started braiding my hair.

      “So…” Court prompts.

      “So what?” I ask, finally locating it at the bottom beneath a candy wrapper.

      “So, guess who was there?”

      “Where?”

      “At the party.”

      “Oh, who?” I ask, not really caring, but trying to sound like I do. Court has never understood why I’m not more interested in the kids we go to school with, and it’s too early to deal with her being pissy with me.

      “Evan, Hunter, Clay and Sebastian.”

      “Oh, cool,” I say, typing out a message to my boss to ask if there are any more shifts I can pick up this week.

      “Are you even listening to me? The Acres Elite were all at Jennifer’s party and they stayed for almost an hour.”

      “They only stayed for an hour? That seems kind of rude.”

      “Jennifer’s only a sophomore like us, it’s amazing that they showed up at all,” Court gushes, animatedly talking with her hands until she has to grab the wheel as her car starts to drift across the road.

      “Isn’t it a bit sleazy for a group of seniors to go to a sophomore party?”

      “Well, it was Jennifer’s brother Justin’s party really, he just let Jennifer invite some friends. Justin’s a senior, but even he seemed shocked they turned up. He was trying to act all cool, getting them beers and chatting like they were besties or whatever, but everyone could see how excited he was that The Elite came to his party. Clay is gorgeous, so is Hunter, well they all are, but Evan is kind of a dick and Sebastian, well he’s just scary. Scary hot, but still… scary.”

      “Having an attractive face doesn’t make you less of a douche, and all four of them are douches. They’re bullies and everyone knows bullies have small dicks. Their asshole behavior is just them trying to overcompensate for lacking in the trouser department. I bet all four of them have the worst case of little dick syndrome.”

      “Muffy Hamilton said she saw Evan screwing Amanda Collins in the science lab and that his dick was huge.”

      Cringing, I turn and look at Courtney. “Eww, he was having sex in the science lab? We have to sit at those tables, that’s disgusting.”

      Courtney giggles. “God, Starling, you’re such a prude. Muffy said Evan had his hand over Amanda’s mouth because she was being so loud.”

      “She was probably just asking if he’d even got his microdick inside her yet.” I laugh.

      “Oh my god, can you even imagine if his dick was that small?” She cackles. “How gutted would you be if a boy that hot had a microwang?”

      We’re still laughing as we pull into the school parking lot. There’re separate dedicated parking areas for sophomores, juniors and seniors. The sophomore spots are the farthest away, the juniors in the middle and seniors right outside the entrance doors. Courtney pulls her car into a spot and kills the engine, then turns to look at me. “First day of sophomore year.”

      I can hear the excitement in her voice; she loves this. Being at school, having a million friends, going to parties. She’s been talking about what we’ll do once we’re in high school since the fourth grade when she moved into my class. Now we’re finally here, the shine doesn’t seem to be wearing off. Our freshman year, she calmed down a little bit. I guess it takes a while for everyone to find their place in the hierarchy, but once she officially settled into her role as cheerleader, she embraced it wholeheartedly. I, on the other hand, am still trying to figure out where I fit in.

      The town of Green Acres where we live is split into two halves, the ‘Haves’ and the ‘Have-nots’. The ‘Haves’ live in North Acres, which is where all the houses have electric gates, their own pools, and big enough plots that you can’t see your neighbors’ houses. South Acres is where the ‘Have-nots’ live. Run-down houses sit next to abandoned lots, beside drug dealers selling from street corners.

      Courtney’s family has a beautiful McMansion on a beautiful road in North Acres, her parents are lawyers and her family comes from money on both her mom and dad’s sides. I live slap bang on the border of north and south, or no-man’s-land as I like to call it. My house is small, just two beds, one and a half baths, and a yard full of flowers my mom bought at the grocery store when they were on offer. We’re not rich like Courtney’s family, but we’re not poor either.

      My mom is an author. She writes thrillers and has even hit the New York Times bestseller list a few times. What people don’t realize is that even when an author sells a shit ton of books, they don’t necessarily make a shit ton of money.

      Some months she makes loads, other months she earns practically nothing, which means that although we almost always manage to pay the bills, we need the money I make working at the diner to bridge the gaps between the good months and the bad.

      The only reason I can afford to attend Green Acres Academy—a classy private school in North Acres—is because my mom got a big advance from her publisher to write the next three books in her current series and she paid my tuition in advance for my freshman and sophomore years. If I’ll be able to attend here for my junior and senior years is kind of up in the air at the moment.

      Climbing out of the car, I smooth down my green-plaid skirt and hook the straps of my backpack over my shoulders. The kids at GAA are all rich, and even though they’re not assholes to me, they know that I’m not one of them. Thank God the diner I work at is in South Acres, because if anyone here came to the place I work and I had to wait on them, they’d never let me forget it.

      I’m not ashamed of having a job, I’m happy to contribute to take some of the pressure off my mom. But to the kids that go here, their idea of a part-time job is interning at their parents’ Fortune 500 company, not serving burgers in a run-down diner in a rough part of town.

      “I’m so excited for sophomore year,” Court exclaims, hooking her arm through mine and marching us toward the school entrance.

      “Really? Why?”

      “Duh, because we’re not the newbies anymore, select sophomores get invited to all the good parties, and we’re going to be two of those people. We’re both hot, maybe we could even get junior boyfriends and then we’d be a shoo-in to be Elite by the time we hit our senior year.”

      Green Acres Academy has a ridiculous tradition where instead of having prefects, they have The Elite, it’s a group of seniors that basically constitute the most popular kids in school. Each year, the graduating seniors name The Elites for the following year, or at least that’s how it normally goes. The reigning Elites weren’t picked when they were juniors, they were picked when they were freshmen. From what I’ve been told, that’s never happened before.

      Evan Morris, Hunter Rossberg, Clay Jansen and the king himself, Sebastian Lockwood entered the school as rich nobodies and by the end of their freshmen year, they were running the place. According to Courtney, who actually pays attention to the social hierarchy at GAA, their uninterrupted reign of terror hasn’t ever been challenged, because even as freshmenthe seniors all deferred to whatever the four of them said.

      Normally The Elites are a mix of boys and girls, but the guys have never added any girls to their power foursome. Instead, they have a rotating harem of eager Elite bunnies who all think they have a shot at the crown if they spread their legs for one of the guys.

      What makes no sense to me is that these girls all see fucking an Elite as a badge of honor, and if they manage to bag all four, then I think they get special privileges or something. In this day and age, surely we should all be aiming to get ahead with something more progressive than what’s between our legs.

      Courtney’s chattering away as we walk, but I’m not really listening to her. The closer we get to the school the more tense I feel. My bestie spent all summer at pool parties or lounging on the beach at bonfires with our classmates. I spent my summer working every shift my boss Henry would give me. While she was getting tan in a bikini, I was sweating through my polyester waitress uniform.

      I’m not jealous of the parties; they aren’t really my scene anyway, but I am jealous of the friendship and connections she made this summer. Before high school, the disparity between mine and Court’s lifestyles didn’t seem as wide as it does now, and I’m not sure I can survive this place without her if she starts to realize I’m not playing in the same league as her.

      “Oh my god, look at them. I swear my panties almost melt off just from looking at them,” Court says loudly, her grip on my arm tightening.

      “Who?”

      “Seriously,” she huffs. “The Elite.”

      My eyes follow her line of sight and there they are, the four beautiful boys, Clay, Evan, Hunter and Sebastian. Even in their uniforms they look like they’re posing for a Calvin Klein advertisement. GAA has a strict dress code, green-plaid skirts or pinafores, white blouses, green ties and blazers for the girls. Tan chinos, white shirts, green ties and green blazers for the boys. We basically all look like extras from Gossip Girl, but somehow The Elite boys make the forest-green jackets look good.

      I’ll never admit it to Court, but I don’t know which boy is which. All four guys are over six feet tall, well built and muscular. GAA doesn’t indulge in the classic high school sports so there’s no football or basketball teams. Instead, the guys do lacrosse, rowing and fencing, and The Elite dominate in all three. Clay is the captain of the rowing team, Evan fencing and Sebastian lacrosse. They also hold the top four spots on the class list and have done since they started.

      Now that I think about it, I suppose it makes sense that they became Elites so early on. Top of their class, captains of all the sports teams, good-looking, and of course, outrageously rich. Individually, perhaps they could have been toppled. Together, they’re an unstoppable force.

      “God, can you imagine getting one of them as your boyfriend?” Court says dreamily.

      “No,” I laugh. “They don’t have girlfriends, they have bunnies who drop their panties the moment one of them clicks their fingers.”

      “Maybe if they met the right girl”

      “Jesus, Court, get a grip,” I snap. “Please don’t get dragged into their web; they’d pass you around and then discard you. That’s not what you want, is it?”

      “I suppose not, although I bet it’d be fun,” she sighs. “They’re just so pretty.”

      Laughing, I shake my head and then pull her away, dragging her past The Elite and into the school.
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      “Fly away, little bird,” I mutter quietly as I watch her drag her friend across the parking lot and into the school building. Despite the dirty sneakers and messy braid, my little bird is just as beautiful as always. I noticed her the moment she walked through the doors the first day of term last year. So pretty, so sweet, so innocent.

      I thought about taking her right then and there, separating her from her friend and making her mine for the whole school to see. But I didn’t. I’m an Elite, I have a certain reputation to uphold, a legacy to protect, and there’s no way I could risk it all by touching a freshman.

      GAA has been providing an education to the youth of North Acres for over a hundred years. According to the records, there’s been Elites here since the very start and the tradition will continue long after we leave. With The Elite legacy comes rules, and one of those is that even we don’t get to mess with the freshmen.

      Everyone who enters these hallowed halls has a year to show the rest of the school who they are. A whole year to sink or swim. Those who swim survive, those who sink do not, but everyone gets their year.

      Me and my friends are an exception. We didn’t just swim after our arrival at the school, we soared, and The Elite at the time saw that. It pissed off a lot of people when Clay, Evan, Hunter and I were named as Elites at the end of our freshmen year. When we beat down anyone who thought to question our status, it soon became common knowledge to everyone that we are the kings of this school until the day we leave.

      Sure, I could probably have broken the rules and claimed my girl, but I wanted to watch her, to see what she did, see the impact she’d make before I took her. For a whole year I’ve watched and waited, refusing to allow myself to become any more obsessed. I don’t even know her name, all I know is that she’s mine. Now her year is up, and it’s time to elevate her to her rightful place at my side.

      “You ready to know?” Clay asks from beside me.

      It’s rare I ever let anyone sneak up on me, my little bird is the only thing that distracts me enough that I stop paying attention to what’s going on around me. “Let’s go in,” I tell him, not answering his question just in case anyone else is listening in.

      Clay whistles, and both Evan and Hunter’s heads turn in this direction.

      “Let’s go,” I say, tipping my head toward the school building.

      Standing, they brush off the bunnies that are crawling all over them and head over. Clay and I start to walk and a sudden hush falls over the students that are mulling around. The reverence and adulation should be cringeworthy, and it kind of is, but I’m not going to lie, it’s good to be king.

      Being Elite is more than just a status thing, we also have a role within the school we’re expected to play. We maintain peace between the students, enforce the ancient GAA rules and mete out punishments when we have to. The faculty trust us to do what’s expected and in repayment, they turn a blind eye to whatever we do to keep order.

      When GAA originally opened it was a boarding school, but thirty years ago the last dorm shut down and the rooms were repurposed. The one room that remains intact and relatively unchanged from all those years ago, is The Elite common room. This room has belonged to the reigning Elites for nearly a hundred years. It’s a sacred space that only The Elite can use.

      The familiar smell of old leather, books and cinnamon hits me the moment I push through the door. For every other reigning Elite in the past, this room has only been theirs for a year. For us, this is our third, and as such we’ve left our mark more so than our predecessors. We’ve added a few updates, like a huge flat-screen TV, a PlayStation and a fancy coffee machine. But more than that, this is our private space where we can relax without the constant adoration and scrutiny of the rest of the school.

      I wait for the others to enter the room and close the door before I speak. “Tell me everything.”
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      Okay, so maybe being a sophomore does come with a few perks. My locker is in a much better position and my homeroom is in the main building instead of being in the cold annex that used to be one of the dorms from back when the school had student housing.

      Sophomores can use the coffee cart in the quad and we get to have lunch in the restaurant-style cafeteria complete with serving staff, instead of the freshmen one where you have to line up with your tray.

      On the other side though, sophomores are fair game to the older kids. There’s an unwritten rule at GAA that freshmen are off-limits. No one gets to bully them or do anything to them; they’re basically ignored for the first year, but after that, all bets are off.

      Our sophomore class is down ten people. Seven boys and three girls have apparently transferred to other schools, which is kind of weird considering the next closest private school is nearly an hour away, and there aren’t any public schools in North Acres.

      Now that everyone is fair game, I’ve already seen one kid in my class being dragged into an empty classroom by a bunch of juniors. I’d have intervened, but the kid, Elliot, is a grade A asshole who tried to shove his hand up my skirt this morning. Him getting his ass kicked kind of feels like karma.

      Courtney and I are in different classes this year which sucks. She’s super smart and her parents have her in all AP classes, I think they’re hoping she’ll be able to skip a grade and graduate early. I’m a middle-of-the-road, average student, and right now there are no AP classes in my future unless I want to fail them. So I’ve been friendless all morning while Court learns all the important stuff they teach to the brainiacs.

      Heading to my locker, I twist the combination into my lock and pull it open, shoving my backpack inside and pulling my wallet and cell out. School rules say no cells, except at lunch. It drives my social-butterfly bestie crazy, but it doesn’t bother me too much. I don’t really have any friends here except for Court. I went to grade school with most of the kids in my class, but once they realized I wasn’t one of them, I became a social pariah. Only Court stuck by me once she realized my family was just normal and not superrich.

      “Hey, bestie,” she singsongs as she skips down the hall toward me. Court has so much pep she could take on the entire cheer squad on her own. She’s bouncy and enthusiastic and well, she just has an awful lot of school spirit. I’m the opposite, I go here because my mom spent a small fortune to send me here. I don’t love the place, in fact I don’t even particularly like the place. But the alternative is the public school in South Acres, where you have to go through metal detectors and have your bag checked for weapons before you can even get inside.

      Court barely breathes as she talks at a hundred miles an hour, telling me about all the drama she’s heard this morning. Someone’s parents split up and are in the middle of a very nasty and very public divorce. Someone’s dad got arrested for embezzlement, and someone else is fucking their pool boy. I listen and nod in all the right places. This stuff is important to Court because she’s a part of their world, but I’m not. I have a job and bills and responsibilities; I don’t care what the rich bitches of North Acres are doing.

      “Are you listening to me?” she snaps.

      “Emma Jerico’s parents are fighting over the ski lodge in Canada, Hayden Long’s dad stole ten million from his clients, and Jeff Winterborne is exploring his sexuality with his family’s Puerto Rico pool boy,” I repeat back to her, my voice monotone and bored.

      “Did you hear that Elliot Williams got his ass kicked by some juniors?”

      “I actually did, I saw them dragging him into one of the science labs. He’s an asshole, he tried to grope my vagina this morning, he deserves a beatdown,” I say with a shrug.

      “Oh my god, he tried to grope you?” She looks aghast, the other thing about Court is that despite the world she inhabits, and the fact that having endless amounts of money tends to give the kids we go to school with an unhealthy sense of entitlement, she isn’t like that. In fact, she’s almost naively innocent.

      “I planned to knee him in the balls, but Logan saw him with his hand up my skirt and dragged him off me before I got a chance.”

      “Logan has the biggest crush on you,” she smirks.

      “He does not. He’s just a nice guy. He saw Elliot being an asshole and stepped in.”

      “Would you date him, if he asked?”

      “Logan? No, he’s cute, but I’m not interested in dating anyone at GAA. Can you imagine their face if I took them back to my house? The kids that go here spontaneously combust if they step into South Acres,” I laugh.

      Rolling her eyes, she pushes open the door to the cafeteria and pulls me inside. “No one would care about where you live.”

      “No, you don’t care about where I live and that’s because you’re the most amazing person I know, but the other kids that go here, they all care. That’s why no one but you speaks to me. I’m inconsequential to them and that’s okay, they’re inconsequential to me too.”

      Stepping into the large open-plan dining area, the smell of garlic and tomato hits my nose and I inhale greedily. “Oh wow something smells good.”

      “I think I gained ten pounds just from the calories in the air, but it does smell amazing. You need to eat it for me.”

      “Come on, let’s find a seat. I can’t believe we order our food from an app instead of having to wait at the counter,” I say, steering her toward an empty table.

      “Being a sophomore rocks.”

      Sitting down, we both pull out our cells and order our food. I get the lasagna with a green salad and a bottle of water, my mouth already watering in anticipation.

      “Skinless chicken breast salad, dressing on the side and a bottle of water,” Court says aloud as she taps at the screen of her cell.

      “You don’t need to watch your weight, you’re practically skin and bone as it is.”

      “If I want to fly this year, I can’t gain even an ounce. Heidi is making us do a weigh-in each week on a Friday and if you gain, you don’t get to cheer.”

      “Having cheerleaders at fencing competitions is ridiculous anyway, you should quit and then you can eat whatever you want,” I scoff.

      “Did you see how cute the new cheer uniforms are? There’s no way I’m giving up the chance to wear one of those. And I’m a flyer, it’s practically a one-way ticket to Elite status.”

      The uniforms are tiny fitted forest-green crop tops, with the school logo emblazoned across the front in gold, and an equally tiny green skirt with gold trim. I’m sure she’s going to look fantastic in it, but there’s no way I’d starve myself all year just to be able to wear it once a week to hop around cheering when one pretentious asshole stabs another pretentious asshole with a blunt sword.

      Our food arrives and it looks as good as it smells. My mom is a quarter Italian. I’m not sure which quarter, because none of the relatives I know of on her side will admit to being a part of the Italian contingent. But her imagined heritage has given her a love for all things Italian cooking. Unfortunately, or fortunately, depending on how you look at it, this means that my house is always full of freshly made pasta for salads, sauces and lasagna. Cutting into the steaming square of tomatoey, creamy, cheesy goodness, I bring the forkful to my mouth and eat, it's delicious and I hum in approval as I chew.

      “God, I hate you so much right now,” Court says, glaring at me then down to the green leafy salad in front of her. “You sound like you’re on the verge of a foodgasm.”

      “That’s because I am,” I say, my mouth full of my second bite of yumminess.

      “How are you so skinny? You should be the size of a truck.”

      “Just lucky, I guess,” I tell her, although the truth is, I work too much, sleep too little and most of the time I forget to eat. The only time I had off this summer was the three weeks when I went to visit with my dad. He owns and runs a fishing boat in Maine so instead of relaxing, I spent my time with him helping out on the boat. It’s hard work and long hours, but it’s the only time I get to see him and I don’t mind a little hard work. For once, hauling nets and lobster out of the sea has paid off. I have a layer of muscle that only comes from exercise and a diet that mainly consisted of things caught on a line from the sea.

      The hair on the back of my neck prickles and the horrible sensation of being watched hits me. It’s irrational, I’m in a roomful of people, no one is looking at me specifically, more than likely it’s just kids scanning the surroundings, but I can’t help feeling watched.

      Surreptitiously, I take a moment and glance around the room, but it’s packed and if someone is looking at me, they’re not being obvious about it.

      “Are you okay?” Court asks.

      “Yeah, I just had that horrible feeling of being watched, do you know what I mean?” I wrinkle my nose, hating that I sound like an idiot.

      “Oh my gosh, I get that all the time when I get out of the pool at night and have to walk back up to the house. It’s creepy.”

      I can’t help but smile at my sweet, ditsy friend. “Really creepy,” I laugh, stabbing my fork into my lasagna and ignoring the lingering sensation of eyes on me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FOUR

          

          
            Sebastian

          

        

      

    

    
      The information Clay gave me about my little bird is running on a loop through my head.

      Starling Kennedy, sixteen, born September 4 in Maine. Her mother’s name is Cassidy Clark, thirty-two, author writing successful thriller novels. Father, Derek Kennedy, forty, lives in Maine, owns and runs a lobster fishing boat. Starling lives with her mother in a small house slap bang on the border between North and South Acres. Their mortgage is more than they can afford and Cassidy takes other writing jobs in between publishing novels to help pay the bills and her credit card debt. They don’t own a car, although both mother and daughter have their driving permits. Starling works at the Yummy Tummy diner in South Acres and rides the bus to and from work. She works three or four nights a week and most weekends for minimum wage. She must give all her wages to her mom because she only has twenty-five dollars in her checking account.

      Her parents divorced when she was two years old, around the time Cassidy published her first successful book and bought the house they currently live in when they moved to Green Acres. Starling only sees her father once a year for a couple of weeks during the summer break, when she works on his fishing boat.

      She has one friend, Courtney Ortega, fifteen, daughter of Larrissa and Michael Ortega. Cheerleader. They live in a decent house in North Acres, and Courtney has a substantial trust fund which she will gain access to once she graduates from high school.

      Courtney’s family driver collected Starling from her home and drove her to and from school every day during their freshmen year. Now Courtney has her driver’s license, she instead picked Starling up from her home this morning.

      Starling is an average student, passing all of her classes with an average of a B on most assignments. Her mother paid two years tuition up front when she enrolled Starling in the school and if their financial situation does not improve, my little bird will have to transfer to the hellhole public school in South Acres for her junior and senior years.

      All of these facts paint a picture of the girl I’ve been obsessing over for the last year, but even knowing all these things about her, I still don’t know her.

      I don’t know if she keeps her hair long and wears it in a braid every day because she doesn’t want to waste money on a haircut, or if she just likes it that way. I don’t know if she resents her father for never coming here to visit her or if she’s happy she’s only forced to see him once a year. I don’t know if her creamy thighs are as smooth as they appear, or how they’ll look with bite marks all over from where I plan to bury my head between them and lick her virgin pussy.

      I don’t know enough, and I need to change that. The ban on her has been lifted and it’s time to claim her, to make sure that the entire school knows she belongs to The Elite, to me. She’s too beautiful to be left unprotected, that little fuckwit Elliot Williams already tried to touch what’s mine today. He’s lucky I only ordered an ass kicking, not for him to have his fucking hand removed.

      The juniors and seniors already know that Starling is off-limits. They don’t know why, but they were warned the moment she stepped onto my radar that she was untouchable, that she had The Elites’ protection. Thank fuck Logan is in her homeroom, he saw Elliot shove his hand up my little bird’s skirt and dragged the asshole off her. If he hadn’t, if that fucker had touched her, had breached her or even got the scent of my little bird’s pussy on his skin, I’d have killed him.

      As it is, he’ll probably be pissing blood for a few days and he’s going to have to find a new school. Or maybe I’ll let him stay so he can act as a warning to everyone else at GAA about what happens if you touch The Elites’ property.

      My body heats with awareness as she walks into the cafeteria, her arm looped through her friend’s. She’s so beautiful, so perfect, so utterly mine. Even though she doesn’t know it yet.

      I want to go and get her, to have her sit on my lap while I feed her, but instead I watch as they head to an empty table on the other side of the room. Last year she wasn’t a temptation, because the freshmen eat in a different dining area, but now she’s here, her cell in her hand, laughing, and I can’t tear my eyes away.

      Clay’s research is always one-hundred-percent accurate. So when he told me she and her mother ate a lot of Italian food, I contacted the kitchens and made sure they altered the menu just for her. I’m pleased to see that he was right, as the server delivers the lasagna I arranged to her table. I watch as she cuts off a slice and eats it, her eyes closing, her smile wide. She likes it. I’m glad. She’s skinny, but I don’t think it’s deliberate. Not like her friend who orders a salad and stares longingly at my little bird’s lunch. According to Clay’s research, she usually gets home late and gets up early, working as many hours as Henry, her boss, will give her.

      She’s exhausted, but I can fix that. I can look after her, take care of her. I’m only seventeen, but I know that Starling is mine, that our age is irrelevant. The way I feel about her might perhaps be called obsession, but I prefer to think of it as all-consuming desire. Whatever it is, it’s time to make her understand she’s mine.

      When she stills and looks around, I know she can feel my eyes on her. I want her to know she’s being watched, but I don’t want her to know it’s me who can’t look away. Not yet. Lowering my gaze, I carefully keep her in my periphery until she goes back to eating. The moment I know she can’t see me, I allow my gaze to lift to her again and I don’t look away for the rest of lunch.

      If I could, I’d have moved myself into her classes, or her into mine, but I can’t. I’m still a senior and she’s a sophomore, but just because I’m not in the room doesn’t mean I don’t have eyes on her. Being one of The Elite is like holding the keys to the kingdom and everybody wants to be us. It was almost too easy to recruit someone in each of her classes to surreptitiously keep watch over her. Of course, they don’t actually know why they’re watching. As far as they’re concerned, they’re just doing a task for me, like passing out assigned seating charts for each class so my little bird is exactly where I want her to be, in full view of the security cameras that are fitted in each classroom.

      I’m not a complete psycho; I don’t sit in a dark room watching her on a computer screen all day, I have my own classes to attend. But I do have access to all of the security recordings and livestream and if I wanted to peruse the footage of her English class, I could.

      By the time the last bell of the day rings, I’m more than ready to claim her and feel her full pouty lips against mine. I’ve been imagining how excited she’ll be when I make her my queen for over a year, and today is finally the day. I’ve been patient, but I won’t wait a moment longer.

      Her friend has cheer practice after school today, which means my little bird is without a ride home. There isn’t a school bus, GAA is more likely to offer a car service than a communal bus so without her ride, she’s stranded here.

      I want the whole school to see her with me, to truly understand how off-limits she is, but that can wait until tomorrow when I walk her into the school holding my hand. Taking my time, I stroll down the halls, my eyes constantly searching for her, my dick hard, eager to make her mine. She’s sixteen, legal, but as far as Clay can find, she’s never had a boyfriend before. I’m glad I’ll get to be her first, her only.

      By the time I reach the main doors, I’m concerned that I haven’t found her yet. She could be in the library, or watching Courtney from the bleachers, but I assumed she’d wait out front for her. Pulling my cell from my pocket I type out a message into the group chat I share with the other Elites.

      
        
        Me: Where is she?

      

      

      Evan, Clay and Hunter are my brothers in every way except for blood. Our parents are friends, we grew up together, holidayed together, plan to go to college together. We’re a team and although they don’t really understand my obsession with my little bird, after a year of watching, they feel almost as protective of her as I do.

      
        
        Evan: She’s not in the gym, the friend is at practice but there’s no sign of Starling.

        Hunter: on my way to the library.

        Clay: She’s not in the library and I can’t find her on any of the cameras.

      

      

      Annoyance barrels through me. Once I’ve claimed her, she’ll learn the rules, and her place. Then I won’t have to seek her out, she’ll be where I tell her to be waiting for me.

      A new message pings on my cell just as I’m shoving it into my pocket, and I quickly click into the screen.

      
        
        Clay: Just checked the footage for the parking lot, she walked off the school grounds about five minutes ago.

        Me: And went where????

        Clay: No idea, she walked off the site and out of the camera’s view.

      

      

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I’m running out of the building and toward my car that’s parked in the lot. We all drove together, but I don’t care. I’m just starting the engine as the others appear and jump in, then we’re careening out of the lot and down the street.

      “Where the fuck would she go? There’s nothing around here, no stores or restaurants, it’s too far for her to walk back to her house, it’s at least five miles,” I mutter distractedly as I drive too fast, my eyes scanning the street for her.

      “Could she be getting a ride with someone else?” Evan asks.

      “I doubt it, she doesn’t speak to anyone but the cheerleader,” Hunter says.

      “There,” Clay shouts, leaning between the front seats to point ahead of us where Starling is climbing onto a Green Acres city bus.

      The bus pulls away from the curb and into traffic before I can even process what I’m seeing. She rides the bus, of course she rides the bus, why didn’t I consider that? She rides the bus everywhere else, it makes sense that she wouldn’t hang out after school for an hour, when she has an alternative way to get home.

      “I didn’t even know the city bus stopped in North Acres,” Evan says, his tone perturbed.

      “The bus, huh,” Clay mumbles, his voice that odd tone that means he’s intrigued by something he wasn’t expecting. Clay is a genius and not just someone who thinks they’re smart, he’s a legit genius. His IQ is off the charts high. He could have finished high school and probably be on his way to graduating college by now, but he didn’t want to do it without the rest of us, so he’s stayed in school and takes online college classes to keep his brain active.

      “I’m going to her place, I’ll drop you all off at home first.”

      “Do you think ambushing her at her house with her mom there is the right way to go?” Hunter cautions.

      “I’ve been waiting a fucking year, I’m done waiting.”

      “Bro, you’ve never even spoken to her, turning up at her house and telling her she’s yours is going to scare the shit out of her. You need to at least try to ease her into this.”

      “No,” I growl, angry that he’s suggesting I delay claiming her even a moment longer.

      Evan sighs. “We’ll come with you, just in case you lose your shit.”

      “I don’t need a fucking babysitter,” I snarl, shifting gear and accelerating down the street, passing the bus my girl is sitting on and barely managing to suppress the urge to force it to stop so I can drag her ass off it.

      “Dude, you’re doing nearly ninety miles an hour in a thirty zone, you definitely need us to come and keep you calm.” Clay laughs.

      Exhaling, I glance down at the speedometer and immediately lift my foot from the accelerator, watching the needle drop down to a more acceptable fifty miles an hour. Forcing myself to calm, I drive through North Acres and toward the no-man’s-land where Starling’s home is situated. The modest house is either the destitute relative of North Acres or The Elite of South Acres and I’m not sure which it is.

      Not that it really matters, she won’t be spending much time here once she’s mine. My home is big enough to fit her whole house in just the kitchen and dining rooms. Her mom might not be okay with her moving in with me, but I’m sure I can make her understand I’m not really giving either of them much of a choice.

      If I need to, I’ll marry my little bird right now, then she’ll be mine legally and her mother won’t be able to stop me doing whatever I want to my wife. I like the way that sounds. My wife. I’m only seventeen, far too young to be thinking about getting married, but I’ll do whatever I have to do to get my way, and if that means putting a ring on Starling’s finger, then that’s what I’ll do.

      Reaching her house, I pull up at the curb outside. There’s no way that the bus made it back here before we did, so I don’t bother getting out and going to the door. Now that I’m here, I might as well tell my little bird that she’s mine before she goes inside and informs her mother, then she can pack a bag for tonight and we can go back to my place.

      “Dude, you have that scary look on your face again, what the hell is going on in that psycho head of yours?” Hunter asks with a smirk.

      “I’m just considering what I’ll do if her mother decides to be a problem.”

      “Starling’s sixteen, I think we can all agree that her mom is probably going to have a problem with you basically wanting to kidnap her daughter and keep her prisoner on your dick,” Evan laughs.

      “She’s mine and I don’t plan to get her pregnant yet, what we do is none of her mother’s business.”

      “Jesus, Bastian, please don’t say that to the girl or her mother, you really do sound like a fucking psycho,” Evan laughs.

      The scary thing is that I feel psychotic, I have since the moment I laid eyes on her. I don’t know what it is about Starling that drives this urge to own, control and consume her, but the longer I’ve waited the more intense it’s become. I don’t just want to date her, I want to lock her in a gilded cage and keep her all to myself, my perfect little bird.

      Ten minutes pass and there’s still no sign of her.

      “Do you want to go and knock? Could the bus have taken a shortcut?” Hunter asks.

      “It didn’t, I’m on their website and the bus route takes a pretty direct path through North Acres, only stopping twice until it passes into South Acres where it stops ten more times before it hits the bus depot. Assuming the bus she was on didn’t encounter a delay, which is unlikely, she should have been home by now,” Clay tells us.

      No one disagrees or questions him, like I mentioned, he’s a genius and if he says she should be home by now, then she should be home.

      “Could she have stopped to get groceries or something?” Evan suggests

      “She shops at the grocery store in South Acres, and she only went yesterday,” Clay tells us matter-of-factly.

      “You’re such a good little stalker,” Hunter laughs.

      “Could she have gone to work?” Clay suggests.

      “I thought you said she doesn’t normally work on Mondays, or this early,” I say, panic rising in my chest. Unclipping my seat belt I open my door, climb out and stride up the path to her house, ringing her doorbell.

      When the door hasn’t been opened a minute later, I press the doorbell again and then once more just for good measure. Waiting impatiently, I tap my finger against the doorframe, until the sound of someone descending the stairs comes from inside.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” her mother calls, a moment before the door is thrown open and an older version of Starling looks up at me.

      “Hello, Ms. Clarke. Is Starling home?”

      The woman in front of me assesses me for a moment, her eyes narrowing slightly as she looks me over. “And you are?” she asks me coolly.

      “I’m one of Starling’s classmates, I was hoping I could speak to her about a school project, but we forgot to exchange cell phone numbers earlier,” I tell her, using the polished, cajoling tone I use whenever I’m around my parents’ obnoxious friends.

      “Oh,” Cassidy says, exhaling a shaky breath as she smiles up at me, like somehow me going to GAA makes me less threatening. “I’m sorry, she’s not back from school yet, would you like to leave a message for her?”

      Furrowing my brow, I grit my teeth and try not to let my frustration show. This is my little bird’s mother, why the fuck doesn’t she know where her daughter is? Why isn’t she concerned that she’s late getting home? “No that’s fine, I’ll speak to her tomorrow in class.”

      Turning, I stride down the path back toward my car as she calls. “I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name.”

      Ignoring her, I climb back into the car, turn on the engine and pull away from the curb. “Track her cell,” I snarl to Clay, who shakes his head, but immediately starts pressing the screen on the tablet he has on his lap.

      In the year since I first laid eyes on Starling, I’ve had the ability to track her cell phone and find out her whereabouts, but I’ve refrained, for the most part, just like I didn’t allow myself to know her name or anything about her. But everything’s changed now and I won’t hold back anymore.

      “She’s at the diner,” Clay announces, lowering the tablet to his lap, a map with a flashing dot visible on the screen.

      Without saying a word, I turn my car in the direction of the shitty diner my little bird works at, and race through the streets of South Acres until I park in the lot outside a crumbling-looking building. The sign above the door—that might have had neon lights attached to it in its heyday—welcomes us to the Yummy Tummy diner, and I feel my nose wrinkle as I think about her working in this shithole.

      “Jesus, this is a cesspit,” Evan says, pushing open his door and grimacing at the diner, like he can sense the salmonella from outside.

      “Please tell me you don’t plan to actually eat here,” Hunter laughs.

      Rolling my eyes, I ignore my friends as I climb out of my car, wait for them all to follow suit then lock it behind me. This is a shitty neighborhood and if I’d have known we were coming here, I’d have had one of The Elite wannabe’s follow us to keep watch over my car. My Mercedes isn’t particularly flashy, but it’s an eighty-thousand-dollar vehicle and I’d rather the wheels were still on it once I’ve collected my girl.

      The bell above the door buzzes brokenly as I push it open and make my way into the run down, but surprisingly clean-looking restaurant. A harried-looking middle-aged woman wearing a pink-and-red waitress dress smiles at us from behind the counter. Grabbing menus, she strides over. “Hey there, boys, my name is Darlene, why don’t you follow me and I’ll get you set up.”

      “We’re looking for Starling,” I tell her simply.

      Her step falters and she glances nervously over her shoulder at us. “Her shift doesn’t start for another fifteen minutes, what do you want with her?”

      My jaw clenches, and I open my mouth to demand that she get Starling out here right this fucking minute or I’ll get this health hazard of a diner shut down within the hour, but Hunter speaks before I can utter a word.

      “We’re friends of hers from school, could we sit in her section and we’ll order some drinks while we wait?”

      His voice is pure seduction and Darlene, who is easily old enough to be his mother, actually blushes. “Oh, you go to that fancy school over in North Acres?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Hunter winks.

      “I should have guessed that from the uniforms.” She’s smiling now, all of the concern gone as she leads us to a different table from the one she was originally taking us to. “What can I get you to drink?”

      “I’ll have root beer if you have it,” Hunter smiles, charming the older woman as easily as if she was one of his teenage fangirls at school.

      “What about for you?” she asks me.

      “Coffee, black, please.”

      Clay and Evan order Cokes and she disappears into the back, returning a couple of minutes later with our drinks on a tray. “Here you go, Starling is just getting changed into her uniform, she’ll be out soon.”

      Knowing she’s getting undressed makes me want to storm back there and drag her out by her hair. It’s so long, I could use it as a leash when she has it in a braid. Instead, I sit in the booth, my eyes fixed on the swinging door that leads into the kitchen until it opens and my little bird walks into the diner.

      She immediately spots us and as if she already understands she belongs to me, her gaze locks with mine. This is the first time I’ve allowed my eyes to really find hers, the first time I’ve been this close. From a distance she’s beautiful, but this close, she’s stunning. Her features are petite and there’s a sprinkling of freckles across her nose that I can see now she’s only a few feet away from me. Her breasts are small, high and perky, her hips narrow, her body a little too thin.

      She’s perfect, even in the ugly uniform that hides her barely there curves.

      “Er, hi,” she says as she approaches our table, her expression confused. “Are you ready to order?”

      Evan snickers and I flash a glare at him before I turn back to my little bird. “We’re not here to eat.”

      “Okay,” she says slowly, elongating the word as she slides her pad into the pocket of her dress and waits for me to explain why I’m here. A long second passes while no one speaks. “Shall I give you a minute, or should I get your check?”

      “I’m here for you,” I tell her succinctly, there’s no point beating around the bush.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “I’m here for you.”

      “Yeah, that’s the bit I’m having difficulty with,” she laughs, sighing like I’m inconveniencing her. “Who are you? Do we know each other?”

      “You know who we are,” Evan says with an exaggerated laugh.

      Her brows lift and she looks at us each in turn. “I mean, obviously you go to my school, but other than that I’m sorry, I’m drawing a blank.” She shrugs.

      “You know who I am,” I tell her, staring at her intently, looking for her twitch, her tell that proves she’s lying, that she recognizes us, but there’s nothing.

      “We’re The Elite,” Clay says simply.

      Her eyes widen and her lips form a perfect O as she looks between the four of us again.

      “I’m Sebastian.”
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      “I’m Sebastian.” His lips twitch into a charming smile as he speaks, and I just stare at him.

      Sebastian Lockwood, Evan Morris, Hunter Rossberg and Clay Jansen are here, all four of them, in my section in the diner I work in. I’m fucked. Nothing good can come of them seeking me out in my place of work. Especially when that place is in South Acres, the side of town that to my knowledge The Elite never set foot in. Not that I know anything about them really, except what Courtney has told me.

      Truthfully, before I started GAA, I didn’t believe that the stupid stories about The Elite were even true. It just seems too far fetched that the school would have kids that play kings and queens and literally rule over the place with an iron fist. But it’s true and the four boys—or should I say men because they don’t look anything like boys—are the rulers of our school and if they’re here, I must have done something to really, really piss them off.

      Sebastian is staring at me, with this intense expression across his face that kind of makes me want to pee myself. I try to think about what I could have done to warrant them searching me out, but I really can’t think of anything. Letting my gaze move from Sebastian to the others, I try to figure out which boy is which. Courtney talks about the four of them all the time, but apart from seeing them from a distance, I’ve never paid any attention to the kings of GAA.

      “I didn’t think you guys came to this side of town?” I say, wondering if they’re just here to scare the shit out of me.

      “Why?” one of them asks.

      “Sit,” Sebastian says, motioning for me to take the spot next to him.

      “I’m working.”

      “How much do you earn per shift?”

      “I’m really not sure how that’s any of your business,” I snark, clamping my mouth shut the moment the words are out there. Fuck, being bitchy to them isn’t going to help things, but if they’ve come all the way to South Acres, whatever I did, it’s bad, and they’re probably here to tell me not to bother coming to school in the morning. I may not have recognized them personally, but I’m familiar with the power The Elite hold. They can get me expelled from GAA just by clicking their fingers. I wonder if we get a refund on my tuition if they do kick me out. Mom and I could sure use the money.

      “Little bird, are you listening?” Sebastian says, demanding my attention when I was daydreaming about the thousands of dollars my mom gave to the school for my education.

      Little bird? Did he call me little bird? “Seriously, why are you here, if I’m expelled that’s fine, but my mom should get a refund on my tuition, especially seeing as I have no idea what I’ve done to warrant getting kicked out.”

      I don’t realize that I’m waving my arms around until his hot grip on my wrist stops me from gesticulating. “Sit,” he growls, dragging me down and into the spot next to him as one of the others shuffles out of the circular booth and climbs in on the other side of me, trapping me between them.

      “What are you doing? My boss will fire me if he comes out and sees me sitting here instead of working.”

      “That’s okay, you won’t be working here after tonight anyway,” Sebastian informs me calmly.

      I feel my eyes widen, then narrow. “What? Seriously, this is insane, why are you all here?”

      “I’m here to tell you that you’re mine, and to take you home.” Sebastian grins.

      I laugh. I can’t help it. I throw my head back and laugh so loudly I probably sound like I’m losing my mind.

      “What’s funny?” he demands, his grip on my wrist tightening until it’s just shy of painful.

      “Are you serious?” I chuckle. “You’re mine and I’m taking you home,” I mimic, attempting to replicate his gruff tone.

      “Starling, you belong to The Elite now, it’s an honor,” one of the others says, his expression so solemn I almost take him seriously.

      “The Elite. Yeah, sure,” I smile sardonically. “Which one are you again?”

      “Evan,” he smirks.

      “Ahhh yeah, you’re the science lab defiler.”

      “Excuse me,” he chokes out a laugh.

      I wave my hand dismissively. “You were spotted having sex in one of the science labs. Look, I really need to get back to work.”

      “Clay,” Sebastian says, looking to the guy who is sitting on the other side of the table.

      “Got it,” Clay nods, rising from his seat and striding toward the door into the kitchen and staff area.

      “What’s he doing? Why is he going back there?”

      “He’s advising your boss that you no longer work here.”

      Panic swells in my throat. “He can’t do that. I don’t understand, what did I do? It’s the first day of school.”

      The hand that’s holding my wrist loosens and he moves to cup my cheek, his thumb rubbing gently back and forth. “You didn’t do anything, little bird, but you’re mine now and I want you with me, not working here in this hovel.”

      His voice is so calm, so reasonable, even as he’s telling me that I’m his now. I mean, what does that even mean? His?

      “I don’t know you,” I breathe.

      “That’s okay, I know you and we have time for you to learn all you need to know about me.”

      The door to the back of the restaurant swings open and Clay strides through, smiling widely with my backpack in his hand.

      His reappearance drags me from the haze Sebastian’s touch has put me under and I turn away from his hand, forcing him to move. “He has my stuff. Why does he have my stuff?”

      “Because we’re leaving,” he says simply, gesturing to the guy who’s blocking my exit from the booth.

      The guy—Hunter, I’m assuming as apparently the other two are Clay and Evan—slides out and I quickly follow him, rushing to grab my backpack from Clay and pulling it tightly into my chest.

      “Here’s your final check, your boss added a month’s pay as severance,” Clay smiles.

      Breathing becomes hard as the air around me seems to become thinner and less effective. I need this job; my mom and I need this money. She doesn’t even realize she’s taking it from me, but at least with me contributing, the lights don’t get turned off and there’s food in the cupboards.

      Eyeing these awful boys who have come in here and turned my life upside down, I dart past them and into the kitchen, ignoring Esteban, the chef, who calls to me as I head for the manager’s office. The door is open and Henry is sitting behind his worn, chipped, wooden desk.

      “Henry, what’s going on? I need this job.”

      His face is pale, his normally sallow skin almost white as his eyes stare unseeingly at the wall.

      “Henry,” I call his name again.

      “I’m sorry, Starling,” he says, turning his sad gaze on me.

      “What’s going on?” I beg. “Why?”

      “Because if I continue to allow you to work here, they’ll have this place shut down.”

      Scoffing, I shake my head. “They’re kids, they’re in high school for god’s sake.”

      “The Lockwoods, Jansens, Morrises and Rossbergs run this town, even the shitty parts of it. I can’t risk this place getting on their radar over a sixteen-year-old waitress. I’m sorry, Starling, but you need to leave. I’ve given you a month’s wages, I know you need the money to help out your mom. But don’t come back here, you belong to them now.”

      I’m gaping, my bottom lip trembling as I take in what he’s saying. I’ve just lost my job, he’s fired me because a rich kid wearing his school uniform threatened him. I shake my head. “I’m sorry too,” I whisper, turning and leaving his office.

      Sebastian is waiting for me in the cramped corridor, his arms folded across his chest, his gaze imperious. He’s taller than I realized, towering over my diminutive five-foot-two height so I have to tip my head back to glare at him. His hair is a dirty blond, shaved close to his head at the sides, but long enough to style into a floppy mess on the top. Piercing green eyes watch me closely, like he’s taking in every detail and cataloging it. His expression is fire and ice all at once, and I shiver beneath his penetrating gaze. His arms are straining a little at the sleeves of his school blazer, the green color complementing his olive-toned tan skin. I don’t allow my eyes to venture farther down than his chest, although I’m sure his legs are muscled from all the sports I know The Elites are involved in.

      Being this close to him is stifling. Everyone at GAA is aware of The Elite, their legacy is omnipresent everywhere at school. It’s like royalty or the president, you know who they are but you don’t know who they are.

      I’ve never spoken to them, never seen them up close, never considered them as more than a high school staple that wouldn’t have an impact on me. I’m not one of the kids that wants to be popular, I’m the polar opposite, I just want to make it through my sophomore year with as little drama and involvement as possible.

      “Let’s go,” Sebastian orders.

      “Go where?” I ask, shell-shocked.

      “Home.”

      “I can get the bus.”

      “That won’t be happening again, the bus isn’t safe.”

      “I’ve been riding the bus on my own for years, it’s perfectly safe.”

      “It won’t happen again,” he tells me, and there’s no mistaking the order in his tone. His expression and his voice say he’s not used to being disobeyed, and yet I don’t seem to be able to heed the silent warning.

      “You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “I can and I am. You won’t ride the bus again. Either I or one of the others will take you anywhere you need to go from now on.” He’s so calm, because he expects to be obeyed and the thought of me not doing what he wants is completely out of the question.

      I laugh again, I just can’t help it. “What the hell is going on? Who do you think you are to tell me what I can and can’t do? This isn’t school.”

      “I won’t allow you to put your safety at risk just for the sake of being stubborn.” His fingers trace a line across my cheek and I flinch, recoiling from his unfamiliar touch.

      His expression darkens and he closes in on me, backing me against the wall and keeping me prisoner with his body. “You flinched. Why? I’d never hurt you. You’re mine, I’ll only ever protect you.”

      My lips part to speak, but I have to swallow several times before my mouth is moist enough to make a sound. “What if you’re the thing I need protecting from?” I whisper.

      A soft smile graces his lips, showcasing how full they are. “No one can protect you from me, little bird.”

      A shudder racks through me at the threat and promise in his words. He’s telling the truth, or at least he believes what he’s saying is the truth. This time when he reaches out to touch me, he does it slowly, making sure I know it’s coming. His palm strokes over my head, trailing his fingers over my braid before giving it a gentle tug and smiling to himself.

      “We should go. I take it you haven’t eaten yet?”

      Blinking up at him, I shake my head. “Esteban makes me something on my break.”

      “Who the fuck is Esteban?”

      “The chef,” I whisper, fear roiling to life in my stomach. For the first time since I found them sitting in my section, I’m starting to sense the danger I’m in. Sebastian is an Elite, they see themselves as untouchable, above the law. His family is powerful old money, and just the mention of their name and the potential reach they have was enough to make my boss fire me. I’m out of my depth. I’m sixteen, a virgin and although not poverty stricken, my family is basically destitute in comparison to his wealth.

      In the space of an hour, I’ve walked headlong into a cautionary tale, the kind you see on after-school specials, that warn about rich older boys preying on girls like me. They spoil them with money, treat them like they’re special, then rape and murder them, discarding their bodies on the side of the road or in trash cans like they mean less than nothing.

      Lost in my own thoughts, I startle, flinching again when he presses his lips to my cheek, kissing me as he takes my hand in his. Twining my fingers with his, he half leads, half drags me out of the dingy corridor and into the restaurant where the other three boys are waiting for me.

      Three matching smirks stare back at me when I take in the other Elites. Clay is all classic blond surfer, messy hair, his tie loosened and askew. Evan is polished, his hair combed into a side part, black-framed glasses giving him a Clark Kent vibe that I’m sure makes even the smart girls swoon. Hunter, the only one who I haven’t been directly introduced to, is by far the biggest. With broad shoulders, he’s the tallest of the four, and his sheer size is intimidating even though his face is angular and beautiful, almost in spite of his behemoth frame.

      Evan heads for the exit and Sebastian moves after him, towing me along behind as Clay follows and Hunter takes up the rear. The movement feels practiced, like this is the order they always move in, and I wonder if they do this at school.

      It isn’t until we get to a car at the curb that I start to panic. What do they plan to do with me? I can’t get in that car; something tells me if I do then it’ll only end badly for me. “Let go of me,” I say, dragging my hand back in an attempt to free myself from Sebastian’s grip.

      Ignoring me, he hands my backpack off to Hunter, who opens the trunk and drops it inside, then throws his keys to Evan, who smirks as he opens the driver’s door and climbs inside.

      “I’m not getting in there, I don’t know you,” I tell him, yanking and fighting to get away.

      “Get in the car, little bird,” Sebastian says calmly.

      “Stop calling me that. Let me go or I’ll scream.”

      Stopping, he turns to look at me, not releasing his hold on my hand as he closes the distance between us, wraps his other hand around the back of my neck and yanks me in for a hard kiss. Gasping in shock at his unexpected assault, my lips part and he takes advantage, shoving his tongue into my mouth.

      I’ve never been kissed before. I feel pathetic even admitting that inside my own mind. Who gets to sixteen without kissing someone? Well, me, the nobody from the wrong side of the border, that’s who. Turns out it’s pretty easy to never play seven minutes in heaven when you’re not invited to the party. The only person who ever invites me anywhere is Courtney and as much as I love her, I have no interest in making out with her.

      I don’t kiss him back, and I’m pretty sure he growls before he pulls his lips from mine, but stays close enough that our foreheads are touching. I can feel his hot breath against my mouth. “Scream all you want, no one will come, no one will intervene and no one will take you from me. You’re mine now, my little bird, and I’ll clip your wings if I have to, just to make sure you can never fly away.”

      His words are soft and almost romantic in tone, but there’s no mistaking the threat in them. He’s a psycho, completely insane and dangerous, and for some reason he’s noticed me. I want to run, to fly away if I am the little bird he keeps calling me, but before I get a chance to try to escape, he lifts me and puts me in the car. Clay is blocking the door on one side, I’m stuck in the middle with Sebastian on the other side. I’m caged in, imprisoned, and I have no idea how I’m going to get free now that he has me in his clutches.

      Frozen in fear, I try not to move or allow myself to touch either of the boys beside me, despite how cramped it is in the back seat.

      “Text your mother and tell her you won’t be coming home tonight,” Sebastian tells me softly.

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I’m sixteen, if I don’t come home she’ll call the cops,” I snap, not caring how angry the terror I’m feeling is making me sound. I should probably try to be nice, to charm these scary boys into letting me go, but with all the crazy things he’s told me so far, I don’t think it’ll work.

      “Tell her you’re sleeping at Courtney’s house then,” he says, reaching out and cradling my jaw again.

      “She won’t believe me.”

      “Why not?” he snaps, his grip tightening.

      “Because I don’t stay over at her house, I’ve never stayed there because her parents don’t like me. If we have a sleepover, it’s always at my house.”

      Tutting like the truth is incredibly inconvenient, he sighs. “Fine, tonight, I’ll return you to your home, we’ll have to come to some arrangement for the future.”

      Relief at the fact that apparently they don’t plan to kill me and dump my body tonight makes another bout of tremors ricochet through my body.

      “Are you cold? Why are you shaking?” Sebastian asks, taking off his blazer and draping it over my shoulders before he clicks my seat belt into place.

      “I’m shaking because I’m scared,” I admit, the words falling from my lips before I can swallow them back.

      “Scared of what?”

      “You,” I say, incredulous.

      His eyebrows arch and he looks down on me with shock etched across his expression. “You’re scared of me, even though I’ve told you not to be?”

      “You have basically kind of kidnapped her, bro,” Hunter says, looking over at us from the front seat.

      “She’s my girlfriend, you can’t kidnap your own girlfriend,” Sebastian declares passionately.

      A lump fills my throat and I can’t breathe. Girlfriend. He thinks I’m his girlfriend. “I’m n-not your gir-girlfriend,” I stammer out through my tight throat.

      “Would fiancée make you feel better? We can’t get married until you turn seventeen, but I’m more than happy to make it official now and then you can take the time to plan the wedding of your dreams.”

      My mouth parts and a helpless gasp falls from my lips. I try to make more noise to argue, to try to escape, but blackness starts to filter into my vision as it gets harder and harder to breathe. Lifting my hand I claw at my throat, but my limbs feel heavy right before the darkness overwhelms me and I descend into silence.
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      The hand I’m not holding lifts into the air, flops about uncoordinatedly, before it falls back to her lap. Her eyes widen manically and her mouth opens, but no sound comes out. Her eyes roll all the way back and she slumps down to the seat, her head rolling to the side and resting against Clay’s arm.

      “What the fuck!” I shout, grappling for her face, turning it toward me.

      “I think she just passed out,” Clay says, a hint of concern lacing his words.

      “Starling, Starling,” I call, tapping at her cheek carefully as I pull her lax body away from my friend and into me instead. If it wasn’t dangerous, I’d unclip her seat belt and drag her into my lap, but I won’t risk her safety no matter how much I want to feel her luscious body against mine.

      “Call Dr. Harris, have him meet us at home,” I shout, knowing one of my friends will do as I ask as I rest my fingers against her wrist, feeling her pulse beat steadily.

      Exhaling shakily, I curl my arm around her, wrapping my blazer a little tighter around her shoulders, enjoying seeing her in my clothes despite the circumstances.

      “Is she okay?” Evan asks, glancing quickly over his shoulder at us before he turns his attention back on to the road.

      “You need to tone down the crazy, bro. You’re freaking me out and I know you,” Hunter warns.

      “I don’t need you to tell me how to deal with my girlfriend.”

      “We care about her too, Bastian,” he snaps. “We’re the ones who’ve been keeping an eye on her for the last year while you stopped yourself from going near her.”

      “She’s mine,” I growl animalistically.

      “Chill, no one’s trying to take her from you,” Clay says, ever the peacekeeper of our group. “She’s yours, we all get that, but you’re scaring her. She freaked out so much she passed the fuck out from fear. You need to dial it back and find some of that charm you’re famous for.”

      Inhaling sharply, I nod, my fingers still at her pulse, the steady beat of her heart the only reason I’m not completely losing my shit right now.

      “Doc’s on his way. Not going to be easy to explain why you have an unconscious sixteen-year-old girl at your place though,” Hunter warns.

      “My parents know about her.”

      “They do?” Evan asks, shocked.

      “Of course they do. If she was eighteen I’d be moving her in tonight. Unfortunately she’s not, but I thought it best to warn them that they’d be meeting their future daughter-in-law. They looked into her too, they probably know as much about her as I do,” I say with a shrug.

      “Fuck me, no doubt they’ve told my mom and dad. They’ll be expecting me to lose my shit and bring home a girl too now,” Hunter sighs dramatically.

      “My dad will be giving me the lecture about how women are only useful on their backs again,” Evan laughs.

      Ignoring them, I focus all of my attention on the girl in my arms. I never intended to scare her, I’d never hurt her and I told her that. I assumed she’d be excited to be mine, any other girl at school would be. Her body trembles, even in her unconscious state and I scowl, wondering what I need to do to make her understand. When the gates to my house come into view I allow myself to relax a little. Perhaps this has all just been a little too much for her tonight. A lot has happened in a short amount of time and she’s so sweet and innocent.

      I don’t want to take her home, I want her in my house, even if I can’t have her in my bed. A plan starts to form, how I can keep her. She’s right, her mother would, I’m sure, call the police if she failed to return home as expected, but what about if she wasn’t expecting her?

      Evan slows to a stop outside the front door to my house and I don’t waste any time, unclipping my own seat belt and then hers before I lift her into my arms and out of the car. Richard, our house manager, opens the door before I reach it and his brow arches in concern at Starling’s prone body. “Could you please show Dr. Harris straight up to Starling’s room when he gets here, please?”

      “Of course, shall I inform your parents that you’re home?”

      “Yes, please, let them know Starling got a little overwhelmed in the car and fainted. Assure them that I’m having her checked over, but both her and her mother will be staying here tonight.”

      “Very good, sir,” Richard says, his old-fashioned, courtly manners making me smile.

      “You’re going to bring her mom here?” Clay asks on a laugh as he follows me up the stairs and to the bedroom beside mine that I had decorated for Starling this summer.

      “I want her here, and if having her mother here is how I achieve that, then so be it.”

      Opening the door to her bedroom, I carry her inside, then close it behind me, shutting my friends outside. Crossing to the bed, I carefully lay her down onto the comforter, pulling her sneakers off her feet and placing them on the floor. I debate stripping her out of the ugly waitress uniform, but decide against it. That wouldn’t be easy to explain to her mother.

      Sinking down onto the bed beside her, I run my fingers through her hair. Her eyes flutter open and she blinks, looking up at me as her full lips form an O shape. She stares at me for a long moment, before her eyes roll back and she slumps back into unconsciousness again. My heart starts to beat at a frantic rate, just as there’s a knock at the door. “Dr. Harris, thank you for coming on such short notice.” I greet him, opening the door wider and allowing him to enter. “This is my fiancée, Starling, she got a little flustered in the car and passed out. I’ve been monitoring her pulse, which is steady and strong, but she’s been in and out for a little over five minutes now.”

      “Has she come round at all?”

      “Briefly for a few moments, then she passed out again,” I tell him.

      “Starling, can you hear me?”

      Her eyelids start to flutter and she looks up from her position on the bed. As she comes to, she blinks, looking around in shock before her eyes land on me then the doctor. Bolting upright, she wildly surveys the room, trying to figure out where she is.

      “Little bird, you passed out in the car, this is Dr. Harris, he’s here to check you’re okay. Your mom’s on her way.”

      “My mom?” she asks, pausing frantic eyes on me.

      “I called her, she wanted me to bring you home, but when I explained Dr. Harris was on his way, I suggested she come here instead,” I lie. I do plan to call her mom, but not until Starling is settled and the doctor’s done all that he needs to do.

      “Where am I?” she asks frantically.

      “My house, sweetheart, just stay calm and let the doctor examine you.”

      Turning to look at the doctor again, her brow furrows. “You’re a doctor?” He nods and she glances at me warily, before turning back to him. “He’s kidnapped me, please help me.”

      Dr. Harris turns his head and eyes me cautiously before looking back to Starling. “Let me examine you first, fainting can be scary and a little disorienting.”

      Her eyes keep warily glancing at me, but she nods and her body relaxes a little as she leans back into the mountain of pale-blue-and-white cushions I picked out for her.

      Dr. Harris is quick and efficient as he checks Starling’s pulse, takes her blood pressure, then shines a light into her eyes to check her reactions. Draping his stethoscope around his neck, he walks over to where his bag is sitting on top of a console table and I quickly follow.

      “Is she okay?” I ask quietly.

      “Her pulse and blood pressure are a little elevated, but not to a concerning level. What happened before she fainted?”

      “It’s taking her a little time to adjust to being my fiancée and all that entails. We were having a heated discussion when her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she slumped down into the seat.”

      “I see,” Dr. Harris says, his tone almost snippy. “How old is she?”

      “Sixteen.”

      “Sebastian, I’ve been your family’s doctor for thirty years, but I feel in good conscience that I need to remind you that the legal age of consent in Florida is eighteen. You’re young, in love and engaged, but if someone were to report you…” he trails off and I smile reassuringly at him.

      “I appreciate your concern, but I am more than aware that Starling is younger than me. We’re taking things slowly on that front and I have no intention of compromising either her or myself. Right now, I’m more concerned about her immediate health. Will she be okay? Does she need bed rest, more tests?”

      “She needs to rest tonight, but she should be fine in the morning. Her mother is on her way over?”

      “Yes,” I lie, not allowing any doubt to cross my expression. “Perhaps you could administer a mild sedative to make her more comfortable for the night?” I suggest, forcefully.

      His eyes widen a little and I can sense a hint of reluctance, but in the end he nods. “That might be a good idea, a restful night’s sleep can do wonders.”

      “She can’t swallow tablets, perhaps you have something that could dissolve in water so she can drink it?”

      This time his reluctance is more obvious and he starts to shake his head, but I speak before he can say anything to piss me off, like tell me no. “How is your granddaughter Amelia? Is she still hoping to attend GAA next year?”

      Heat fills his cheeks, but he nods. “Yes, she’s hoping to get a partial scholarship.”

      “A partial scholarship? Wouldn’t she be better applying for the Hayes Millard award, that’s a full scholarship for all four years. Do you remember my friend Clay Janson? His mom is the one in charge of picking the recipient, I’m sure I could ask her to have a second look at Amelia’s application, ensure she’s aware of how splendid a choice she’d be for GAA.”

      This is complete coercion. I know it and so does he, but we both know that a full scholarship is worth tens of thousands of dollars, and that kind of motivation is enough to have him walk into the bathroom, fill a glass with water and add a sachet of white powder that instantly dissolves.

      With a smile I take the glass from him and cross the room to Starling, sitting down beside her and handing her the glass. “Here you go, little bird. The doctor says you’re fine, but that you need a good night’s sleep. Drink this and then lie down and take a nap until your mom gets here.”

      Starling looks dubiously from me to the doctor. When he smiles and nods at her, she lifts the glass to her lips and takes a deep pull. She goes to put the glass down on the nightstand, but I push it back into her hand. “You should drink that, you look a little flushed. Are you hungry? I can go and get you something to eat.”

      She shakes her head. “I’m fine, I’ll have something to eat when I get home.”

      I don’t agree or disagree, instead I nod my head toward the glass in her hand and watch as she brings it to her lips and drinks the rest of it. Smiling, I take the glass from her and place it on the nightstand beside me, then I lift my hand and slowly and carefully smooth my fingers over her hair. “Why don’t you lie down and close your eyes. Dr. Harris will stay with you while I go and keep a look out for your mom.”

      Warily she nods, shuffling down the bed a little and exhaling into the cushions as I stand up and move away. The farther away from her I get, the more she relaxes. I fucking hate it, but I don’t want to risk her passing out again if she gets too riled up.

      “Could you stay with her for a little while? I want to get her a sandwich in case she gets hungry.”

      Dr. Harris nods, then busies himself packing up his supplies into his bag as I step to the door and move out of the room.

      “How is she?” Hunter asks as I close the door quietly behind me.

      “She’s fine, the doctor gave her a sedative to help her sleep.”

      My friends all fall in step with me as I stride away from Starling’s room and head downstairs to my father’s office. The door’s closed when I reach it and I lift my fist and knock, waiting for my father’s voice to invite me in.

      “Come,” he booms.

      Pushing open the door, I step into the room, Clay, Evan and Hunter trailing behind me.

      “Sebastian, how did it go? Can we meet her? Your mother is very excited,” he says, standing from his seat behind his desk and moving toward me.

      “She’s okay, she fainted in the car on the way over here, so Dr. Harris is just checking her over. He suggested it might be a good time to fit her nano.”

      Dad’s smile broadens. “Good thinking, saves him having to visit again. I have hers in the safe, let me just get it for you,” he says, pushing a large picture on the wall to one side and revealing a modern-looking safe.

      Typing in the code, the safe beeps a moment before the door springs open. I don’t know exactly all that’s inside, but I can guess. Probably some deeds, confidential documents pertaining to some of his more lucrative business deals and a pile of cash, just in case we need it. There’s also a stack of nano tracking devices. We all have one, me and my friends, our parents too, this is just a part of being one of us, and now Starling will too.

      Dad offers the small black case out to me and I smile, taking it from him and gripping it tightly. “Thanks, I’ll take this up to the doc. Starling’s mother Cassidy will be here shortly, perhaps you should gather all the parents so she can meet everyone in one go,” I suggest.

      Dad’s eyes light up and he smiles widely. “I’ll go and tell your mother, she’ll be so excited.” My dad’s a great guy, he’s not what I’d consider your classic, powerful, rich dude. In fact, in person he appears to be the opposite of the stereotype he’s usually cast in. He’s warm, friendly, inclusive and a great dad. He’s also ruthless, incredibly intelligent and morally ambiguous when he needs to be.

      The apple didn’t fall that far from the tree, I’m just like him. That’s why I don’t have even a moment of doubt as I head back up the stairs and into Starling’s room.

      My eyes search her out the moment I enter the space. She’s on the bed, her eyes closed, her chest moving up and down in a rhythmic pattern. In sleep she’s almost as stunning as she is in motion, and I sit beside her on the bed and brush the hair that’s fallen over her face back behind her ear.

      “Our parents think this might be a good time to get her nano in place,” I tell the doctor, holding out the black case in my hands in his direction.

      “But she’s asleep,” he says suspiciously.

      “Then she won’t feel any pain, will she?” I tell him with a smile.

      “Her mother agrees with your parents about this?” he asks, his tone dubious.

      “We all just want to keep her safe,” I say, avoiding his question. “You understand the pressure of being who we are.”

      Sighing, he nods then takes the case and places it onto the mattress beside me. Opening the lid, he pulls on a pair of latex gloves, lifts out the sealed sterile syringe and removes the packaging. “Same place as you have yours?” he asks.

      I nod, pulling her hair up off her neck and moving to the side as Dr. Harris steps closer to her. He wipes a patch of skin right at the base of her hairline with an alcohol wipe, before bringing the syringe to her skin and carefully inserting the needle into her. She grimaces a little in her sleep, but doesn’t wake as he depresses the plunger and the nano is planted beneath her skin.

      Carefully, he pulls the needle from her neck and then puts the syringe, wipe and glove into a disposable waste box he has in his bag. Returning to the bed, he picks up the scanner from the box, turns it on and runs it over her neck. When the scanner beeps, he turns it in my direction, showing me the screen that confirms the chip is active and working.

      “Thank you, Dr. Harris,” I tell him. “Please make sure you send your bill to my father’s secretary and wish Amelia good luck with her scholarship application.”

      The older man smiles, then packs up his bag and leaves without another word.

      Smiling down at my beautiful little bird, I run my finger over the patch of skin on her neck, feeling the tracking chip that’s barely the size of a single grain of rice. We were all fitted with one when a plot was discovered to kidnap me, Clay, Evan and Hunter when we were ten.

      Our families are rich and powerful, a combination that attracts those who seek to take advantage of what they thought were our parents’ weak links. The one beneath my skin has never been activated, it’s only there in case of an emergency. Little Bird is mine and the nano in her neck will ensure that even though she might think she can fly free, she’ll always be tethered to me. I’m her gilded cage, the lock and the key all at once and no matter how far she tries to run, she’ll never be able to hide.

      I sit with her for a while, stroking her hair and watching as her chest moves up and down as she breathes. Eventually, I reluctantly get up and leave, pulling the door to her room closed behind me as I step into the hallway. Taking my cell from my pocket, I dial her mother’s cell number that Clay gave me as part of the information he’d found out about her.

      “Hello,” Cassidy answers.

      “Ms. Clark, my name is Sebastian Lockwood, I’m Starling’s boyfriend, we met earlier.”

      “Her boyfriend?” Cassidy says, laughter lacing her voice. “I thought you said you needed to speak to her about an assignment?”

      “I’m sorry about the subterfuge, ma’am, Starling wanted to wait until tonight to introduce me. I’m calling because she passed out earlier and”

      “She what?” she interrupts. “Is she okay? Where is she? What hospital?”

      “She’s fine, she’s not at the hospital, she’s at my house. I’ve just texted you the address. Our family doctor was here so he checked her over, and he says she’s absolutely fine. He said it was more than likely exhaustion, which is probably from all the shifts she worked at the diner recently.”

      “She works too much, I told her she works too much,” Cassidy mumbles, her voice cracking.

      “I agree, which is why she quit her job tonight.”

      “Good,” she agrees.

      “I think so too.”

      “I’ll come and get her. Thank you for calling, Sebastian.”

      “She’s sleeping and honestly I think it might be better just to let her get a good night’s rest.”

      “Sebastian, I don’t know you, or your family, hell, tonight’s the first thing I’ve heard about my daughter having a boyfriend. I’m not going”

      “Ms. Clark,” I interrupt her tirade. “I was only going to suggest you bring an overnight bag and stay here too, so we don’t have to wake her.”

      “Oh,” Cassidy gasps.

      “There’s plenty of room and my parents would love to meet you.”

      “Your parents? What did you say your last name was?”

      “Lockwood, ma’am.”

      There’s silence on her end of the call and I smile, knowing she recognizes who my family is.

      “I wouldn’t want to impose.”

      “There’s no imposition. Starling’s asleep and with how tired she was, I’m sure you’d agree it’s best not to wake her if we don’t have to. Since we haven’t gotten to know each other yet, it would be best all around if you just stay here tonight, that way if we need to call the doctor again, he can come straight over.”

      She pauses again, but I know I’ve got her. She has no idea that I’m manipulating her, and that’s just the way I want it. Starling is mine and regardless of what her mother thinks, nothing will change that, but if I can get Cassidy to agree to my way of thinking, it’ll make it so much easier to get Starling to agree to the things I want too.

      “If your parents are sure.”

      “They are, I want to get back and check on Starling, so I’ll see you when you get here, just buzz the gate and someone will let you straight in.”

      “Okay, I’ll see you soon, Sebastian.”

      Ending the call, I slide my cell into my pocket and head back into Starling’s room. I know Clay, Evan and Hunter are somewhere in the house, but I don’t want them in here with her when she’s like this.

      Her eyes are closed, and her hair is pulled to the side revealing her slender neck. My dick twitches in my pants, but I ignore it. As much as I wish I could strip her naked and slide under the covers with her, I won’t, at least not right now. She’s mine, and I’ll be the one and only man to ever get my dick inside of her, but not tonight.

      Her brow furrows and I reach out and run my finger over it, smoothing it as I try to imagine what she’s dreaming about. I’ve no idea what haunts her sleeping thoughts, but I will. Soon I’ll know her so well I’ll be able to know what she’s thinking before she speaks.

      I know the way I feel about her isn’t normal, she’s consumed me completely since I first laid eyes on her. She’s my obsession, but surely obsession is just the basis that love is built on? I’m not in love with her yet, I don’t know her well enough, but soon that’ll change. Soon I’ll be the reason she smiles, the reason her panties are damp, the reason she can’t wait to wake up every morning.

      She’s my obsession, but I’m going to make myself her world. I’ll protect her from everything but me.

      Pulling my cell from my pocket, I turn on the camera and take a photo, then switch it to video mode and record a few moments of her sleeping peacefully, then of me brushing the hair from her cheek, my hand trailing a path down her neck. “My perfect little bird,” I whisper, ending the recording and sliding my cell into my pocket without watching it. That will be my reward later when I’m lying in bed next door, only a wall separating us. I’ll watch the video while I take my dick in hand and wish it were her fingers instead of my own wrapped around it and covered in cum when I find my release.

      A knock at the door banishes my filthy thoughts and I get up and cross the room, opening the door and peering around the frame.

      “Sebastian darling, Starling’s mother is here,” my mom says, smiling widely.

      “Ms. Clark,” I say, greeting her with my most charming smile as I push the door open wide and step back to allow them entry into the room.

      Cassidy Clark is only slightly taller than Starling is and she has to tip her head back to look up at me.

      “It’s lovely to meet you properly, I’m just sorry it has to be under these circumstances,” I tell her, crossing the room and sitting down on the edge of the bed beside my girl.

      Cassidy rushes to Starling, leaning down and running her palms over her daughter’s face. “Oh, baby,” she croons.

      “Dr. Harris said she was fine, just tired,” I tell her again, glancing up and smiling at my mom, who is still standing beside the door. “We’d planned to do a whole meet-the-parents thing tonight,” I say with an ah-shucks smile and then watch as both my mom and Starling’s mom visibly sigh at just how adorable and cute I am.

      I don’t normally enjoy manipulating my mom, but right now I need her to be completely on board with the whole Starling situation. My parents know she’s mine, I told them about her, I just never mentioned that I hadn’t told Starling at that point. Not that it matters now. I hate that she fainted, even more so because I’m ninety percent sure it happened because she was freaked out and a little scared of me.

      But ultimately, I wanted her here in my house and here she is. I wanted my parents and her mom to understand how serious I was about her, now they do. I wanted to capture and cage her and make her mine, and now she is.

      “Ms. Clark, I hope you’ll help me convince Starling that she doesn’t need to look for another job. GAA is a serious school and if she tries to work and keep up with her homework and studying, I’m worried she’s going to make herself even more sick than just fainting from exhaustion.” I pause, then offer Cassidy a sad, understanding smile. “I know she wants to help out and that money is an issue, but…” I trail off, waiting for Cassidy to fill the silence.

      “I don’t need her to help out with money, I’ve told her this a hundred times. I’m not sure what she’s told you about my job, but I’m an author, I write thrillers and with publishing there are peaks and troughs in sales. Starling panics, but she really doesn’t need to.”

      I nod, agreeing with her, even though I know she’s lying. I’m completely apprised of Starling’s family’s financial situation. The money Starling was earning was paying the bills her mother’s royalties weren’t covering, but that stops now. I want all of her spare time and so her mother will have to make alternate plans to cover the loss of Starling’s income.

      “She’s so still. Normally she’s a light sleeper.”

      “Poor dear, she must have been exhausted. Let’s leave her to sleep and we can get you set up in a guest room, Cassidy,” My mom suggests.

      “I should just take her home,” Cassidy starts.

      “Nonsense, what’s the point of having guest rooms if people don’t use them?” Mom says, waving away Cassidy’s concerns and ushering her out of the room and down the hallway to the spare room on the other side. “Sebastian, dinner’s going to be ready in ten minutes, the boys are all downstairs in the den, leave Starling to sleep, you can check on her later.”

      “Cassidy, let’s get you settled and then I’ll introduce you to my husband and our good friends and neighbors who happen to be the parents of Sebastian and Starling’s friends.”

      Mom’s voice trails off as she leads Cassidy away and I smile to myself, then down at the girl on the bed beside me. I’ve waited a year for this moment, and now she’s here in my house, in the room I had decorated just for her, my little bird is finally mine, and I can’t wait to make sure the rest of the world knows it too.
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      “Time to wake up, little bird,” a low, somewhat familiar voice says, dragging me from sleep.

      Blinking my eyes, I stare up at an unfamiliar high ceiling, a modern chandelier hanging from the center. The bed moves beside me and I jolt all the way awake, snapping my head to the side and finding a very smug-looking Sebastian smiling down at me.

      “Where am I?” I ask, my voice shrill.

      “My house.”

      “What? Why? Oh my god, what time is it? My mom is going to kill me,” I blurt, speaking so fast I can barely understand myself.

      “Calm down, little bird, your mom is here, remember? She’s downstairs drinking coffee with my parents.”

      “Am I dead?” I blurt.

      His laugh is loud and warm, the audible equivalent of a mug of hot cocoa on a cold day. “No, baby, you’re not dead.”

      “I must be, there’s no way in real life I’d be in bed, in your house while my mom is downstairs having coffee with your parents. Oh god, this isn’t your bed, is it?” I gasp.

      “No, this isn’t my bed, the first time I get you in my bed, I want to be in it with you and for you to be fully conscious.” He smirks.

      “Why am I here? What happened? Why is my neck sore?” I demand, anger bleeding into my words, now that the initial shock has started to wear off.

      “What do you remember about last night? Dr. Harris never mentioned you’d have any issues with your memory.”

      A barrage of memories hits me as I think back on everything that happened after I got to work. “You got me fired, and you were spouting all this bullshit about me belonging to the freaking Elite.”

      “You belong to me,” he snarls, then smooths out his expression and smiles again. “But you’re part of The Elite now, and if you’re working every night, when will we get a chance to see each other? I’d assume your neck hurts because you slumped over in the back of the car when you passed out, and I didn’t want to risk your safety by removing your seat belt to put you in a more comfortable position,” he says simply, taking my hand in his and twining our fingers together.

      I try to yank my hand free, but he just tightens his grip, refusing to allow me. “I don’t want to see you, I don’t know you,” I shout, feeling a pulsing headache building at the back of my head.

      Strong hands curl around my waist and then I’m being lifted from beneath the covers and lowered down into Sebastian’s lap. “Shhhh, little bird, it’s okay. It’s all going to be okay. I know this feels like a lot right now, but this is all meant to be. The moment I saw you for the first time last year, I knew you were mine, but you were a freshman and completely off-limits. I’ve stayed away, but I can’t do that anymore. I’m going to take such good care of you, I promise. I’m obsessed with you, my little bird; I’d give you the entire world to make you happy.”

      I don’t mean to, but for a moment I rest my cheek on the fabric of his blazer and let him soothe me. I shouldn’t be calming down right now, but somehow the smooth timbre of his voice and the sweet, terrifyingly overwhelming words he’s saying calm my erratically beating heart, and I feel my tense muscles start to relax against him.

      “Sebastian?”

      “Yeah, baby?”

      “Why do you keep calling me little bird?”

      His hand curves up my spine and beneath my hair, resting against my neck and rubbing soft fingers over the skin. “Because your name is Starling, and because you’re beautiful and wild like a bird, and because I want to clip your wings and tie you to me almost as much as I want to watch you soar.”

      His honesty is almost as disconcerting as his regal beauty. The things he’s saying are making goose bumps prickle along my skin and a cold chill waft over me. But no matter how much I know I should be running from him, there’s a lethargy in my muscles that won’t let my natural flight instinct kick in. I should be fighting free of his disarming hold, but instead I’m sitting placidly in his lap, like this is where I want to be.

      Confusion over my reaction to him consumes me. Boys have never really been on my radar. Of course I’ve had crushes, but they’ve all been unrequited and unmentioned. The middle school Courtney and I attended was in North Acres but even at the ages of nine and ten, the kids in my grade knew my house was smaller than theirs, my clothes were from Target not Ralph Lauren, and my summers were spent in Maine, not Mauritius. Nothing in my life so far has prepared me for Sebastian Lockwood. He looks like a man, sounds much older than his years and is so far out of my depth I’m already drowning, and only my toes are in the water.

      “What time is it? I need to go home and get ready for school,” I say, forcing my arms to life and pushing away from his chest, struggling to free myself from his hold.

      “Relax,” he coos, curling his hand around my ribs and stroking the underside of my boob with his thumb.

      I freeze beneath his touch. “It’s a little after seven. Your uniform is washed and pressed and your mom brought you some underwear last night.”

      His thumb lifts a little higher. “There’s the shampoo, conditioner and body wash you like in the shower, but if you’re still feeling unwell, I’m sure your mom wouldn’t mind calling in for you.”

      At the first swipe across my nipple I feel myself go completely tense, it’s barely second base, but it’s the most provocative way I’ve ever been touched by a boy.

      “We could spend the day relaxing and getting to know each other better,” he suggests as he cups the weight of my breast in his hand.

      “I’m not having sex with you,” I blurt, trying to release myself from his hold.

      “I’m not trying to have sex with you,” he says as he pinches my nipple between his finger and thumb.

      “Oww,” I gasp, reaching for his hand to push him away.

      Grabbing first one wrist, then the other, he clamps them at my sides with the arm that’s now banded painfully tightly around my waist. “I’m going to fuck you, Starling, soon, but not today,” he warns, pushing the nightshirt I’m wearing up my thighs, revealing my panties as he works his hand back to my breast, caressing it lightly, then pinching my nipple again, twisting it and plucking at it.

      “Stop, you’re hurting me,” I cry, wiggling in his lap in an effort to evade him.

      “The wet patch on the front of your panties disagrees, little bird,” he mocks, alternating between pinching my nipple and soothing it.

      “Imagine how good it’ll feel when I’m sucking your pink little nipples between my teeth, a hint of pain to create limitless pleasure.” His voice is sex incarnate and I close my eyes as heat pools between my thighs.

      Releasing my breast he pushes his palm between my legs, rubbing my pussy with the heel of his hand through the fabric of my panties. I don’t need to look to know that the fabric is damp and sticking to my folds.

      “I love knowing your panties are wet because of me, I might jack off into a pair for you to wear to school.”

      My brows lift so high I swear they almost jump all the way off my face, and my shocked gasp is so loud it seems to fill the empty air.

      “Which is the shocking part, baby? That I know how wet I’m making you or that I want your hot little virgin pussy soaked in my cum all day?”

      “Both,” I croak.

      Cupping my cheek, he leans into me. “This virgin cunt’s mine, little bird, your sexy legs are mine, your perky little tits are mine. Your tight asshole and hot mouth are mine. You belong to me and make no mistake, soon I’ll be coating my dick in your blood as I break through your barrier and coat you with my cum. You should get used to wearing wet panties, Starling, because once I get inside of you, you’ll be taking all of my cum. I won’t jerk off unless it’s over your tits, pussy or ass. I’ll save it all up and you’ll take it all while you scream my name and beg for more.”

      With each dirty word that slips from his mouth he grinds his hand against my clit, arousing me more and more as he works my clit until I’m pushing into his touch, my breath becoming ragged.

      “That’s it, baby, let go. I want to hear you come for me,” he coaxes, pressing down a little harder against me until I’m writhing and panting. When I come, it’s with a startled cry that falls from my dry lips and seems to ricochet around the room.

      I shudder as waves of pleasure roll through me. “Good girl, you’re so fucking beautiful. Lift your butt,” he directs me.

      Doing as he asks, I lift up and he slides my underwear over my hips, pulling them down my legs and off my ankles. “What…?” I question as he balls them in his hand and then lifts them to his nose, inhaling deeply.

      “You smell delicious.”

      Before I have a chance to protest, his lips are against mine and he kisses me, sliding his tongue between my lips and exploring my mouth. His kiss is elegantly forceful with single-minded intent. “My pretty little bird,” he whispers against my lips as he pulls back.

      “Sebastian.”

      “Bastian, my friends call me Bastian.”

      “We’re not friends,” I pant shakily.

      “No, we’re so much more. Go take a shower, before I spread your legs and shove my cock inside you. I’ll come back and take you down for breakfast once you’re dressed.”

      When he leaves the room, shutting the door behind him, I jump up from the bed and slide the lock into place, resting my back against the wood and exhaling shakily. Bastian is intense. His presence sucks all of the air from the room, until all I can see and focus on is him. The orgasm he gave me is nothing like the ones I’ve given myself. If that’s the way it feels when one of The Elite touches you, it suddenly makes sense why the girls at school will literally do anything to get a moment of their attention.

      When he calls me little bird, goose bumps pebble over my skin, but I’m not sure if that’s because I like it, or because he scares the hell out of me. Maybe both. He wants to fuck me. It’s not like I’ve never thought about sex, of course I have. I’m sixteen, I have fantasies and I’ve explored my own body to see what feels good, but I have zero real-world experience.

      I don’t even know if I find Bastian attractive. Who am I kidding? He’s gorgeous, but he’s also high handed, obnoxious, terrifying and an Elite. That’s not me. I’m not motivated by power or popularity. I would rather be invisible than be one of them, but I doubt that’s something he could ever understand. When you look like he does, with a name like Lockwood, invisibility isn’t an option.

      The door to the bathroom is ajar and I pad over to it on bare feet, realizing that at some point someone changed me out of my diner uniform and into the soft nightshirt I’m wearing. I’m really hoping it was my mom, the shirt looks vaguely familiar so I think it’s one of hers.

      White tile and black marble fittings assault my eyes when I step into the palatial room. It’s huge, bigger than my bedroom at home, and so fancy if I didn’t know I was in his house I’d assume I was at an expensive hotel. A claw-foot tub calls to me, but I don’t have time for a soak, no matter how much I wish I did. If my mom really is downstairs, like he said she was, then I need to get to her and get away from this house and the crazy boy who lives here as quickly as possible.

      Stripping out of the sleep shirt and my underwear, I step into the shower and search for the controls, only there aren’t any. It takes me far longer than it should to figure out the water is controlled by a touch screen and once I make it work, the jets are like getting an hour-long massage in an instant.

      I linger beneath the water for longer than I should, but the comforting heat combined with all my favorite products makes me want to indulge, even though I shouldn’t. Once I’m done, I wrap myself in the softest, fluffiest towel I’ve ever touched and step back into the bedroom.

      Now that I’m fully awake I take a moment to look around. The walls are painted an off-white, except for the one behind the bed that’s covered in patterned wallpaper. The bed is massive and made of dark wood and there’re matching nightstands on either side. All of the soft furnishings are a mix of blues with the odd hint of gold dotted here and there. It’s beautiful and incredibly classy, like it was put together by a designer—which it probably was.

      I search the floor for my backpack, hoping that my uniform isn’t too creased from where I folded it into my bag last night after I got changed at the diner. There’s a door next to the bathroom that I’m assuming leads to a closet, so I open it and find my backpack on the floor and my uniform hanging on the rod. There’s a second bag beside the first and I recognize it as mine.

      Shock hits me and I stumble back from the force. My mom is here, she stayed here last night, she’s having coffee with Bastian’s parents downstairs right now. What the hell did he tell her to have her agree to all this? I’ve never mentioned him to her, we’re not friends, I’d never even spoken to him myself before yesterday. But he must have told her something that convinced her to believe him, or else she wouldn’t be here and she wouldn’t have allowed me to stay here either. I wonder if he’s told her the things he’s been saying to me? That I’m his, that we’re together, a real couple.

      Rushing to get ready, I pull on fresh underwear from the bag Mom must have brought for me and quickly dress in my uniform. My hair is too long and too wet to leave loose, so I brush it quickly then twist it into two thick braids that sit flat to my head on either side, trailing down over my shoulders to the middle of my back.

      I never usually wear makeup but right now I wish I did, because I could do with something to help give me a little armor against whatever I’m going to find when I go downstairs. I’ve never found myself in such a fucked-up position before, but as a general rule I always think honesty is the best policy. But how the hell would I even start to explain this? I doubt either his parents or my mom would appreciate me screaming that Bastian is infatuated with me and thinks this gives him some moronic claim on me. It sounds insane even to my own ears.

      Smoothing my hands down the front of my blazer, I pull in a deep breath and glance around the room. I quickly give up hope on finding a portal back to my house or an excuse so that I can abandon my mom and leave without having to go downstairs and face whatever the hell is happening down there. My eyes snag on the pictures on the wallpaper. Stepping closer, I lift my hand and trail my fingers across the images. It’s a tiny pale-brown bird—a starling in a beautiful, ornate gold cage.

      A shudder runs through me. It’s a coincidence, it has to be, but the imagery still disturbs me. He calls me little bird. He says I’m his. He said he wanted me in his house and here I am, in his home, in a room with caged birds all over the walls.

      I need to leave. The best thing I can do is to go downstairs, find my mom and get us out of here as quickly as possible, then do whatever I have to do to avoid Bastian until he forgets all about me.

      Nodding to myself, I slide my feet into my shoes, remake the bed, pick up my bags and unlock the bedroom door. Pushing it open, I step into a hallway and glance from left to right. To the left, there’re two doors, one on either side of the hall, to the right, two more doors. Stepping cautiously out, I strain, listening for some clue that might guide me to my mom, but the house is silent.

      Cautiously, I walk to the right and find myself at the top of a movieworthy double staircase that curves around, ending in a marble foyer at its base. My steps sound loud once I descend, but I’m still none the wiser as to where I need to go.

      “Starling, sweetheart,” a female voice calls, and I turn to find a beautiful woman striding toward me. She’s dressed casually, in jeans and a sweater, but everything about her screams money, from the diamond earrings in her ears to the way her hair sits just so, the natural-blonde color accentuated with artfully applied highlights.

      “Hi,” I wave awkwardly.

      “How are you feeling? You shouldn’t have carried those bags down, one of the boys would have gotten them for you. You must be starving, let’s get you something to eat.”

      “Er,” I mumble.

      “Oh, where are my manners,” she laughs. “I’m Miranda, Bastian’s mom.”

      “Nice to meet you, Mrs. Lockwood, I wasn’t sure…” I trail off, not sure what to say. “I’m so sorry we’ve invaded your home, which is beautiful by the way. Sebastian should have taken me home.”

      “Nonsense,” she chides, dropping her arm around me affectionately. “He did the absolute right thing bringing you here. Dr. Harris was on a call just a few houses down and he rushed right over to check you last night, if he’d have taken you home you’d have had to go to the ER. Drop your bags and let’s get you something to eat. Chef made croissants this morning and they’re to die for.”

      Before I get a chance to protest, or suggest I just find my mom and go, my bags are out of my hands and she’s herding me down a hallway and into a bright, airy dining room that’s full of people.

      Sebastian is out of his chair and at my side in an instant, pulling me from his mom and into his arms as his lips descend to mine. He kisses me like there’s no one else in the room and when he finally lets me go and leans back, my lips feel kiss swollen and I’m shell-shocked. “Little bird, I was just coming up to fetch you.” The way he uses the nickname he’s given me like an endearment confuses me, then frightens me when I think about all the gilded cages on the wall upstairs.

      “Let me introduce you to everyone, then you need to eat,” he tells me warmly, curling his arm around my back and pulling me into his side as he turns us to look at the curious faces sitting at the table. “Obviously you already know Evan, Clay and Hunter. Then this is my dad, Richard, beside him is Clay’s mom Heather and his dad Eric. Hunter’s dad Vance, his mom Mary, and then beside your mom is Evan’s dad Harry.”

      I smile politely, offering them all an awkward wave as Sebastian leads me to the chair beside my mom and pulls it out for me. Waiting for me to sit, before he takes the seat beside me, he immediately starts to play with the bottom of one of my braids, lifting it to his face and rubbing the end over his lips.

      “Honey, how are you feeling? You were dead to the world last night when I got here. I’m so glad you’ve quit your job, look what happens to you when you allow yourself to get so exhausted,” my mom chides, not saying a thing about the fact that the guy beside me just kissed me senseless, or that we’re in his house eating breakfast with his family right now.

      “I didn’t quit, Sebastian got me fired,” I snap a little too loudly.

      Mom tuts and purses her lips. “He was worried about you, honey, and I agree, you work too hard and with you being a sophomore now, you need to focus on your studies.”

      My mouth falls open and I turn from her to glare at Sebastian. He’s smirking at me and I feel instantly aggravated. “Mom, we should get going, Courtney’s picking me up this morning.”

      Dropping my braid, Sebastian places his hand on my thigh and squeezes. “She’s already been informed you don’t need a ride this morning.”

      “What do you mean?” I ask slowly.

      “I’m taking you to school.”

      “I don’t need you to take me, I get a ride with my friend.”

      Leaning in, he presses his lips to my ear. “From now on, I’m taking you to school and bringing you home afterward. Your friend has been advised.”

      “What if I don’t want to ride with you?” I whisper.

      “You misunderstand me, little bird. I’m not asking you, I’m telling you.” Pulling back, he presses a kiss to my cheek and then lifts the empty plate from in front of me. “What would you like for breakfast?”

      I want to rail at him, to tell him to go fuck himself but we’re not alone, we’re in a room full of my mom, his parents and all of his friends’ parents too, so I bite the inside of my cheek and swallow my words.

      “Try the French toast, honey, it’s unbelievable,” Mom gushes.

      I open my mouth to suggest it was probably about time we left, when her attention is pulled away by the man sitting on her other side. Sebastian mentioned it was Evan’s dad, but I wouldn’t have needed to be told that because he’s very clearly an older version of his son.

      Laughter lines crinkle at the corners of his eyes, but he’s still handsome, even though his hair is peppered with grays. Within seconds of him engaging my mom in conversation, both of them are laughing and talking animatedly while I look on. My mom is an introvert, she’s a writer who is happier living in the fantasy world she brings to life on paper than in the real world that’s going on around her. When she’s forced to interact with humans other than me, she’s normally quiet and awkward, but right now she’s bright and vivacious and fitting right in with the other adults in the room.

      I want to ask her what the hell is going on right now, but instead I take the plate of French toast Sebastian has made for me and thank him when he hands me a cup of coffee made just the way I like. I should ask him how he knows, but I’m starting to understand that he’s taken the time to find out. I wonder what else he knows about me, or more appropriately, if there’s anything he doesn’t know.

      “It’s so lovely to finally meet you, Starling, we’ve heard so much about you,” Mr. Lockwood says.

      Almost choking on the bite of toast I’m eating, I try to force a smile to my lips but it comes out as more of a grimace.

      “Dad, you’re embarrassing her,” Sebastian smirks, resting his arm on the back of my seat, watching me eat while he sips at a glass of juice.

      “I’m sorry, sweetheart, it’s just that Bastian’s never brought a girlfriend home to meet us before. You must be very special and I’m excited to get to know you and your mom better.”

      “Cassidy, we’re having a girls’ night on Saturday, you must come with us,” Mrs. Lockwood says excitedly.

      I expect my mom to turn her down and when she parts her lips, I anticipate her awkward excuse, but instead she smiles. “Oh a girls’ night sounds wonderful, I’ve been so busy finishing my most recent novel it feels like I’ve barely left the house in a year,” Mom laughs. “I tend to get a little absorbed in my work.”

      “I’m guilty of getting a little consumed with things I’m passionate about too,” Evan’s dad says flirtily.

      Oh my god, Evan Morris’s dad is flirting with my mom. I’ve heard of Morris enterprises, the company Evan’s family owns, I doubt there’s anyone in the state who hasn’t, but I’ve no idea what the company does, or where Evan’s mom is. What I do know is that my mom has no business flirting with a man like Mr. Morris, just like I have no business playing these weird games with Sebastian. These people are out of my and my mom’s league and the sooner we can get away from them, the better.

      I open my mouth to suggest an excuse to extricate us both from this house, but a loud whistle from the other side of the table has me snapping my lips back together.

      “Time to go,” Hunter says, pushing up from his chair while Clay and Evan follow suit.

      “Come on, little bird, we don’t want to be late,” Sebastian drawls, taking my hand and tugging me up.

      “I should—”

      “Thank you so much for allowing Starling to stay here last night, Ms. Clarke,” Sebastian says to my mother, preventing me again from trying to encourage my mom to leave.

      “Sebastian, please call me Cassidy. I’m happy to know Starling has found a boy who takes such good care of her. Miranda, Richard, your son is an absolute credit to you.”

      Sebastian’s parents preen under my mom’s praise of him and I roll my eyes. I wonder how they’d feel about him if they knew he’d announced I was his the very first time I met him, got me fired from my job by threatening my boss and then coerced me to get into his car with threats and manipulation.

      “Baby, we’re going to be late,” he croons, wrapping his arm around my waist and guiding me out of the room, his grip firm and unyielding.

      The good boy grin he’s been using on my mom and his parents morphs into a conniving smirk the moment we’re out of the dining room, but his hold doesn’t loosen as he frog marches me down a hallway and into a garage filled with at least a dozen cars.

      “I’m not getting in that car again,” I snap, spotting the Mercedes I was herded into last night parked in the space closest to the shutter doors.

      Sebastian laughs and after a moment, the others, who I hadn’t noticed were beside the car, join in. The sound of the four cruel boys mocking me is chilling and a slight tremor runs along my skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake.

      “How are you planning on getting away, little bird?” he taunts. “Are you going to run? Scream? Fight?”

      “Which option will get you to leave me alone?” I ask, my voice shaking and betraying the strength I want him to hear.

      He laughs again, then moves so fast I don’t have a chance to contemplate running before I’m off the ground and hanging upside down over his shoulder.

      “Let me go,” I shriek, pounding my fists against his back.

      “Bro, eventually she’s going to have access to your dick, women have long memories, just saying,” Clay chuckles.

      “She likes it really. Open the door, asshole,” Sebastian orders.

      I’m swung the right way up and placed surprisingly carefully into the back seat, Hunter beside me, Sebastian blocking the other side while Clay drives and Evan takes the passenger seat.

      “You’re all assholes,” I hiss, crossing my arms over my chest and trying to find enough space to not be touching either of the guys keeping me prisoner in the back seat.

      “We’re actually pretty nice once you get to know us,” Hunter says from beside me, his voice soft and kind.

      “I don’t want to know you. You guys have your whole Elite thing going on and I just want to keep my head down and get through this year, then next year I’ll be gone.”

      “Gone where?” Sebastian growls.

      “Public school.”

      “No.”

      I laugh. “Okay, oh lord and master, you said no so the whole world must obey. What does it matter anyway? You guys will be at college next year.”

      “I’m not having my girl at that hellhole of a school in South Acres. You’ll stay at GAA.” His brows are furrowed and his tone and expression are so serious that I feel myself soften a little toward him. Poor little rich boy, he literally has no idea about how the real world works.

      “I’m not your girl, Sebastian, and South Acres High isn’t that bad. I’m a mediocre student at best, I was never headed for an Ivy League, my aspirations are ambitiously aimed at middle-of-the-road party schools.”

      The guys seem to have a silent conversation, exchanging glances that make me want to huff in annoyance at not being included. But then I internally roll my eyes at myself. I don’t want to be part of their little gang, and them having private little discussions that don’t involve me is for the best.

      The ride to school from Sebastian’s house is much shorter than it is from mine and before long, we’re pulling into the school gates and Clay is parking in The Elite spots right outside the doors. The groups of kids milling around all stop and turn toward the car and I swallow down the lump that’s formed in my throat.

      “I shouldn’t be here,” I mumble.

      “This is exactly where you should be,” Sebastian smiles, sliding his hand over my thigh and squeezing.

      “Everyone is going to see me getting out of this car with you.”

      “Good, I want them to.”

      “I don’t,” I gasp.

      Before I have a chance to formulate a good argument as to why no one should see me with The Elite, Sebastian is opening his door and climbing out. Turning, he reaches a hand out to me, but I keep my arms folded firmly across my chest.

      Sebastian scowls, then looks past me. Hunter’s hands circle my waist and he lifts me off the seat and sort of throws me to Sebastian, who plucks me out of the car like I weigh nothing at all.

      “Please don’t do this,” I beg, but he ignores me, curling his arm around my shoulders and clamping me to his side.

      The other guys surround us, and I swear the noise of kids and cars and life fades away and instead, everyone is silently staring at us.

      “Smile, little bird, we’re kings and we just made you a queen.”

      Closing my eyes, I force back the tears that are trying to break free. This isn’t the moment to be weak. “I hate you,” I whisper.

      Strong arms turn me until I’m face to face with an angry-looking Sebastian. His fingers grab my chin and he forces my head back so I can’t look away. Then he leans down and kisses me, keeping me in place while he plunders my mouth, his free hand grabbing my ass and showing everyone who’s watching that I belong to him.

      He keeps his hold on me when he pulls his lips from mine. “Hate me all you want, it won’t make you any less mine.”

      This time my tears really do break free and his lips purse as the first one rolls down my cheek. Releasing my chin, he stops the tear with his finger, then sucks it into his mouth. “I don’t want your tears, but for now if that’s all you’ll give me, I’ll take them, because everything you are belongs to me.”

      The next ten minutes are a blur. Sebastian takes my hand and forces me to stay by his side as he parades me through the hallways, smiling and speaking to every single curious student who worships at the stupid fucking Elites’ feet. He introduces me to everyone as his girlfriend and by the time I’m at the door to my homeroom, I doubt there’s a single person who doesn’t know we’re apparently a couple.

      The only person I was hoping to see is Courtney and she’s concerningly absent. I don’t know what Sebastian said to her when he told her not to pick me up, but she’s the only person here who knows that he and I are not really a couple and I need her. I need someone who cares more about me than they do about status and hierarchy, I need my bestie.

      By the end of first period, I’m ready to go home and hide beneath my comforter. The blissful anonymity I had here is officially gone. When Sebastian kissed me, he might as well have put a target on my back because it seems every kid in my class either witnessed him trying to eat me alive, or knows someone who witnessed it. There’s even a video of it on Instagram and TikTok. Great.

      People I’ve never spoken to want to be my friend, and the kids who have refused to acknowledge my existence since middle school suddenly want to reminisce about all the good times we never had. I hate it and I hate Sebastian for causing it.

      I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve told people he’s not my boyfriend, but they don’t want to hear it. What I have to say doesn’t matter when the mighty Elite have spoken. When lunchtime rolls around, I’m desperate to escape to a quiet corner with Court and hide from all the curious stares and jealous daggers.

      Grabbing my backpack I rush to the door, eager to find my friend, except Clay is leaning up against the wall outside my classroom, a knowing smirk stretched across his annoying mouth. “He said you’d try to hide.”

      Ignoring him, I drag my bag onto my back and step past him, but my forward movement is halted when he grabs hold of the straps on my backpack and drags me backward.

      “Come eat with us, you’ll only piss him off if he has to hunt you down,” he warns, his voice friendly.

      “I don’t want to have lunch with him, I want to eat with my friend.”

      “She can eat with us too. We don’t normally allow outsiders in, but if you ask him, he’ll make an exception for you.”

      “Why is he doing this? He doesn’t even know me. He’s ruining my life,” I whisper-yell.

      Rolling his eyes, he sighs. “Dramatic much?” Taking my bag from my shoulders, he holds it in his hand and then places his other palm high on my back and guides me away from the classroom and all the people who are pretending not to watch us.

      “I was invisible, no one saw me and I liked it that way,” I say petulantly.

      “He saw you.”

      “Fucking great, I’m not invisible to stalkers, good to know,” I hiss beneath my breath.

      We round the corner and Sebastian is striding toward us. His eyes narrow when he sees Clay has his hand on me. “You touching my girl?” he growls angrily.

      “Just making sure she’s where you told me to bring her. Starling has something she wants to ask you,” Clay says, moving his hand away from me as he passes my bag to Sebastian.

      “Is that right, little bird?” he purrs, stepping into my personal space until our chests are touching.

      “I want to eat with my friend.”

      “She can sit with us.”

      “Alone, I want to eat with my friend alone, like we normally do.”

      “No,” he says harshly, smashing his lips against mine punishingly hard, dominating me with his touch, like he thinks he can bend me to his will with a kiss.

      “I’ll text Evan to find the friend,” Clay says from beside us.

      At the sound of his voice Sebastian relaxes his hold on me, running a soft fingertip over my cheek. Discombobulated, I stumble a little and Sebastian carefully wraps his arm around my waist, his gentle touch in complete opposition to the way he just punished me with his kiss.

      “I’ll text her, I just need to find my cell,” I say, reaching for my backpack.

      “I have your cell,” he smiles, pulling my old model cell phone from his blazer and handing it to me.

      “Why do you have my cell phone?” I demand.

      “I charged it for you. I also programmed mine, Clay, Evan and Hunter’s numbers in there too. That way if you can’t reach me, you can contact them instead.”

      “Why would I need to contact any of you?” I protest.

      Taking my hand in his, he tugs me behind him, leading me toward the cafeteria. “I’ve never had a girlfriend before, but I understand it’s customary to speak to one another while you’re not together. Judging by the lack of texts and calls on your cell I can see you don’t adhere to this with your other loved ones, but if we’re not together, Starling, I expect you to text me and tell me where you are, who you’re with and what you’re doing.”

      “You went through my phone?” I gasp.

      “I did,” he says, not a hint of apology in his tone.

      “And you think that’s okay?” I admonish.

      “You’re my girlfriend, there won’t be any secrets between us.”

      “Firstly, I’m not your girlfriend and secondly, even if I was, going through my cell phone is completely not okay,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Hmm.” That’s it, no apology, no admission that he understands being a controlling asshole is not okay, just hmm. God, he’s such an asshole.

      We reach the cafeteria doors and I yank at my hand, trying to free myself from his hold. “I don’t want to go in there with you.”

      “Little bird.” It’s a warning, not an endearment, but I don’t heed him.

      “Everyone will see me with you.”

      “Good, now march your cute butt in there, or I’ll put you over my shoulder and carry you in.”

      “I don’t want this,” I tell him, my voice taking on a pleading note that I despise myself for.

      “This isn’t about what you want, this is about making sure that everyone in this school knows you’re mine,” he growls, dropping my hand and wrapping his arm around my waist, holding my hip in a just shy of punishing grip. It’s a warning that he can and will hurt me if I don’t do as he says, and I’m helpless but to comply.

      The room doesn’t fall silent like I expect it to, but I doubt there’s a single person who isn’t watching Sebastian touch me. They don’t see the fact that I’ll no doubt have a bruise from the strength of his grip, all they know is that one of their kings is with a girl. A girl he’s leading to their table, a girl that he’s placing in his lap and whispering in her ear.

      Another tear tries to break free from my eyes, but I don’t let it. Being here, being seen like this by all these people who know I’m not like them, who know I’m below them, makes me want to curl up in a ball and disappear. I’m not Elite, I’m not popular, or even well liked, and I know what they’ll be saying the moment The Elite are out of earshot. They’ll be calling me a gold digger, a slut who’s getting on her knees to keep one of the kings.

      They’d never imagine I don’t want to be here, that there’s blood in my mouth from how hard I’m biting my tongue to stop myself from crying. No, all they see is the poor girl from the wrong side of town, sitting in the rich guy’s lap.

      I swallow down a sob when the doors to the cafeteria open, and an excited-looking Courtney bounces into the room with Evan beside her. Unlike me, she seems exuberant to be speaking to one of The Elite. She should be here, not me. She’d love to have Sebastian’s attention, to be the one on his lap while the entire school looks on wondering what she did to be picked. The skirt of her cheer uniform is bouncing with her as she moves, giving everyone a peekaboo to the booty shorts she’s wearing beneath.

      Everything about her is quintessential all-American, apple pie and white picket fence. I wonder if I could convince Sebastian she’d be a better choice for him, would he treat her the same way he does me? No, she’d want him, this notoriety, she wouldn’t fight him, she’d love it.

      “Starling,” she shrieks, literally running across the cafeteria until she reaches The Elites’ table and plops down in the chair beside us. “Bitch, why didn’t you tell me?”

      “Are you serious?” I gasp. “There’s nothing to tell.”

      “Babe, you’re sitting in Sebastian Lockwood’s lap and there’s a video going around of you getting out of his car this morning and him dry humping you in the parking lot. I’d say there’s plenty to tell and I want all the details.”

      Sebastian chuckles and pulls me back onto his lap a little deeper. I freeze when I feel his hard dick beneath my butt. I may be a virgin, but thanks to Courtney insisting we educate ourselves with an afternoon of truly awful porn, I know what a dick looks like and that they get hard at the strangest things. Apparently one of those things for Sebastian, is having an unwilling girl sitting on him.

      “Courtney, I’m sure Starling will fill you in on the details later, but first we should order,” he tells her as Hunter appears at the table and sits down in the chair opposite mine.

      “Little bird, what do you want?”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      “You need to eat, you didn’t have dinner last night, or that much at breakfast this morning,” Sebastian scolds

      “Did you stay at his house last night? Is that why you didn’t need me to pick you up today?” Courtney yells. She’s so loud that the whole room really does stop talking and turns to look at us.

      “Court,” I hiss.

      “Oh. My. God. You had sex with Sebastian Lockwood?” She’s getting louder and louder so I reach over and slap my hand over her mouth, silencing her.

      “Shut up. I haven’t had sex with him, I don’t even know him. They turned up at the diner last night, got me fired and scared the crap out of me. I passed out and he took me back to his place,” I tell her quietly, glancing at the other boys at the table who are stifling chuckles of amusement.

      “What do you mean you don’t know him? You made out with him this morning, you’re sitting in his lap.” Her arms flail toward me, gesturing to the position I’ve been forced into.

      “I wasn’t given much of a choice about this.” I tip my head back to Sebastian behind me.

      “Little bird, you practically begged me to sit on my dick,” he laughs, his tone the warm, amiable one he uses with everyone except me.

      “Are you kidding me?” I bark. “You threatened me.”

      “Baby, you’re so dramatic,” he laughs again, releasing his hold on my waist for the first time since he dragged me in here.

      Making the most of the opportunity, I jump up from his lap and scoot around into the seat beside Court, letting her act as a buffer between the two of us. Risking a glance at Sebastian, I’m not at all surprised to find the cordiality he’s been showing Court completely gone, replaced by a dark anger that has fear skittering along my skin.

      This beautiful boy has two completely different faces, the one he shows to his parents, his friends, and the kids who worship him at GAA is confident, calm, kind and nice. Then there’s the one he only seems to show to me. That face is angry, consumed, obsessed and I don’t know which is the real him.

      “Starling, are you listening to me?” Court asks, tugging on my uniform and forcing my attention to her. “Stop staring at your hot boyfriend and listen.”

      “Oh, er, I wasn’t.”

      “You were totally staring at him, but that’s okay if I had a boyfriend as hot as him, I’d stare too,” she giggles.

      For the next five minutes, Court talks at me in between talking at Sebastian, Clay, Evan and Hunter. She single-handedly keeps the conversation going as Sebastian watches me with an intensity that has all the hairs on the back of my neck standing to attention.

      When my cell phone buzzes with a text, I ignore it, the only people who text me are Court and my dad. Court’s talking with her hands so it’s not her and if it’s my dad, it’ll be because he’s lost something and thinks I might know where it is.

      When it buzzes again, I reluctantly pull it from my blazer and check it.

      
        
        Bastian: Your friend talks too much.

      

      

      I don’t want to chat with him, so I slide my cell back into my pocket, only to have it buzz again almost immediately. I pull it back out, inhaling slowly as I read the messages.

      
        
        Bastian: It’s rude to ignore me.

        Bastian: Come and sit back in my lap.

      

      

      Unable to resist I type out a reply.

      
        
        Me: It’s rude to get people fired and kidnap them.

      

      

      His reply is instantaneous.

      
        
        Bastian: You having a job was unacceptable. And it hardly classes as kidnapping when I took care of you when you were sick, had you checked by a doctor and then contacted your mother and invited her to come and check on you.

        Me: I wouldn’t have been sick if you hadn’t been there getting me fired from the job I need.

        Bastian: My lap…

        Me: What about it?

        Bastian: Come sit in it.

        Me: No.

        Bastian: Now!

        Me: No.

      

      

      
        
        Bastian: If you continue to defy me, I’ll happily make a scene and ultimately, you’ll end up doing as I please and sitting in my lap. Or you can come and willingly sit your ass on my dick and I’ll reward your obedience.

        Me: I’m not a dog!!

        Bastian: I never insinuated that you were. I merely suggested that you behaving would mean me rewarding you.

        Me: Will this reward involve you leaving me alone and never speaking to me again?

        Bastian: No.

        Me: Then I don’t see what’s in it for me?

        Bastian: I will allow you to go home with your friend after school, instead of me driving you back to my place.

      

      

      I freeze as I read the words. He wasn’t planning on letting me go home after school? This is the first I’ve heard of this plan, but now that I know, I’m positive I don’t want to go anywhere with him. I need space and time and possibly a continent or two between us.

      With my legs shaking and my heart racing I push up from my seat, take the two steps to Sebastian and then carefully lower myself back down into his lap.

      “Good choice,” he breathes against my ear as his arm bands around my waist. His grip is tight and I realize I’ve walked straight into his trap. Not only am I exactly where he wants me to be, but I willingly put myself in this position.

      Soft lips find my neck and I flinch. His body tenses beneath me and I know I’ve pissed him off, but he remains silent while Court keeps talking. His arm around my waist might as well be made of steel because he doesn’t allow me even an ounce of wiggle room as he keeps nipping and kissing my neck, even going so far as to pull my braid out of the way to give him more room.

      His teeth clamp down on my skin and I let out a whimper as he bites me and sucks, deliberately marking me on the back of my neck in a place that I can’t see, but will be clearly visible to everyone else.

      I try to squirm away from his punishing touch, but he just wraps his other arm around me, keeping me completely immobile while he brands me. It’s barbaric and cruel and a message. A warning that if I don’t do as I’m told or act how he wants, he’ll punish me.

      The urge to claw, slap and fight flashes through my head, but I push it away. Sebastian is bigger and stronger than me. Physically, he’s more than capable of overpowering me and he’s proved that he’s not above using others to manipulate me into getting what he wants.

      The best thing I can do right now is to just acquiesce and accept my fate, at least for the rest of lunch break. I do my best to relax and the moment I do, he releases his teeth and replaces the pain with a tingling kiss as he gently licks and soothes the place he just hurt.

      “I like seeing my mark on your neck, I might keep it there so everyone else can see it too. Once I’ve taken your virginity, I’ll finger your pussy while I bite down on my mark until you come, then I’ll do it over and over so often that the moment my teeth scrape across that spot, your body will spontaneously orgasm.”

      His voice is barely above a whisper, so no one but me and him can hear what he’s saying to me. I shudder in response, revulsion with the tiniest hint of desire. Nothing he’s said or done should appeal to me and mostly it doesn’t. Except there’s a little tiny part of me, a part so small I might have gone my whole life without ever knowing it exists that preens at his words.

      I might only be sixteen years old, but I understand feminism. I was raised by a badass, albeit slightly erratic single mother. I’m more than aware that I don’t need a man and that I never want to be in a position where I’m beholden to one.

      If I ever have a long-term partner or get married, I want my relationship to be equal and balanced by mutual respect and love. But there’s also that hidden fantasy perpetuated by fairy tales and Fifty Shades of Grey that makes me crave a man to sweep me off my feet, to look after me and save me from anything, from puddles to big bad monsters. That’s the part of me that’s a little excited by his dominance and the way he’s managing me.

      I’m grateful for the distraction when a server arrives at our table, placing a plate of food at each place setting and two in front of me and Sebastian. “I didn’t order anything?”

      “I ordered for you,” Sebastian says.

      Scowling, I turn to glare at him, all my resolve to just behave and get away from him as soon as possible gone in an instant. “I told you I wasn’t hungry.”

      “And I told you, you need to eat, you don’t take good enough care of yourself.”

      “That’s—”

      Sebastian shuts me up by grabbing my chin, turning me toward him and slamming his lips to mine. His tongue forces its way into my mouth while his fingers tease at the underside of my breast. I wish I could say I don’t respond, that I sit there like a wet fish refusing to participate, but that would be a lie and by the time he leans back, separating us, I’m panting and squeezing my thighs together to quell the ache that’s formed between my thighs.

      “Eat,” he orders, pressing a soft peck against my lips and dragging the plate containing a delicious-looking deli sandwich toward me.
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      She’s perfect. Even when she’s fighting me, she’s still everything I’ve ever wanted. She’s feisty and high strung, she’s a challenge that I can’t wait to conquer. She thinks she won a battle with me at lunch, but what she doesn’t realize is that I don’t mind negotiating with her to ensure she does as I ask. Letting her ride home with her friend was an easy concession, especially because I plan to follow her home, wait for her to change and then bring her back to my place again anyway. Not that I told her that, I gave her something she wanted and I got what I wanted. Everyone’s happy.

      When lunch is over, I reluctantly let her go to class. Clay put an app on my cell so I can access the security cameras and watch her whenever I want, but I resist. She’s already my obsession, if I allow myself to watch her more than I already do I’ll fail every single one of my classes.

      The afternoon drags, the weight of my cell in my pocket taunting me. My last period is in the classroom opposite hers and the moment the bell sounds, I leave, settling my back against the wall to wait for her.

      The other kids pour out of the room, but she’s slower to leave. She’s not looking where she’s going, her backpack in her hands, her gaze fixed on it as she slides something inside, then concentrates on fastening it up. All eyes are on her, but she’s completely unaware. I don’t know if that’s because she doesn’t know that they can’t keep their eyes off her or if she just doesn’t care.

      No one has dared to ask why her, but I can see the unspoken question on all of their lips. In terms of GAA hierarchy, she’s at the bottom. Her family’s not rich or powerful, she’s not slutty or infamous. To the other students she’s a nobody, or at least she was until I made her mine. Now she’s a curiosity, someone to study, to emulate, because she’s done what no one else has in the three years we’ve held our positions as The Elite, she’s caught our attention.

      Don’t get me wrong, we’ve hardly been celibate since we took over from the seniors, in fact we’ve fucked more than our fair share of girls. There’s even some kind of club for girls who have fucked all four of us, but none of us have ever had more than a passing fancy.

      The Lockwoods, Jansens, Morrises and Rossbergs all have legacies to protect, we all know what’s expected of us and that means we don’t have the luxury of dating indiscriminately. The women we ultimately marry will either have to bring an alliance, or have a pedigree that makes them an asset.

      Starling has neither of those things, but my parents are romantics and when I realized my obsession with her wasn’t going away, I told them about her. If I was in my senior year at college they probably would have told me she wasn’t an option, but claiming her now when she’s only sixteen gives me and them time to shape her and our future together into something they deem worthy.

      “Little bird, if you don’t pay better attention to what’s going on around you, you’ll end up falling over someone or something and getting hurt,” I say, curling my palm possessively around her neck, stroking my thumb over the purpling bruised bite mark I put on her.

      “Oh god,” she gasps, startled. “Jesus, you again. You need a bell or something, you scared me.”

      “Sorry, baby,” I coo, laughing as I turn her into my arms, lean down and kiss her.

      “You need to stop kissing me,” she whispers breathlessly when I release her.

      Draping my arm across her shoulders, I urge her to start walking again. “Until I can get my dick inside of you, kissing you and touching you is all we’ve got. I plan to use your lips as much as I can. Unless you’d prefer I lift up your skirt and play with your pussy again, like I did this morning?”

      Her cheeks heat to a light-pink color and I smile to myself. She likes me kissing her, she likes it when I tell her all the dirty things I plan to do to her. She can deny wanting me as much as she likes, but I saw and felt how wet she was this morning. I kept her panties as a fucking souvenir. She’s the most tempting kind of jailbait, and I’ll take her and own her, but not yet, not until she’s begging for it. I can wait, because the moment she’s ready I’ll make her mine in every way possible; until then my balls will be bluer than a fucking Smurf’s and my dick will be chaffed from all the whacking off I’ll be doing.

      “What’s up anyway?” she asks.

      “Nothing.”

      “Then why are you here? I’m riding home with Court. You said.”

      “I know, although you could both ride with me.”

      “I want to ride with my friend.” Her tone becomes defiant and I grip her a little tighter.

      “I said you could ride with your friend; I didn’t say you could be a bitch to me. You’re my fucking girlfriend, if I want to meet you after class, I will. And you’ll smile and kiss me and be fucking pleased to see me.”

      “God, Sebastian, hasn’t this game gone on for long enough already? I’m not sure what you win or whatever, but you’ve belittled me, embarrassed me, ruined at least the next couple of months at school until people forget about this, and got me fired from a job I liked. Isn’t that enough? Whatever I did to piss you guys off, I’m sorry, I won’t do it again, just please, please leave me alone.”

      She’s pleading, begging, and all I feel is anger. I want to brand my name on her ass, put a ring on her finger and have her ride my dick twenty-four seven until she understands this isn’t make believe, it isn’t a game or a punishment or any kind of childish folly. “You think being my girlfriend is a punishment?”

      “I think this is all just a cruel game, The Elite dishing out an outlandish punishment, like you do to the other kids who do something to piss you off.”

      She’s not wrong about us being creative in the ways we punish those who step out against us, or break the rules we have set in place to keep order at GAA. I suppose it’s not entirely out of the realm of possibility that we could pretend to claim a girl, get her caught up in our web and dump her. It’s not something we’ve done before, but then penance is rarely doled out in the same manner twice.

      “Our punishments aren’t cruel; we mete out justice in equal measure to suit the crime. Have you done something that would warrant being punished by The Elite?” I ask.

      “No,” she cries. “I haven’t done anything. The school year only started yesterday and I didn’t see anyone but Court all summer.”

      “If you haven’t done anything to break the rules, why would you think I’m punishing you?” I ask, genuinely curious why she’s so determined not to believe this is real.

      “Seriously,” she deadpans. “I’m me and you’re you. Even if we disregard the differences in our socioeconomic status, before yesterday we’d never spoken to one another, I’d never even glanced in your direction for longer than a second. You’re an Elite and a senior, and I’m an antisocial outcast sophomore. This,” she motions between the two of us, “Doesn’t make any sense, ergo, this must be a trick, or a punishment, or hell, maybe it’s a bet. Whatever. I just think that enough is enough; you’ve had your fun, I’m thoroughly humiliated and humbled.”

      “I’m not punishing you, little bird.”

      We’re outside now and her friend is waiting with Evan, but I ignore them, taking Starling’s chin between my fingers and lifting it up, forcing her to look at me. “This isn’t a trick, a game, a bet or a punishment. I’ve wanted you since I saw you last year, but you were a freshman and completely off-limits, even to me. I’ve waited a full year to touch you, kiss you and tell the whole fucking world you’re mine. I won’t ever be cruel to you, unless you force my hand. You’re mine and when we graduate, we’ll name you Elite so you’ll be protected, I look after the things that belong to me.”

      Her pupils are blown wide and her full pouty lips are damp, the bottom red from the way she’s nibbling at it as she stares at me. “I just want to be invisible; I don’t want to be seen or protected, I’m happy just being ignored.”

      “The time for hiding has passed, you’re a queen now, better get used to it.” I smile, turning her toward Courtney and slapping her ass hard, propelling her forward as Clay saunters over to me, staying at my side as I watch Starling and Courtney walk away.

      “Hate to see them go, love to watch them walk away,” Clay whistles.

      “You better not be looking at my woman’s ass,” I spit.

      “Nah, bro, my eyes are on the talkative cheerleader’s ass. That fucking uniform never looked so good before. If I could gag her to shut her up, she’d be the perfect fucking woman.”

      “I thought you preferred feisty Latina girls? Courtney couldn’t be any more WASP if she tried.”

      “She’s a cheerleader, she can bend like a fucking pretzel, imagine all the possibilities,” Clay says with a wistful sigh.

      “You can do whatever the fuck you want to her now she’s a sophomore, you know the rules as well as I do. But she’s not sixteen for a couple of months and you’ll be eighteen soon, you know your parents would kill you if there was a scandal about you fucking an underage girl.”

      “I know, I know,” he says, waving me off. “I’ve heard the talk about family expectations and keeping up appearances just as many times as you have, it’s why we’ve been screwing seniors since we were freshmen. Gotta say, I’m surprised you’re letting Starling go with blondie, I figured you’d want eyes on her.”

      A low, dry laugh falls from my lips as I move toward my Mercedes. “I said she could ride with her; I didn’t say we wouldn’t be following. Find out where Evan and Hunter are, we’re leaving the moment little bird leaves, whether they’re here or not.”

      “Dude, you are so whipped,” he laughs.

      “Just thoroughly obsessed.”

      By the time Courtney’s car drives out the school gates, we’re behind her, staying on her tail the entire way back to Starling’s place despite their attempt to lose us by taking several random detours and attempting to outrun us on a stretch of quiet road.

      “What the hell, Sebastian? Why are you here?” Starling demands the moment she barrels out of Courtney’s car.

      “We’re eating at my place,” I tell her calmly, grabbing her wrist when she’s close enough and pulling her into my chest.

      Fighting me, she slams her fists against my pecs, but I just hold her tighter, immobilizing her. “Behave, little bird, go and say goodbye to your friend.”

      “I’d rather say goodbye to you. I’ve spent the last twenty-four hours dealing with you and all your bullshit, I just want to go in my house, get into my comfy clothes and search for a new job while I try to pretend you don’t exist,” she says, exhaling tiredly.

      “Say goodbye to your friend,” I snarl as calmly as I can muster.

      Her eyes close and she exhales, her shoulders slumping as she turns and pads resignedly to Courtney’s car. I’m not sure exactly what she says to the cheerleader, but they embrace through the window before Courtney backs the car down onto the street and waves gleefully to me as she speeds off back toward North Acres.

      Without saying a word, Starling wraps her fingers around the straps of her backpack, climbs the steps to her door, opens it and walks inside without even a backward glance. Watching it swing shut, I smile to myself, then turn back to the car and my friends who are waiting inside.

      “I have to go and deal with my girl. Go home, grab the Lambo, then drop it off back here for me in an hour or so. I’ll negotiate with my angry little bird, then bring her home to hang out later.”

      “Let’s watch a movie at mine, the media room refurb is finally finished and we can chill,” Hunter suggests.

      “Sounds good, can someone let my mom know I’m eating dinner with Starling?”

      “Sure, dude, have fun.” Clay laughs.

      Flicking him the bird, I head for the front door, open it and let myself in. I can hear Starling talking to her mom on one side of the house, so I follow the sound and find myself outside a tiny, and what appears to be a very cluttered office space. Cassidy is behind a small desk, the wall behind it is covered in Post-it notes with strings connecting one note to the next. It’s like a serial killer lair, which is kind of apt considering Cassidy writes books about murderers.

      “It’s not true, Mom,” Starling says, her voice imploring.

      “Oh, sweetheart, you don’t need to pretend. I’ve met him now, he’s a lovely boy and his family was so kind and gracious to me last night. I don’t know why you thought you had to hide him from me, you know you can tell me anything.”

      Starling tips her head back and groans. “It’s all bullshit, the first time I ever spoke to him was yesterday, I haven’t hidden anything from you, because there’s nothing to hide. He’s an asshole and he’s playing you; he’s playing everyone as part of some fucked-up, malicious game.”

      “Baby,” I coo, stepping out of my spot outside the door and into Cassidy’s office, sliding my arm around Starling’s waist. “There’s no need to be embarrassed. I’m your boyfriend, your mom understands young love, and we agreed now summer’s over we need your mom to get to know me, so we can spend as much time together as we can now that we’re back at school.”

      Starling’s mouth gapes open like a fish, but I don’t give her a second, pressing a kiss to her cheek as I stare lovingly at her for a moment, then look to her mom. “Cassidy, Starling has been so worried to tell you about us. I told her you wouldn’t be mad, I know I’m a little older than her, but I was raised to respect women and I promise I’ll only ever behave appropriately toward your daughter. I love her, she’s my world and I just want to be with her. Please give us your blessing, I know it would mean the world to Starling.”

      Cassidy’s eyes soften and she smiles at us wistfully, like she’s remembering what it’s like to be young and in love. “Starling, baby, you should have just told me, I only ever want you to be happy and loved and I think it’s obvious to anyone who looks at the two of you together how much Sebastian loves you. You’re young, it’s the time to love big, so of course you have my blessing. Enjoy one another, just not too much, doors stay open, because I don’t want to be a nana until you’re at least thirty.”

      “Mom,” Starling gasps. “How”

      Before she can say anything, I interrupt. “Don’t worry, Cassidy, I promise to take the very best care of her. Thank you so much for being so wonderful about this. My parents are having a pool party this weekend, of course Starling will be coming, but we’d love for you to come too. Family is so important to my parents and they don’t just want to get to know Starling, they want you to feel comfortable with them too.”

      “Oh that would be so lovely, your parents made me feel so welcome last night, I’d love to join you. Your mom and I exchanged cell numbers, so please have her call me with the details.”

      “Perfect,” I smile. “We are going to order pizza for dinner, are you joining us? Is there anything specific you like?” I ask her, while Starling just gapes at me.

      Cassidy waves her hand in the air, “No, you kids just feed yourselves, I have so much to do to get this book finished, I’m planning to just hole up in here for the rest of the night.”

      “We’re going over to Hunter’s place to watch a movie once we’ve eaten, so we won’t be here to disturb you.”

      “Sebastian, that is so sweet of you to think of me, but you don’t need to worry, my office is soundproofed. I’m always telling Starling she can bring her friends around, but it’s usually just Courtney.”

      “I need to find a new job,” Starling says loudly.

      “We talked about that, baby,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Starling, I agree with Sebastian, you need to concentrate on your schoolwork and having a job in the evenings and weekends just isn’t appropriate now you’re back at GAA.”

      “But spending the evening watching movies with Hunter is?” Starling spits.

      “As long as you’ve finished all of your homework, then yes it is,” Cassidy says, straightening her spine and steeling her voice. “I’m not going to argue with you about this, high school is important, so is making friends and being a kid. I’ve talked to my publisher’s PR people today and we’ve worked out a plan to market my back catalog better. I know you think you need to act like an adult, but you don’t. I’m the parent, so no job, more focus on being sixteen.”

      “But, Mom” Starling starts.

      “Enough Starling. Now scoot, I have work to do and you have pizza to eat and a cute boy to make out with. With the door open,” Cassidy laughs, dismissing us as she turns her attention to the screen in front of her.

      Starling starts to protest, so I grab her hand and tug her from the room, closing the door behind us.

      “What the hell are you doing?” she shrieks, all of the stunned silence from a few moments ago gone and replaced with indignant outrage.

      “Letting your mom know what my intentions are,” I smirk.

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “Little bird, you haven’t seen anything yet, there isn’t a limit to what I’d do to keep you.”

      “You can’t keep something that isn’t yours in the first place.”

      Turning her, I press her against the wall, collaring her throat with my hand as I lean in and kiss her. Sliding my tongue into her mouth, I barely repress a smile when her own tongue immediately tangles with mine. There’s no hesitation, she‘s kissing me with just as much fervor as I’m kissing her. Her hands are gripping my blazer, and despite what she might try to say later, she’s not trying to push me away.

      Sliding my leg between hers, I use my free hand to push her skirt up and palm her ass, tilting her forward until her cunt is pressed against my thigh. Rolling my hips, I grind against her core and she moans, arching into my touch, not away from it.

      She can deny the connection between us as much as she wants, but her body is betraying her, it knows that she belongs to me, and that the only person who can give her the pleasure and release she needs, is me.

      In time she’ll learn that only my touch will satisfy her and I crave that, crave her needing me to feel good. Not that she’ll ever have the chance to know what it feels like to be touched by anyone but me. Most of what I said to Cassidy might have been bullshit to get her on board with my plans for her daughter, but Starling being my world was one-hundred-percent true. She’s who I wake up thinking about and the image that chases me into my dreams. She’s everything, and I’ll do whatever it takes to tie her to me.

      Tightening my hold on her throat, I grind my leg a little more vigorously against her cunt and she pants, a cry falling from her lips as I fuck her mouth with my tongue, squeezing her ass and guiding her to roll her hips.

      She comes on a startled cry, her grip on my blazer tightening as her body jerks and shudders as she comes all over my pants.

      “If you’re not mine, why was your tongue in my mouth? If you’re not mine, why is your skirt around your waist and my hand on your ass? If you’re not mine, why are my pants wet from where your pussy has soaked them with your cum?”

      Pulling her head away she closes her eyes, trying to hide from me and the truth of my words, but I release her throat and grab her chin instead, squeezing. “Open your eyes, you don’t get to lie to me and hide from me. Look me in the face and tell me how I’ve given you two orgasms today but I don’t fucking own you.”

      I force her gaze to lock with mine, refusing to allow her to deny this for a second longer. Her silence is more telling than any words. I let her sulk as I order pizza and we sit together in her bedroom, eating and doing homework. It’s a strangely nice and domestic moment but she’s tense, waiting for me to do something or say something.

      When the pizza boxes are finished, I collect all the trash and stand. “You need to get changed, we’re going to Hunter’s.”

      “I don’t want to go to Hunter’s, I don’t like Hunter,” she whines.

      “Why don’t you like Hunter?”

      “I don’t like any of you. You’re all elitist assholes.”

      “Cute,” I smirk. “I’ll take these, you find something comfy, we’re watching a movie in his new media room.”

      “His media room,” she scoffs.

      Rolling my eyes, I take the pizza boxes outside to the trash can, then walk back into her room, finding her in nothing but her bra and panties.

      “Get out,” she yells.

      “Hell no.” Crossing to her bed, I sink down onto it and lift my hands behind my head, settling in to admire the view.

      Grabbing her uniform from the floor, she scrambles to cover herself and I laugh. “Drop the clothes, little bird, let me see.”

      “Fuck you, get out of my room.”

      Tutting softly, I let my gaze roam over her body. She’s soft in all the right places, despite how skinny she is, and I can’t wait to see how lush her curves get when she’s eating properly and not exhausted and running on fumes.

      “Perhaps we can make a deal.”

      “What deal?” she asks slowly.

      “Quid pro quo, you do something for me and I’ll do something for you.”

      “All I want from you is for you to leave me alone.”

      “Never going to happen, but how about you drop the clothes and let me look at you, and I’ll allow you to ride to school with Courtney in the morning.”

      Scoffing dismissively, she tightens her grip on the shirt that’s barely covering her tits. “I don’t need your permission to ride with her.”

      “She’s been advised not to collect you anymore and she was only too happy to oblige, she’s over the moon that you’re my girlfriend,” I say smugly.

      “I’m not your girlfriend.”

      “Considering you were coming on my leg less than an hour ago, I beg to differ.”

      “You’re an asshole.”

      “So you’ve said,” I smirk.

      “I hate you,” she hisses, then glances down at the clothes she’s using to hide herself from me, a conniving look shining in her expressive eyes. “I’ll let you see me, but I want to ride to and from school with Courtney permanently.”

      “No deal. If you want that, then I want your virgin cunt riding my dick.”

      “What? No!” she gasps, shocked.

      “That’s okay, I can wait till the next time I make you come, then I’ll strip you out of your clothes and lick you from head to toe.”

      A flash of panic, laced with desire darts across her face. “Courtney picks me up and drives me home from school all week and we eat lunch at our own table.”

      I pause, making her think I’m considering her offer. I’m not. She may think she’s in charge right now, but this is all just a game and I’m the one moving the pieces. “Very well. Strip. Slowly, I want to savor my first view of you bare to me.”

      Closing her eyes, she drops her chin to her chest and inhales. After a long moment, she lifts her head and then drops the shirt she’s been using to hide herself to the floor.

      My dick surges to life. She’s perfect. “The bra first,” I prompt.

      Reaching behind her, she unfastens her bra, then freezes, her elbows clamped to her sides keeping her bra in place.

      I could demand she drop it, but I don’t want that, instead I keep my steady gaze on her and wait. It only takes a couple of minutes and then she drops the bra, forcing her arms to stay at her sides, her hands clenched into fists.

      “Now the panties.” I want to say more, but my throat is tight, her breasts are perfect, small, but perky, her nipples are a rosy-pink color, the peak pebbled and begging to be sucked.

      Her fingers dip to her panties and instead of delaying, she closes her eyes and pushes them down, kicking them free of her feet. Taking advantage of her eyes being closed, I run my gaze lasciviously over her naked skin.

      There’s a small, neat patch of hair coating her pussy lips that’s wet with the arousal I know she’ll deny if I point it out. Moving silently, I get up from her bed and step toward her, reaching out, but stopping myself an inch from her skin. She looks so innocent, even though she’s standing here naked for me, and my dick twitches in my pants ready to steal that purity from her and dirty her up.

      “Beautiful,” I whisper against her neck, pressing a soft kiss against her fluttering pulse.

      Snapping her eyes open, she lifts her hands to cover herself, but I bat them away, biting my bottom lip as I blatantly peruse her, wanting her to feel what it’s like for me to have my eyes all over her.

      “Sebastian,” she says, my name on her lips a warning we both know I won’t heed. She’s mine, I can do whatever I please. I’m only allowing her a sense of control while I want her to have it.

      Glancing to the partially open door, I peek out to check her mom isn’t upstairs before I circle her, stroking my fingers over her luscious ass. Slapping it once, I watch it jiggle, then curl my arm around her waist and pull her into me, my dick pressed up against her back.

      “You’re utterly perfect, little bird. I’m a lucky man.”

      “You’ve looked your fill, I need to get dressed.”

      “Not yet, it’s time for your reward.”

      “I don’t need a reward, I just need to put some clothes on,” she argues.

      Moving the hand around her waist lower, she jolts when I slide my fingers through her damp folds. “You’re such a good little bird, but I’m going to make you feel even better.”

      “No,” she protests.

      Dipping a single finger into her tight pussy, I wrap my other arm around her and press my thumb against her clit.

      “Sebastian.”

      “I can feel how wet you are, Starling, your lips might be saying no, but your body is saying yes.” Slowly I start to slide my finger in and out of her, rubbing circles on her clit, teasing her and coaxing her pleasure.

      Slick arousal drips down my fingers, she’s soaked. I add a second finger, pushing it inside of her and smiling when she clenches her pussy around them, a moan falling from her parted lips. Carefully I fuck her pussy and rub her clit until she’s moaning my name and grinding her hips, moving into my touch, trying to force me to move quicker, fuck her harder with my hand. But she’s not in control and instead of doing what she’s begging for, I pull my fingers from her and move my thumb from her swollen clit.

      “What?” she pants.

      “I thought you wanted me to stop?”

      “Sebastian.” Her voice is desperate and I smile, this is how I want her to always be, panting and writhing for my touch, for the pleasure only I will ever give her.

      “Do you want me to touch you? To make you come?”

      “Yes, yes,” she whines.

      “Say it, ask me for what you need.”

      “Touch me, make me come.”

      “You want me to put my fingers into your dripping cunt?”

      “Yes, please,” she begs.

      “Say, please Bastian, fuck my dripping cunt with your fingers until I come all over your hand.”

      She’s silent, so I use two fingers and tap twice over her swollen clit.

      “The only way you get to come is by asking me.”

      Her hips roll and a soft moan falls from her parted lips. “Please, Bastian, fuck my dripping cunt with your fingers until I come all over your hand.”

      “Of course, little bird, you only ever need to ask,” I say, smirking as I force my fingers back into her soaked core, fucking her hard and fast as I rub her clit until her knees give way and she cries out, her internal muscles fluttering and clenching around my fingers.

      “I hate you,” she whispers as soon as her body calms and she can stand on her own.

      “No you don’t, little bird, you just wish you did.”
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      Hunter’s house is huge, not quite as big as Sebastian’s, but still ridiculous for just him and his parents to live in. If he has any siblings, I’ve never heard of them or seen them at school. After Sebastian made me orgasm with his fingers; he insisted on watching while I showered and redressed, his eyes fixed on me as if I’d make a run for it if he glanced away. I didn’t speak a single word to him and he didn’t try to make me, it was a refreshing change.

      The media room is ridiculous, with a huge screen almost as big as the ones you get at the movies. Huge navy-blue velvet couches are built into the tiered steps, allowing you to sit on three different levels depending on how far away from the screen you want to be. But despite how big the room is and how many couches there are to pick from, the guys all pile onto a single couch. Their actions are familiar and practiced. Hunter grabs sodas from a refrigerator and what looks to be a movie snacks station at the back of the room. Clay scoops freshly popped popcorn from an honest-to-goodness popcorn machine. Evan selects several boxes of candy while Sebastian grabs extra pillows and blankets. I’m the odd man out and I find myself almost grateful when Sebastian takes my hand and pulls me down onto his lap.

      Being around him is exhausting, he makes me feel on edge and jumpy because his mercurial moods swing from coaxing to cruel. I’m actually starting to believe this is more than just an elaborate game. The way he touches me, the things he says and the look on his face, it all seems too real, too raw and intense to be make believe.

      If he’d approached me, been nice to me and then asked me out, I might not have said no. But that’s not how it happened and I can’t forget the glint in his eye when he forces me to behave a certain way. He enjoys it. He likes his control over me, just like he enjoys being an Elite and having power over a whole school full of kids.

      What is it they say? That power corrupts? In Sebastian’s case, I’m sure it’s true. He’s rich, confident, revered, beautiful. Anything he wants he gets, but I can’t allow myself to be just another thing that belongs to him. I refused to be owned.

      The guys chat between themselves, but I don’t try to insert myself into their conversation, I don’t want to be a part of their world. Instead, I fidget in Sebastian’s lap, trying to get comfortable, knowing that getting him to allow me to move will mean selling even more of my soul to the devil.

      Earlier when I stripped for him, I thought I was winning. For a short moment I honestly thought I held the upper hand, after all, what could he do just looking at me? But when I was naked and his eyes were on me, I finally started to understand where the power lay—solely at his feet.

      Everything he’s done, the way he’s behaved, has all been about him toying with me. We’re playing a game that I don’t know the rules to, and I need to figure out how I end the game without losing to him.

      Maybe if the only players were him and me, I might stand a chance, but after only two days he’s already got my mom and my bestie on his team. I’m outgunned by him and I have no idea what to do to try and free myself of his obsessive hold.

      Someone dims the lights and a movie starts to play on the huge screen. It’s vaguely familiar, a new release that Court suggested we go to the movies to watch. A sudden wave of exhaustion washes over me and I yawn, settling back against Sebastian. I want to leave, to go home and just sleep in my own bed, but I know if I suggest it he’ll refuse.

      “You okay?” he asks, his warm breath against my ear.

      “Tired,” I say wearily.

      “Sleep then, little bird.” Pulling a blanket over us, he turns me slightly and encourages me to rest my head against his shoulder. I know I should fight it, but I’ve tried to fight today, I’ve tried to negotiate. All it’s gotten me is kissed in front of the whole school, a purple claiming bite on the back of my neck and naked while he touched me. So far I’m losing both the battle and the war; it’s time to regroup and figure out a new plan.

      I must fall asleep, because when I wake up, I’m being carried in Sebastian’s arms. “I want to go home,” I mumble sleepily.

      “I am your home.”

      Vague memories of getting home and getting into bed, of Sebastian crawling in with me, his warmth pressed against my back, and his arm wrapped around my waist fill my dreams. But I wake up alone, in my own bed, wearing nothing but my bra and panties. Rolling to my back, I stare up at the ceiling. A plan came to me at some point last night, it’s risky, but it might work. Sebastian is all about reputation. His family name is powerful, he’s a force to be reckoned with at school and even at seventeen he’s a formidable opponent.

      He's acting like an adult, so maybe it’s time to revert to a more playground-like defense. I’m going to make a scene. I’m going to wait for the perfect moment and I’m going to call him out, shout and scream and call him names. It’s childish and juvenile, but right about now it’s the only idea I have. If it works, he’ll be embarrassed for himself and of me and he’ll have to leave me alone because it will ruin his reputation to have a crazy girlfriend who acts like a ten-year-old. If it doesn’t work, then… well honestly, I’m not sure, but I have a feeling him taking over my life and bartering to get me naked will feel like a walk in the park compared to what he’ll have in store for me.

      Dragging myself out of bed I get ready for school, and then head downstairs in search of my mom. I expect to find her in her office still in her sleep shirt, her hair mussed, her glasses askew, but instead she’s up, dressed and looking… good.

      “Good morning, sweetheart,” she says in an upbeat singsong voice.

      “You look nice,” I tell her, taking in her slim-fitted jeans, pale-pink silk blouse and low-heeled black ankle boots. She’s even styled her normally crazy hair into sleek curls.

      “Thanks, sweetie. Miranda, Mary, Heather and I are going shopping, then out for lunch. They’re not picking me up for a couple of hours, but I was just so excited I couldn’t wait, so I got ready.”

      “Mom, we can’t afford to shop at the same places as them.”

      Mom’s lips purse together. “Starling, I’m getting a little annoyed with you trying to be the parent out of the two of us.”

      “Well one of us has to be the grown-up,” I snap, then instantly regret it.

      “Young lady, I have kept a roof over our heads, clothes on our backs and food in the cupboards your entire life. You go to an expensive private school, we live in a nice house in a nice area, I suggest you check your attitude right now.”

      This is what drives me crazy about my mom. Yes, we have all those things, but for the last few years, I’ve been the one reminding my mom to pay the bills and covering the difference with my wages if there’s not enough in her checking account. I’ve been the one saying I don’t need to go to an expensive private school. I’ve been the one working every shift that’s been available to cover the deficit in our income when her books have had a bad sales month. She may be the parent, but I’m hardly a child.

      “Are you serious right now? Do you know who paid the electric bill last month? Me. Do you know who deposited money into your account to cover the mortgage every month for the last six months? Me. I don’t know if you’re really this clueless, or if you’re just so far in your own head that you have no idea what’s happening in real life, but without me putting all my wages into your bank account, we would have lost the house months ago. You think it’s a fun game to play with the rich folks, have at it, but don’t forget that they’re them and we’re us. Sebastian flashed his winning smile and his parents’ money at you and you’re basically handing him my virginity on a platter, even though I’ve told you over and over that he isn’t my boyfriend, that he thinks he owns me and he’s not giving me a choice.”

      Mom’s lips part and for a minute I think she’s actually heard me, that she’s listening to what I’m saying, but then she scoffs and rolls her eyes. “Wow, whatever you pair are arguing about must be quite the teen lovers tiff for you to be so dramatic this early in the morning. Sebastian is smitten with you and you’re smitten with him, I was young and in love once, I recognize the look. Go to school and make up, hopefully you’ll be in a better mood when you get home later, because Miranda has invited us for dinner.”

      Tears well in my eyes, but I blink them away. What use are they when my mom, the woman who’s supposed to be my biggest supporter, is so blinded by him, his family and the wealth that surrounds them? “Have a nice day,” I say quietly, grabbing a bottle of water from the refrigerator and a granola bar from the cupboard. “I’m going to look out for Court.”

      “Have a good day, honey,” Mom calls, but I ignore her, hoisting my backpack over my shoulders, stepping outside and then sitting down on the front steps to wait for my friend.

      I’m early and she won’t be here for at least ten minutes, so I pull my cell from the bottom of my backpack and call my dad. His day starts about three a.m., so I know he’ll be awake, hopefully he’ll be at the helm and not pulling in pots.

      “Starling, is everything okay?” he asks immediately when he answers.

      “Hey, Dad, everything’s fine, I just had a little time to spare.”

      “Oh well that’s nice, darlin’, how’s school?”

      I contemplate telling him about Sebastian, but decide against it when he’s a three-hour flight or a twenty-five-hour drive away. There’s nothing he can do. Hell, he might end up as taken in by him and his family as Mom and Court are, and right now I don’t think I could cope with losing him as well.

      “Same old, same old. A bunch of rich kids all talking about their summer in the Hamptons or the Caribbean. Hopefully I can go to public school next year and be around normal people.” Dad knows I don’t love GAA, but he also knows it’s paid for and that it would be wasteful to attend a run-down, no-opportunity public school while my tuition to GAA is there.

      “Just make the most of the education that place can give you, work hard to give yourself a good foundation, so you’re ahead of the curve if your mama can’t afford to keep you there. You know I’d help her out if I could.”

      “I know you would, but there’s no point you having to work any harder to send me to a school I don’t want to be at in the first place. I’m the poor relation to these kids, apart from Court.”

      “Your mama told me you’d quit your job, so you could always come out and visit me during winter break, maybe even for Christmas, if you wanted?”

      I haven’t had Christmas with my dad since he and my mom split up. Once a year during the summer we spend three weeks together and we talk on the phone every Wednesday. He’s never suggested I come during any other holiday.

      “Wouldn’t you have to work?”

      “No, Christmas is the only holiday we have more than a day off for. There’s always something to fish, catch or bait, but the whole crew has a week with their families over Christmas and New Year’s.”

      Suddenly I feel five years old again, missing my dad and just wanting to see him. “I’d love to spend Christmas with you, Daddy.”

      “Well that’s just made my day, darlin’. I’ll text your mama and let her know, then I’ll get some flights booked. I got to get back to it, I love you.”

      “Love you too, Dad.”

      Ending the call, I slide my cell back into my blazer and exhale. The melancholy I’d felt since I woke up this morning fades and a feeling of hope settles in its place. My mom might be caught up in the Lockwood hype, but I’m not and neither is my dad. I need this, I need to be away from this town and Sebastian and even my mom and Court too, I need to be somewhere where no one cares who Sebastian is, where he has no power.

      An unfamiliar car slows to a stop at the end of the driveway and I watch, waiting to see if someone will get out. No one does, then the rear window rolls down and Court appears. “Morning babe, how cool is this Tesla?” she shrieks excitedly.

      My brows furrow in confusion when Sebastian steps from the other side of the car a smug expression etched across his beautiful face. “Good morning, little bird.”

      I shake my head and point at him angrily. “We had a deal, I get to ride with Court.”

      His smile is pure evil, sin in human form. “We agreed that Courtney would collect you from your house and take you to school and return you home at the end of the day.” He gestures to the car. “Courtney is here, collecting you for school, you never specified that she had to be in her own vehicle, or that you two be the only people present. First rule of business, always read the small print.”

      Angry, frustrated tears pool in my eyes, but I blink them away. There’s no point making a scene, fighting one-on-one isn’t how I’ll extract myself from his hold. Instead, I stand up and follow him to the car, climbing into the back row of seats with Sebastian next to me. Court is talking a mile a minute at Clay in the row ahead of us and Hunter and Evan are up front.

      “No fighting?” he asks.

      I shake my head, rest my cheek against the window and close my eyes.

      The morning passes in a haze of covert glances and hostile glares. Arriving at school for a second day with The Elite and having Sebastian plaster himself to me as he walks me through the halls to my homeroom has everyone even more interested in me and why I’ve been chosen. I hate the notoriety it’s giving me, but Court on the other hand is loving it. I saw the way her eyes lit up when everyone saw her get out of Evan’s car and honestly, it worries me how much she’s enjoying all the attention.

      Sebastian is waiting outside my classroom the moment the bell rings. Sighing, I walk to him and hand him my backpack when he offers to carry it. His expression is confused and there’s a furrow in his brow as he looks me over expectantly, trying to find something, but I’m not sure what.

      When we reach the main hallway that holds the cafeteria, there’s a crowd of people surrounding something that’s happening up ahead. Sebastian grips my hand a little tighter, guiding us through as the kids part to give him a clear path. When we reach the reason for all the onlookers, I’m shocked to find a boy being held by Hunter, with Evan and Clay standing intimidatingly on either side.

      “Stay here, little bird,” Sebastian orders, handing me back my bag and stepping forward toward the scared-looking boy and the rest of The Elite.

      “On your knees, Adrian,” Sebastian orders, his voice firm and low.

      “Please, please, I’m sorry, it was a mistake,” the boy pleads, in a reedy whine.

      I’ve spent plenty of time with the GAA Elite in the last couple of days, they’re intense and commanding, but I’ve never seen this side of them before. Right now they’re formidable, hard and intimidating and I’m not going to lie, I’m a little scared of them all. By the looks of it, so is Adrian.

      The kids that are crowded around the scene shuffle nervously as we wait to see what will happen. I understand the role The Elite play at the school, but this is the first time I’ve seen them mete out punishment in such a public way.

      Sebastian points to a spot on the floor in front of the guys and a trembling Adrian slowly sinks to his knees.

      “It was a mistake, it won’t happen again,” Adrian gasps.

      “You’re right, bringing drugs to a fucking party was a mistake, so was bringing a fifteen-year-old date and fucking her in one of my guest rooms after you fed her several lines of coke,” Clay hisses

      “I—” Adrian chokes.

      “I’m not interested in your excuses,” Clay growls, pulling back his foot and then swinging it forward, kicking Adrian and sending him flying onto his back. “That girl was a fucking mess, high as a fucking kite and throwing up everywhere when the staff found her, and now my asshole parents are getting shit from her family because she was at my party.”

      “She wanted it, man,” Adrian protests.

      “She’s fifteen,” Hunter hisses, kicking Adrian again.

      “Okay, okay, so what do I have to do?” Adrian begs.

      “You’re now our bitch.” Evan laughs.

      “What?” It sounds like Adrian’s crying now.

      “You heard him, from now until graduation, you’re our bitch. You’ll do our washing, carry our shit. Wipe our fucking ass if that’s what we tell you to do. You’re a social outcast, no one here will talk to you, no one anywhere will sell to you, buy from you, or associate with you. We’ve blacklisted you and your entire family to everyone in the tristate area,” Sebastian says, his voice low and sinister.

      “You. You can’t do that,” he whimpers.

      “Sure we can. We can do whatever we want. Your parents are rich because of our parents. Our families give and they can just as easily take away,” Evan says in his superior drawl that somehow doesn’t make him sound like as much of an asshole as it should.

      “I won’t do it. I don’t believe you,” Adrian says, trying to force some strength into his voice and failing.

      “Your choice. Alternatively, the video of you selling pills and coke at my party will be released to both the police and the media. We also have the name of your supplier which we’ll release along with the pictures of you and him meeting so you could buy drugs. Then if that’s not enough, we have video of you practically forcing coke on a fifteen-year-old girl and then fucking her. That’s statutory rape and probably child abuse. You’ll be on the sex offender’s registry for the rest of your fucking life.” Clay laughs lowly.

      “I didn’t know she was fifteen, she said she was legal.”

      “You’re eighteen, asshat; legal or not, she’s still too fucking young for you to be feeding her coke and fucking her at a party. Get some self-respect, you pedo.” Hunter cries, kicking the stooped figure again.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do whatever you want,” a broken voice says.

      “We figured as much. Come on then, bitch, it’s time for lunch.” Clay laughs.

      I watch as Adrian starts to claw his way to his feet, only to be knocked back down by Hunter. His sheer size and the scowl on his face makes him much more intimidating in this moment than he’s ever seemed before. “You crawl on your hands and knees behind us.”

      “What?” Adrian chokes.

      “You’re our bitch, and where should little bitches be?” Sebastian asks with a sinister laugh. “On their knees, so that’s where you’ll be from now on. On your knees either behind us, or at our feet.”

      All four men laugh as they walk away, pausing a few steps ahead to turn and wait for Adrian to follow. I expect him to argue, to fight, not that he deserves an ounce of leniency if what they said he did is true. But instead, he pushes up onto his hands and knees, lowers his head and moves forward, crawling along the floor like a dog behind his masters.

      The congregation around me all watch in a state of utter shock as The Elite leave with Adrian following behind them. No one dares to say a word, the entire school has been stunned to silence.

      “Oh my god, look at them,” Courtney whispers excitedly from beside me.

      I jolt, unaware she was even there, consumed by the scene happening in front of us. “It’s barbaric.”

      “They’re The Elite, he broke the rules.”

      “What he did was illegal, they should turn him over to the police. They’re kids, not gods, they don’t get to allow people to break the law,” I blurt.

      “They are gods, look at them, look at the power they have, the way everyone wants them, wants to be them,” she says, her voice breathy and reverent.

      “It’s wrong.”

      “Stop being such a little bitch, Starling, they’re the kings of the school and we’re their queens. We’re untouchable now, next year we’ll be Elite. Stop being such a brat and suck his dick, fuck him, let him do whatever the hell he wants to do. God, I’ve already sucked off Evan, I’ll do them all if that’s what they want. This is the dream.”

      Wide eyed and appalled, I stare at the girl I thought I knew so well. I know she wants to be popular, but to condone this, to tell me to offer myself to these cruel boys for status is baffling to me.

      “Starling,” Sebastian calls, snapping my attention off Courtney. “Let’s go get lunch.”

      My feet feel frozen to the ground, and I know my eyes are wide and full of fear, shock and realization. My plan to embarrass Sebastian and force him to distance himself from me suddenly feels pathetic. It wouldn’t work, because Sebastian and The Elite are too powerful, too popular for anything I could say to have an impact. He wants me and until he stops wanting me there’s nothing I can do, other than hope I survive.

      Hopelessness consumes me as I step forward and take Sebastian’s outstretched hand. “Don’t look at him,” he demands, tipping my chin up with his finger when my eyes go to Adrian. He’s still on the floor on his hands and knees, his head lowered, despite the fact that the whole convoy has stopped and is waiting for me.

      Leaning into me, Sebastian presses his lips against my cheek, before sliding his mouth to my ear. “He gave drugs to an underage girl, then had sex with her when she was so high on coke she couldn’t say no. This, what we’re doing to him, is only the start of his punishment. The only reason he’s not in the hands of the cops is because the girl doesn’t want her name released to the media, which it would be if she were to press charges. His family has enough money to buy him off any charges they could make stick, but they’re not rich enough or powerful enough to defy us.”

      I feel myself nod, but I’m not sure if I’m agreeing with him or just doing what I need to do. Either way, it seems to appease him, because he presses a kiss to my lips, then leads me to the front of the group as the guys all start to move again.

      When we enter the cafeteria, Sebastian turns to lead me to the table Court and I sat at on the first day of term, but I tug on his hand and shake my head. “It’s okay, we can all sit together.”

      His brow furrows in confusion. “Sitting at your table with Courtney was part of our deal.”

      “Were you going to let me sit there alone with her?”

      “No,” he smiles mischievously, all of his anger from the scene with Adrian gone.

      “So there’s no point is there? Let’s just sit at your usual table,” I shrug, turning toward The Elites’ table in the prime location in the center of the room.

      “Hey,” he says, grabbing my arm and turning me to face him.

      “I’m hungry, can we just eat?”

      His eyes narrow and he stares at me as if he’s trying to figure out what I’m thinking. “Kiss me.”

      I should argue, but what’s the point? After what he just did to that boy and Court’s reaction to it, it’s even more obvious how powerless I am against him. Instead of fighting, I push up onto my tiptoes and press my lips to his.
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        * * *

      

      The next two and a half months are crazy. Sebastian has ingratiated himself into every aspect of my life and the only person who seems to think this is an issue, is me. My mom adores him. She’s even started asking me what Sebastian thinks every time she and I have an argument, and she’s even started hinting that it would be okay if I stayed overnight at his house as long as we slept in separate rooms. Courtney is so caught up in the world of The Elites, she’s strutting around school like she’s the queen bee, hanging off Evan and Clay’s arms every moment she gets the chance. The sweet girl who stayed friends with me even though I was poor is nowhere to be seen. Sebastian, The Elites and a shot at being the most powerful girl in school has stolen her from me.

      Even in all the time I’ve been ignored by my peers and treated like I was beneath them, I’ve never felt as isolated and alone as I am now. Sebastian has somehow created a world where my life revolves around him. He’s taken my best friend and even my mom from me, and now all that’s left is him.

      The hardest thing is that Sebastian isn’t treating me badly, he isn’t abusive per se, he isn’t forcing me to have sex with him, or being physically violent toward me. Honestly if we’d gotten together under different circumstances, I think I could actually like him. He’s beautiful, popular, powerful and rich. But the moment I start to soften toward him I remember that none of this is my choice. He didn’t ask me out and I chose to say yes, he told me I was his and forced me to go along with it.

      In a matter of weeks, he’s taken over my life and stolen every ounce of control from me and I hate it. I hate that all of my choices have been taken from me and no matter how many times I tell him or my mom or my supposed best friend that this isn’t what I want no one cares. I’m impotent, silenced and ignored and instead of growing accustomed to the feelings there’s a simmering melancholic rage that’s building and festering inside of me, I’m as angry as I am hopeless and I don’t know what to do to make me feel normal again.

      Everything that’s happening to me is his choice. He wants me to be his, so I am. He wants me to go places and do things, so he insists I do it and when I argue he manipulates my mom or my only friend to coerce me to do what he wants.

      I’m a prisoner in my own life and no matter how loud I shout or how honest I am, he’s stolen my voice. Day by day it feels like I’m becoming more and more brittle, that constantly being forced to bend to his will is slowly snapping me in two. Winter break and Christmas with my dad is the only bright spot on my horizon. Mom lost her shit when I told her I planned to go to Maine for the holidays, telling me I was selfish and childish and mean for leaving her alone at Christmas. Miranda swooped in and saved the day when she invited my mom to have Christmas at their house with Clay, Evan and Hunter’s families too.

      Sebastian was beyond pissed when he found out I was going to visit with my dad, he even tried to invite himself on the trip, but my dad shot him down. He said that as much as he’d love to meet my boyfriend, this was our first Christmas together in fourteen years and he wanted it to just be the two of us.

      Because winter break isn’t that long, Dad convinced my mom to allow me to miss the last week of school so I could spend more time with him. Today is my last day of suffering, then tomorrow it’s sayonara Green Acres and hello two weeks of blissful Sebastian-free time.

      “Are you all packed?” Mom asks, her lips pressed into a flat line as she leans against the doorframe in my room.

      “Yep,” I say, nodding my head in the direction of my case leaning against my closet door.

      “Have you got your thermals, it’s probably going to be snowing and below zero, you’ll freeze.”

      “I’m looking forward to seeing the snow. I have plenty of layers and Dad said he’s taking me to get a winter jacket and anything else I need when I get there.”

      “You know you could have just gone to Vail with Sebastian if you wanted to see the snow, the Lockwoods offered to have the holidays in the mountains if that’s what you wanted.”

      “That was very kind of them,” I say through gritted teeth. “But I’m not going to Maine for the snow, I’m going to spend time with Dad.”

      Mom rolls her eyes in a way I never saw her do before she started spending time with Sebastian’s mom and her friends. “Why would you want to spend the holidays with your father in his tiny apartment, when you could be in the Lockwoods’ beautiful home? Did you see how gorgeous their Christmas tree is? I swear it’s got to be at least fifteen feet tall, it’s just stunning. Sebastian is absolutely heartbroken that you won’t be spending the holidays together, Miranda told me he’d planned to use their jet to come and surprise you on Christmas, until your father refused.”

      Closing my eyes and stretching my neck from one side to the other, I hold in the words that are dying to fall from my lips, but I know there’s no point. Mom won’t tolerate me saying anything bad about Sebastian or any of his family or friends. She’s completely brainwashed, to the point that when Miranda suggested I only apply to the college Sebastian is attending next year, my mom nodded and agreed.

      “Their tree is beautiful, Mom, but I already explained that I’m looking forward to spending some quality time with Dad. When I visit in the summer he has to work, but he’s on vacation during the holidays and it’ll give us some real time together.”

      The front door opens and my mom literally leaps with excitement, preening slightly as she smooths down her now permanently straight hair and locks a wide smile on her face. “That’ll be Sebastian here to pick you up for your date,” she singsongs.

      “Hey, little bird, hey Cassidy,” Sebastian croons, giving my mom a hug as he passes her on his way into my room. Yep, you heard right, he just walks straight into our house now without knocking, because according to my mom, our casa is his casa and he can just treat this place like a home away from home. “You ready, baby? I made reservations for seven.”

      “Oh my goodness, I’ve made you late. Starling, you should have said something. I’m sorry, Sebastian, I was just trying to convince her that we should accept your mom and dad’s kind offer to have the holidays in Vail, instead of her running off to Maine and leaving me all alone,” Mom says, winking at Sebastian.

      “I think that’s a great idea, we could go shopping for ski stuff after dinner if you want?” Sebastian smiles.

      “That’s okay, I won’t need ski equipment in Maine where I’m spending Christmas.”

      His scowl is glacial, but even though I’ve stopped trying to prevent him from asserting his will on every other aspect of my life, there’s no way I’m giving up the opportunity to get away from him for two weeks. Mom pouts, yes, pouts her annoyance and then waves to Sebastian and leaves.

      “This is our first Christmas together; I want you to be here with me. You and your mom can stay at my place and we can wake up together on Christmas morning,” he coaxes.

      “No, this is the first time my dad has ever asked me to spend Christmas with him.”

      “Then I’ll come too,” he says from behind gritted teeth.

      “He has a two-bedroom apartment, there’s no room for you to come.”

      “We can stay in a hotel, and you can spend your days with him and your nights with me.”

      “My dad would not be okay with me staying in a hotel with you, Sebastian. Plus he lives in a really small town, and the only hotel closes for the holidays. You know this, because you suggested it yesterday and the day before that.” I’ve never been more grateful that my dad lives in the smallest, ugliest place in Maine, because I’m sure Sebastian would have followed me regardless of me telling him not to, if there was a decent hotel for him to stay in. Luckily my stalker isn’t down for spending Christmas alone in a roadside motel, which is the only place still open within thirty miles of my dad’s house.

      “You’re not going,” he snaps, his voice laced with steel and unwavering determination.

      “Yes I am.”

      “No, you’re not. I fucking forbid it, Starling, you aren’t going to fucking Maine.”

      “You can’t forbid me from going to see my dad,” I say as calmly as I can muster, my voice only cracking slightly as nerves pool low in my stomach.

      “I’ll convince your mom to make you stay, she’s on the verge of doing it anyway.”

      “My dad has joint custody of me, my mom can’t stop him from seeing me and neither can you. Why are you doing this?”

      “Because you’re mine,” he roars angrily.

      Every single one of my muscles tenses in response to his anger. I don’t think he’d physically hurt me, despite his manipulating and coercing, he’s never used his physicality to get me to do what he wants. Adrian crawling through the halls of GAA is enough of a reminder that Sebastian and the other Elites are ruthless rulers, and submitting to them is the only way.

      “Sebastian,” I say calmly.

      “I don’t want you to go,” he admits, his voice softening.

      “It’s only for two weeks. Some downtime will be good for us both, and you can spend time with your friends and your family over the holidays. I’ll be back before you know it.”
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      “Are you sure about this, honey?” Dad asks me for the hundredth time this morning as I pull the zip closed on my case.

      “It’s my only option, Dad, you know that,” I reply with a sigh. I’ve lost count of the number of times we’ve had this conversation in the last five months. “Not only is it the only school I got accepted to, but I got a full scholarship too.”

      “I just worry about you, honey.”

      Exhaling softly, I turn and look at my dad. “I know you do, Dad, but Sebastian isn’t going to be there and Evan and I can tolerate each other from a distance. It’s a big campus and I doubt we’ll even see each other. I’m going to be a freshman and he’s a junior, there’s literally no reason for our paths to cross.”

      Dad nods, but from the furrow in his brow I can tell he doesn’t believe the bullshit coming out of my mouth any more than I do.

      A little over two and a half years ago when I boarded the plane to Maine to visit Dad, everyone—including me—assumed I’d be back in Green Acres after New Year’s. But then I stepped off the plane in a different state and breathed in the first full breath I’d taken since the first day of school when Sebastian told me I was his.

      For the first time in months, I kept my own schedule and relaxed. The more I relaxed the less I wanted to go home. The first few days, Sebastian rang and video called me relentlessly but the cell phone signal here is awful when the weather gets bad and suddenly I was completely out of his reach and it was awesome.

      Spending time with my dad was great, Christmas was a chilled-out day spent in our pj’s watching Christmas movies and eating a turkey dinner off trays on our laps. It wasn’t until a couple of days before I was due to fly home that I realized I didn’t want to leave, I didn’t want to go home. The first panic attack took both me and my dad by surprise. When he took me to the emergency room and the doctor suggested he thought I was suffering with anxiety, I used it as an excuse to extend my trip by a couple of days. My plane tickets were transferable and school didn’t start for a couple of days anyway.

      The second panic attack came when Dad asked me if I was looking forward to seeing my boyfriend. That was the day I told him everything about Sebastian, about my mom and Courtney. When he suggested I could move to Maine permanently and live with him, I cried happy tears.

      Mom lost her shit. She flew out to Maine, screaming and shouting, yelling at me, yelling at Dad, it was a mess. When I sat her down and told her I didn’t want to live with her anymore, she told me I was behaving like a child and that until I learned to grow up, I shouldn’t bother to call her. It was over a year before we spoke again.

      Sebastian came to see me several times, he told me if I refused to come back he’d take away everything I loved. I believed him, but what he didn’t realize was that he’d done that already when he stole my mom and my best friend from me. After six months and several changes of cell phone numbers, he gave up. But he did what he said he would, my relationship with my mom is broken beyond repair and no matter how many times I reach out to Courtney she’s never called or texted even once.

      To make matters worse, six months ago, my mom got remarried, to Evan’s dad, so now one of Sebastian’s best friends is my stepbrother. Harry, Evan’s dad flew him, Mom and Evan out here for a visit so they could let me know about the engagement and I managed to be cordial to all of them, but the ghost of Sebastian has tainted any kind of relationship I could have with my new stepfather and stepbrother. I went to the wedding, so did Sebastian, he brought Courtney as his date. I managed to avoid speaking to both of them, by only flying in an hour before the ceremony and leaving right after the meal.

      When it came time for me to apply to colleges, I planned to stay near home in Maine, but Mom begged me to apply to a couple of schools in Florida and because I’m a sucker, and because I genuinely hate the fact that I only speak to her on my birthday and Christmas, I did.

      What I wasn’t expecting was to be rejected by every school I applied to, even my safety schools. The only school that did accept me was Kingsacre college, a private school about an hour from Green Acres, and the one Evan has been attending for the last two years. Not only did they offer me a place at the school, but they also offered me a full scholarship.

      I’m pretty sure me sort of being a Morris—even if it’s only by marriage—is the reason I got in, and the scholarship is probably being entirely funded by Harry, considering there was nothing spectacular about the solid B grades across the board on my high school transcripts. But when my only choice is Kingsacre or community college, Kingsacre won out.

      “There’s nothing wrong with community college, you could stay home for the next year, go to school here, take some classes and then transfer to a four-year school next year,” Dad says, desperately.

      “I’m not a sixteen-year-old girl anymore, Dad. I’m going to be nineteen soon, and I’m not going to be forced into close proximity or have to have anything to do with Sebastian. He was in a unique position of power at GAA so I had no way of sidestepping him and honestly, maybe it wasn’t as bad as I remember. Sure he was controlling, but he never hurt me or pressured me into doing anything I wasn’t comfortable with.” Except that one time where we bartered over him seeing me naked, I think, but don’t say aloud. Dad and I are insanely close now, but there was no way I was going to tell him about Sebastian giving me orgasms. In the most uncomfortable conversation in the world he asked me if Sebastian had raped me and I told him nothing like that had happened, that was the one and only time we discussed it.

      “What school did your mother say Sebastian was at?”

      “Harvard, I think,” I tell him, then clear my throat. My mom is still firmly team Sebastian, and on the rare occasion I speak to her, she makes sure to always talk about him. I usually wind the conversation up at that point, but she takes pleasure in telling me all about how well he’s doing and reminding me that I missed my chance with him. He really did take her from me, just like he said he would.

      “That’s good,” Dad nods, and I nod back at him. “And your mom is meeting you at the airport to drive you to school?”

      “She offered, but I told her I was fine just to go straight to Kingsacre.”

      “Oh honey, I don’t want you moving in to your college dorm alone, let me book a flight and I’ll come with you and help you settle in.”

      “It’s fine, Dad, I promise. You can’t take time off the boat at this time of year and I can carry my own shit, I’m only taking one case with me anyway.”

      “I’m worried about you, honey,” he says solemnly. “Remember there’s an open-ended return ticket in your name saved on the airline account, all you have to do is pick a flight and you can come on home whenever you need to. You don’t need to wait for the holidays, you can just come home, because this is your home and it always will be.”

      Tears fill my eyes and I launch myself at my dad, throwing my arms around his neck and clinging to him. “I love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too, honey.”

      In the years I’ve been living in Maine, my dad has become my rock. He never once doubted my feelings or actions, his belief in me is unyielding, and that means more to me than he could ever understand. Living here has been great. We moved to a cute two-bedroom apartment overlooking the harbor about six months after I decided I was staying, and I spent the remainder of my high school years at the local public school.

      The kids here are nice, and for the first few months I tried to make friends, but when the girls I started to get close to suddenly got friend requests from The Elite, and expensive gifts through the post, I gave up. The fear that Sebastian would swoop in and take away any friendships I made kept me from forming any real bonds with anyone. In the grand scale of things, the short time I spent as Sebastian’s unwilling girlfriend shouldn’t have impacted me as much as it has. But he fundamentally changed me, shattered my trust in the people who were closest to me and morphed me into the closed-off, emotional cacti that I am now.

      The only important person in my life is my dad, because despite Sebastian’s best attempts, whenever he turned up to lure me back to Green Acres, he could never influence my salt-of-the-earth working-class fisherman father.

      It may sound lonely to never make friends or have a boyfriend at my age, but I’d rather be alone than have to watch my family or friends abandon me in favor of a pretty rich boy with a winning smile and a golden tongue. What hurts the most is that he didn’t even have to try that hard to steal Mom or Court from me. Mom switched from team Starling, to team Sebastian the moment she stepped into his family’s massive house, and Court was gone with a hint at the popularity I had no idea she was coveting so hard. I’d rather be alone than constantly worry that the people around me are just waiting to betray me.

      “Right, come on then, honey, let’s get you to the airport,” Dad says, coughing to disguise the emotion that’s filling his eyes with tears and reluctantly releasing me to grab my case.

      A shudder of fear rolls through me the moment I step off the plane and into the Florida sunshine. Coming back here was awful last time, but at least then I knew it was only for a couple of hours. Now, I’m here to stay and it’s unlikely I’ll get a chance to go home until Thanksgiving.

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I inhale a deep, affirming breath, then roll back my shoulders, pick up my case and move to the line of people all waiting for cabs. Mom wanted to pick me up, she kept saying that she deserved to be able to take her only child to college. I almost agreed, until she told me that Harry and Evan were looking forward to helping me get settled. Hell no, I’d rather Evan have no idea where my dorm room is. Not that I think my stepbrother will want to have anything to do with me.

      Evan, Clay and Hunter were all nice enough to me, but they’re his, and I don’t want to be a part of anything that will bring him back into my world. The cab drops me at the bus station and I thank the driver and grab my case from the trunk. It takes an hour to get to the closest bus stop to Kingsacre, and then it’ll be about a ten-minute walk dragging my case to the college campus.

      Being a private college, I can pretty much guarantee I’m the only freshman who’ll be arriving by bus and the closer I get to the place, the more worried I feel. I hate this world. I hate the rich and elitist, and here I am again, putting myself into a position where I’m going to be forced to interact with them and live with them for the next four years.

      Of course, in a place like Kingsacre, there’s no way any of the rich kids that attend could imagine sharing a bathroom with thirty others, so instead of shared dorms, the kids live in houses on campus, where each room has its own bathroom. It’s pretentious as hell, but I wasn’t exactly going to say no to a private living space rather than having to share air with a stranger. My dad offered to pay for an off-campus apartment, but with no car and the campus being twenty minutes away from the closest apartment up for rent, it didn’t make sense for me not to take advantage of the free room and meal plan that was part of my scholarship.

      My cheeks are red and there’s a fine layer of sweat coating my skin when I finally arrive at the huge arched gates that signal the entrance. Like I expected, there’s not another person on foot in sight apart from the ones climbing out of Ferrari’s, Porsche’s, and I think that might be a Bugatti. I’m stepping back into rich-kid hell and for the hundredth time since I got off the plane, I consider using my return ticket and just going back home. There’s nothing wrong with community college… right?

      The honking of a car horn behind me startles me, and I realize I’m literally standing in the middle of the road. Hauling my case off the street and onto the path, I lift my hand in a silent apology to the car whose path I was obstructing as I turn and start to walk to where the valet—of course this place has valet parking—is pointing people in the direction of student registration. The megarich can’t park their supercars just anywhere, obviously.

      “Hi,” I say to a guy around my age wearing a white shirt and a navy-blue vest with Kingsacre university embroidered in gold thread on the pocket.

      “Good morning, miss, let me take your keys and I’ll give you a ticket. When you need your car again you can take the ticket to any of the valet points around campus and someone will collect your vehicle and bring it to you.”

      “Oh, er, I don’t have a car, I was just hoping you could point me in the direction of freshmen registration.”

      The guy stops, stares and then blinks at me. “You don’t have a car?”

      “Nope.”

      “Did you come in a car service?”

      “Er, no,” I laugh awkwardly, furrowing my brow.

      “Then how did you get here?” He sounds baffled, like he has literally no idea how anyone could possibly get through the gates without a car or a car service.

      “The bus.”

      “The closest bus stop is like twenty minutes away.”

      “I thought it was only about ten minutes, but I’d say it took me closer to fifteen. Although I was kind of power walking so I didn’t just turn around and go back to the airport.” I have no idea why I’ve got verbal diarrhea with this guy. Normally I limit my conversations with people to polite and concise, but something about his sheer shock is keeping me from shutting up.

      “You caught the bus and then walked here alone, with your case?” he says slowly.

      “Yep,” I nod.

      Scoffing lightly, his lips tip up into a smile. “I’m Angelo,” he says, holding his hand out for me to shake.

      “Starling.” I take his hand and shake it briefly, releasing it quickly and pushing my hand into the back pocket of my jean shorts.

      “You’re not like the other kids that go here, are you?”

      “No, I’m not,” I agree, dropping my chin to my chest and staring down at my feet.

      A honking horn interrupts what has turned into an uncomfortable conversation. “I’ve got to get back to work, but I work at the valet booth over by the cafeteria full time, you should come see me one day, we could get coffee or something.”

      “Maybe,” I say as noncommittally as I can.

      “Registration is on the lawn outside the administration building, head on down this path and then swing a right, you can’t miss it.”

      “Thanks, nice to meet you, Angelo.”

      “You too, Starling. You take care, you hear me? The kids that go here can be sharks,” he warns with a warm smile etched across his lips.

      “Don’t worry, I know exactly how bad these types of people can get,” I tell him sadly, gripping the handle of my case and walking away.

      “Welcome to Kingsacre University, freshman,” an overly bright girl says from her seat behind a desk situated out on the lawn under a gazebo.

      “Hi.”

      “Can I take your name please?”

      “Starling Kennedy.”

      Her brow furrows as she taps away at her keyboard. “Hmm, when’s your birthday?”

      “It’s September 4th.”

      “I have a Starling Lockwood, birthday September 4th. Have you changed your name recently?”

      My blood turns cold and I freeze, all the breath in my lungs suddenly evaporating. “My surname is Kennedy, there must be some mistake.”

      “Is Lockwood your husband’s name? It says here you’re Mrs. Starling Lockwood.” Her chuckle is forced and uncomfortable.

      This must be some kind of fucked-up joke. Is this Evan’s doing, messing with me on my first day? It’s been years, and apart from the wedding I haven’t seen or spoken to any of The Elite since the day before I left town. Why would he do this now? It’s not like Sebastian was genuinely hurt by me leaving, he was just angry to lose his control over me.

      “I’m one-hundred-percent single, I’m eighteen,” I say with a forced giggle.

      “Wow, thank god. I was worried you were like Amish or something. Give me one minute, I’ll just call down to administration and have them double-check I’m giving you the right house number. You want to let your parents know it’s going to be a short wait?”

      “I’m not with my parents, it’s just me.”

      “Oh,” her brows lift almost all the way up to her hairline. “Okay, I’ll just make that call.”

      I nod, waiting awkwardly as she stands up, takes a few steps away from the desk and lifts her cell phone to her ear. She returns five minutes later, smiling. “All sorted, must have been an admin error. You are most definitely the only Starling at the school, cool name by the way.” Sitting back down, she clicks at her keyboard again. A printer starts to whir before she hands me a packet with some papers and a hotel-style key card. “Okay, so your room is in Collinwood House, suite five, which is all the way over on the far side of campus. Orientation is at nine a.m. tomorrow where you can pick up your schedule and get an itinerary for all the freshmen activities. Give this”—she hands me a small card with my name and Collinwood House suite five on it—“to one of the cart drivers and they’ll take you and all your luggage over to the west quad to get your student ID and then to your house. If you have any problems or any questions, the number for student liaison services is in your pack. Also the annual welcome-freshmen party is tomorrow night, in the woods behind the gymnasium. It’s huge and all the freshmen go. I’ve marked it on your map, you don’t want to miss it. Welcome to Kingsacre, Starling.”

      With a polite nod, I grab my case and make my way to the golf carts. An older man takes my card and loads my case onto the back of the cart, before offering me his hand to help me inside. I take it, not wanting to be rude, but wonder who here needs a hand to get the twelve inches from the floor to the seat in the cart.

      We stop at another set of gazebos, and he helps me out and waits while I have my photo taken for my student ID, where I again have to explain that I’m not married and that my name is not Lockwood. I hate that after all this time Sebastian has invaded my life again with this cruel joke. It can only be Evan who did this. He’s the only person I know at Kingsacre, and the only one here who knows about my short-lived, life-altering interlude with the Lockwood heir apparent.

      I wish I knew why he was doing this now. I’m not a part of his or his dad’s life, I’ve never visited his house, or tried to cash in on the Morris name. As far as I’m concerned, Harry is my mom’s new husband and Evan is his son, and that’s it. I’m happy that she’s happy, but given how strained my and my mom’s relationship is, I have no interest in being part of her world. I’d hoped that I could remain distantly civil with my new stepbrother. Perhaps a nod in passing, but this instant attack the moment I walk through the gates, suggests that perhaps just pretending we have no idea who the other is might be a better idea.

      The website shows pictures of the campus housing, but until now I haven’t seen it in person. I never had any intention of going here, so I didn’t see the point in coming to take a tour. Apparently the photo gallery didn’t do the place any justice, because the houses are nothing like I was expecting. The housing starts at about five minutes’ drive from the campus buildings with a mini suburb made up of rows of town houses. After that there’s a tiny village of ranch-style homes, then a grouping of craftsman bungalows with each of the houses in the little mini village getting increasingly larger the farther away from the campus site we get. By the time the cart slows to a stop, the houses are huge and spread out, with giant gated driveways, some even appear to have pools. Collinswood house is a massive Queen Ann Victorian-style home complete with a turret, spindle work and a wraparound porch. It’s gorgeous, and imposing and it can’t be the place my scholarship funding is allowing me to stay.

      “This must be the wrong place,” I tell the driver when he climbs out of the cart and reaches for my case. “No, wait. I need to call student services, because I’m on a scholarship, there’s no way that pays for me to stay in this place. There’s been a mix-up with my name, so this must be where whoever my file got confused with is supposed to live. I don’t want to unpack only to have to pack up and move when the person who’s supposed to be living here figures out the mistake.” Pulling my cell from my pocket, I open the packet, find the student liaison number and call it.

      Ten minutes later, I step uncertainly up to the front door and slide my key card into the scanner. The man in student services assured me that this is where I’m living for the next four years and that there’s no mistake—despite the mix-up with my name, which keeps reverting back to Lockwood on the file, even though he changed it to Kennedy twice while we were on the call.

      After protests that it must be wrong, I was passed over to a manager who seemed surprised that I’d been roomed in Collinswood, because apparently scholarship kids are normally put in the town houses closest to campus. When I asked to be moved to one of those, she laughed, asked me if I was serious, then told me all the housing was full and Collinwood House was the only room available if I wanted to stay on campus.

      The sound of a clock ticking greets me as I step inside the palatial home. My eyes quickly roam over the space as I inhale the scent of furniture polish and lemon cleaner. Dark wood and Gothic grandeur surround me and for the hundredth time in the last thirty seconds, I consider running away and back to the comfort of mine and my dad’s apartment. As I step inside, the front door closes shut behind me and I startle, jumping forward and nearly tripping over my case beside me.

      Not wanting to invade private space, I step forward and glance into the rooms off the main entrance hall. There’s a living room, with comfortable-looking couches and a large TV. A formal dining room that I doubt ever gets used in a houseful of college kids, a massive kitchen with a glass-fronted refrigerator full of beer, and an honest to goodness library with a real fireplace and wingback chairs.

      Climbing the stairs, dragging my case behind me, I find suites one and two on the first floor and three, four and five on the second. There’s a scanner lock on each door, the same as the one on the front door, and I slide my card into the lock on the room marked with a number five. It beeps and the sound of a lock disengaging fills the silence.

      Pushing it open, I find another set of stairs instead of the bedroom I was expecting. Groaning at the thought of carrying my case any farther, I grit my teeth and start to climb. My room is located in the turret you can see at the front of the house, it’s a vaguely hexagonal shape with a metal-framed bed and dark wood furniture that looks great against the walls that are painted a pale-blue color. Wallpaper has been hung in panels on some of the walls, and two doors lead off the room into what I’m assuming are a closet and a bathroom.

      Leaving my case in the doorway, I step toward the window and stare out at the view. From this high up, I can see the neighboring couple of houses and the campus off in the distance. I might not feel like I should be living in this huge, expensive house, but there’s no way I’m going to complain about this room; it’s stunning.

      Opening the first door, I find a huge closet with more space than I could fill in a lifetime, let alone with the single case I’ve brought to school with me. The second door reveals a bathroom, with teal-blue walls, white tile and a claw-foot tub.

      A smile spreads across my lips. This might not have been my first choice school, Evan might have tried to mess with me today, and I might be living in a house with kids rich enough that I’m sure they’ll hate me on sight. But this room makes it all worthwhile. This place will be my sanctuary.

      Grabbing my case from beside the door, I lift it onto the bed and unzip it. All of the housing at Kingsacre comes fully furnished and with a maid service, so the bed is already made up with beautiful, soft, duck-egg-blue cotton sheets. In comparison, my case looks ratty and out of place.

      I lift my things out, making piles of clothes, toiletries, books and so on. By the time it’s empty, the whole bed is covered. Closing my case, I lift it up, glancing around the room, searching for a place to stash it that won’t be in my way. I do a double take when my gaze lands on the wallpaper. Dropping my bag to the floor I take a step closer to the wall, my heart beating double time as I lift my fingers up and run them over the images.

      Bird cages, gold ornate bird cages, imprisoning tiny little brown birds. My hand shakes as I snap it back to my chest. It’s the same paper that was on the wall in the bedroom at Sebastian’s house. Could this be the most fucked-up coincidence in the world? Wallpaper is generic, it’s not like the stuff on the walls at Sebastian’s house was made specifically for him. That could easily explain it being here in my room, couldn’t it?

      Except this, combined with the Mrs. Starling Lockwood bullshit doesn’t make it feel coincidental. It feels orchestrated. I had the audacity to run from the GAA Elites and Sebastian Lockwood. Could they still be holding a grudge years later? And if they are, would they go to this much effort to frighten and unsettle me?

      The truth is, unless I want to pack my things away in my bag and go back to Maine, there’s nothing I can do other than let things play out and see what happens. There’s no one left in my life for them to use against me. My wonderful, humble, sweet father has proven that he has my back, and I don’t have any friends or boyfriends they can use to punish me with. I’m all alone, just like Sebastian wanted me to be. If they try to ruin college for me then I’ll just leave, like I did before. I’m not above embracing a strategic retreat if that’s what I need to do.

      With a contingency plan in place, I shove my case beneath my bed and one pile at a time, I unpack all of my stuff into my new beautiful bedroom. The next time I get off campus I’ll buy some fabric to hang over the wallpaper so I don’t have to stare at tiny captive birds, but until then I’ll ignore them, just the way I’ve ignored him and all memories of him for the last two years.

      The sound of a door slamming downstairs reverberates through the house. It appears at least one of my new housemates is home. I know I should go down and introduce myself, but after the day I’ve had so far, all I want to do is sleep and hopefully dream about my stress-free life by the sea in Maine.

      When I wake up, it’s dark and my stomach is growling with hunger. I have no idea what time the cafeteria serves food until, but judging by my internal body clock, it’s late, or perhaps early. Grabbing my cell phone from where I set it to charge on the bedside cabinet, I check the time.

      Two thirty a.m. Fuck, I’ve slept for like eleven hours, that’s one hell of a nap. Blinking awake, I let my eyes roam over the unfamiliar room. There’s a faint woody scent that’s vaguely familiar but I can’t quite place it. I’m beneath the covers, but I remember falling asleep on top of them, I must have gotten cold at some point during my epic nap and got into bed properly

      My bladder protests and I slowly climb out of bed and pad to the bathroom, not bothering to turn the light on and instead just fumbling about in the dark. My clothes are clinging to me and my skin feels clammy, so I turn on the shower, quickly strip, and step beneath the warm stream of water. There’s something about showering in the darkness that’s oddly therapeutic and I sigh, exhaling. I don’t remember my dream, but the pulsing between my thighs says it must have been a dirty one. It’s a myth that women don’t have wet dreams, we do, we just wake up hot and bothered, not in a puddle of our own jizz.

      Deciding to relieve a little of the tension my dirty fantasy has left behind, I slip my fingers between my thighs and run them through my slippery folds. My clit is a little swollen and I shudder as I rub my fingertip over the sensitive ball of nerves. Thanks to my entanglement with Sebastian, I’m more than a little gun shy when it comes to guys, hence why I’m still a virgin at almost nineteen. That doesn’t mean that I don’t know how to get myself off. Pushing first one finger, then two into my sex, I slowly start to fuck myself, closing my eyes and relaxing into the pleasure I’m causing.

      An unwanted image of Sebastian touching me like this flashes into my mind and I try to force it away, but instead I remember the way it felt when he pinched my nipples, rubbed my clit and made me beg him to make me come. Even years later, it’s still him that makes my sex heat and pulse with desire. I’ve tried to push his image away, but no matter what I do, when my eyes are closed and I’m touching myself, it’s only him I see.

      My legs buckle and my body jerks as I come on a pained cry, feeling his touch, the heat of his lips on my neck. I’ve tried watching porn, tried imagining someone else in his place, but in the end the thing that tips me into ecstasy is always him.

      Needing to banish him from my thoughts, I turn the water down until a torrent of freezing cold liquid douses my heated skin. I don’t want him to be the thing that turns me on, when I’ve fought so hard to get away from him and his terrifying intensity.

      When I’m chilled to the core, I turn off the water and wrap myself in a fluffy white towel, blotting the dripping liquid from my hair as I make my way over to my closet. I know I should get into pajamas and try to get back to sleep, but with my mind full of thoughts of Sebastian, I know there’s no way I’ll get any more peace tonight.

      Dressing in fresh underwear, running shorts and a sports bra, I slide my cell phone and key card into my running armband and push my AirPods into my ears. I don’t want to piss off the housemates I’ve not even met yet, so I carry my running sneakers in my hand as I pad barefoot down the stairs and out onto the second-floor landing,

      It’s dark and quiet, if my housemates were out partying last night, they either haven’t come home yet, or are all passed out drunk in their beds. Either way, I try to stay as silent as I can as I make my way down to the front door and let myself out.

      The cool night air surrounds me and I inhale deeply. On the one and only time I’ve been back to Florida since I ran, I felt like I could never get a full breath of air, like my lungs just don’t work properly here. But this is where I’ll be spending the next four years, so I need to get used to surviving here, and that starts with learning to breathe again.

      Kingsacre is still a complete unknown to me, after texting my dad to tell him I’d made it here safe, I glanced at my campus map for less than five minutes before I fell asleep. Now I’m standing in the front yard, trying to remember if the golf cart had approached the house from the left or the right?

      Opening up my maps app on my cell, I add a pin on my current location, this way if I do get completely lost then I can use the pin to figure out how to get back to the house. Huge gates block the entrance to the driveway and as I approach them, I try to see if there’s a button to press or something, but as soon as I’m within about twenty feet of them, they slowly start to open as if they’re on a sensor.

      While I wait, I lift first one foot, then the other up behind me, stretching my muscles. Once the gap in the gates is wide enough, I walk through it and down the asphalt road that meanders through the campus housing.

      The feeling of being watched washes over me and I still, letting my eyes wander from side to side before I turn and look back at the house. It’s in darkness, there’re no lights on in any of the bedrooms. Shaking my head, I twist my neck from one side to the next, then take off in a slow jog.

      Before moving to Maine, the idea of running would have made me laugh, but when I literally ran away from my life, I was so worried and anxious that Dad suggested I try burning some of my frenetic energy away with exercise.

      The first run was ridiculous, I lasted about half a mile and by the time I got home I was coated in sweat and breathing so hard I thought I might pass out. On my second run I realized that while I was concentrating on putting one foot in front of the other, my mind was blissfully silent.

      Desperate for that quiet, I started running every day and now I do a few miles in the morning and sometimes in the evening as well if I’m struggling to turn off my thoughts. Some people say you can’t run away from your problems, but I disagree.

      Hitting play on my cell phone, music starts to play through my earphones. I don’t run to heavy dance tracks or songs with a fast beat, instead I run to a soundtrack of calming rain forest sounds, thunderstorms and classical chill-out stuff. It doesn’t help me run any faster or farther, but instead it calms and soothes me.

      After a mile or so, I find my groove, increasing my pace and lengthening my stride. This is the best part, when your muscles are loose, your mind is empty and you’re running for the sake of running. The road is lit with streetlights, and I stay out of the shadows, doing my best to be safe even though I’m stupidly running alone at nearly three in the morning.

      Most of the houses are dark, except for a few where the lights are blazing and drunk kids are littered on the grass of the yards, music blaring through open doors and windows. Perhaps in another life I might have been one of those kids enjoying a party on my first night of college, but not now. The me I am now would rather run alone in the dark than be around all those people.

      It’s another mile before I reach the main campus buildings and I run through the quad, across the lawns and out toward the main gates I entered through yesterday. There’re still people in the valet hut where I spoke to Angelo, and I wonder if the ridiculous college valet service is available twenty-four seven.

      “Starling?” a voice calls out as I run past the hut, planning to head out onto the road.

      Startled to hear my name being called, I slow to a stop and turn around, finding Angelo half hanging out of the hut. “Starling, is that you, girl?”

      “Hey,” I pant.

      “What the hell are you doing out on your own at this time of night?” he asks.

      “Running.”

      “It’s the middle of the night,” he laughs.

      “I had like the world’s longest nap and woke up an hour ago. I couldn’t get back to sleep so I figured I’d get a run in while it was quiet and learn my way around the campus.”

      Angelo shakes his head and sighs. “Girl, you take the bus to get here, walk your ass through the gates, and now you’re running on your own in the middle of the night. It might seem like it should be safe on a campus with kids this rich, but it’s not. These people think that the laws don’t apply to them, you need to use that pretty little head of yours.”

      “I’m more than aware of how the type of kids that go here think,” I say, bitterness lacing my tone. “I appreciate your concern, but I’m fine.”

      “Well, I kind of have to disagree, you’re heading out onto the street in the dark, without a light in dark colors. You’re an invisible target.”

      Dropping my gaze down to my black bra and shorts, I shrug a little sheepishly. “Yeah, that’s probably not a great idea. No worries, I’ll head around the buildings and do a circuit back to my house.”

      “Where’s your suite?”

      “Collinwood.”

      His eyes widen and he jolts back a little. “Collinwood?”

      “Yep, I asked if it was a mistake too. There’s been a bit of confusion over my name and I’m still pretty much convinced I’m in the wrong room, but student services insist I’m not. Anyway, I should get moving before I cramp up. Thanks for stopping me from ending up as roadkill,” I say, smiling as I wave and set off.

      Traversing the admin buildings and the gymnasium, I do a loop around the library and science block and end up panting and gasping for a drink in front of the cafeteria. The kitchens are in darkness, but the vending machines are working and I grab myself a bottle of water, loving that my key card can be used as a cashless payment card as well.

      Checking my smartwatch, I’m impressed to find that I’ve already done five miles and my legs still feel fresh, or at least strong enough to get me home again. Opening the water, I take an eager pull, moaning in pleasure when the cool liquid soothes my throat and quenches my thirst. The feeling of being watched again prickles across my skin and I lower my drink and slowly look around, trying to find the identity of the voyeur, but just like at the house, I’m alone.

      Being this close to Green Acres must be messing with my mind, add in Evan’s unwarranted trick with my name, and apparently paranoia is my new best friend. Shaking away the feeling, I take another pull from my water and then push off back toward the house as the sun starts to rise.

      I get a little lost on the way back and by the time I press my card against the small foot gate I hadn’t noticed at the side of the huge double gates, I’ve run nearly twelve miles. My legs are heavy and my breathing is labored, but my mind is clear and I’m smiling. Until I started running, I’d always scoffed at those annoying athletic people who say you get endorphins from exercise, but it’s true. After a run I’m always happy and even here in this school I don’t want to attend, with my stepbrother who is apparently still holding a grudge, I’m still excited for the rest of the day and the start of my college experience.

      There’s no sign of life from the other people in the house when I step through the front door, but it’s barely five a.m. and most normal people are still asleep at this hour. Slipping my sneakers from my feet, I pad into the kitchen, pour myself a glass of water and then silently make my way back to my room.

      I know I’ll be tired later if I don’t get any more sleep, but I don’t want to go to bed and lose this buzz I’m feeling right now. Deciding to shower and get ready for my first day, I waste the next hour nervously primping, then decide I’ll take a slow walk back to the cafeteria which opens for breakfast at seven.

      The sun is high in the sky when I walk out of the gate again, my backpack slung over my shoulders. I glance down at my outfit and decide there’s nothing wrong with my denim shorts and cropped tank top. It’s casual, and came from the only outlet mall near my dad’s place, but it fits nicely and shows off my toned stomach and legs.

      Dad’s day starts about three a.m., so I know he’ll be up as I dial his number and lift my cell to my ear. “Hey honey, are you excited for your first day?”

      “Hi, Dad, I’m not exactly excited, but I got a good run in this morning and I’m feeling more optimistic than I was yesterday.”

      “How’s your dorm room? And your housemates?”

      “When I got here, they had me registered under Mrs. Starling Lockwood.”

      “Lockwood,” Dad says, “isn’t that…” he trails off.

      “Sebastian’s surname, yep. I’m guessing it’s Evan’s attempt at a fucked-up joke. But I got it sorted out. My room is ridiculous. The scholarship kids normally live in the town houses that are on the website, but my room is in the turret of this enormous Victorian mansion. I’m pretty sure I’ve been put there by mistake, but when I asked to be moved to one of the town houses they said they’re full, so it’s either stay where I am or move off campus.”

      “Could Harry or your mom have paid for a better room for you?” Dad asks, his voice laced with concern.

      “I guess they could have, I hadn’t thought of that, but it makes sense, wouldn’t look good for Harry Morris’s stepdaughter to be slumming it in the cheap rooms,” I mock derisively.

      “What about your housemates?”

      “I haven’t met them yet. There’re five rooms in the house and judging by the refrigerator full of beer, I’m going to guess that at least one of them is a guy. But there was no one there when I got there yesterday, and then I fell asleep and pretty much slept from yesterday afternoon until this morning.”

      “Well I’m sure you’ll get a chance to meet them this afternoon after your classes.”

      “There’s no classes today, it’s all meet and greet orientation stuff, then there’s a big party tonight to welcome all the freshmen.”

      “Sounds fun, but be careful if you’re going to a party. Don’t take a drink from anyone, always make your own and”

      “I know, Daddy, I’ve seen all the teen movies where girls get their drinks spiked, and I have those Rohypnol testers you gave me. I have no intention of going tonight anyway, you know parties aren’t my thing,” I assure him.

      “Honey,” he sighs.

      “I should go, you need to get back to work and I need to eat, I slept through dinner last night and I’m starving.”

      “Okay, have a good day and call me later.”

      “I will. Love you, Daddy.”

      “I love you too, honey.”

      After ending the call, I feel both better and worse. I miss him already. He’s become my safe haven and being this far away from him and knowing I won’t see him again for months has me on the verge of a panic attack. Inhaling sharply, I concentrate on walking and will the rising tide of anxiety to fade.

      Rationally, I know that the short two and a half months I spent with hurricane Sebastian shouldn’t have had as big an impact on my life as they did. He didn’t rape me, or really physically hurt me. But in an instant, he took over my life completely and it scared the shit out of me. He refused to acknowledge my wants or desires unless he could use them to manipulate me into doing what he wanted and what was worse is that no one questioned him. Not my mom or my friend, not his parents or the kids at school. No one ever considered that I wouldn’t want him, so the idea that I was unhappy and overwhelmed never even crossed their minds.

      I hate him for destroying my trust in people, because that experience fundamentally changed me and I’ll never get to be the person I was before him ever again.

      Despite the early hour, there’re still plenty of other kids spilling from the houses as I pass, some look hungover, but others have an air of excitement over a new school, or new year.

      “Morning,” a gleeful-looking girl says, sideling up beside me with her hands holding on to the straps of her backpack.

      “Morning,” I reply, not wanting to be rude, but wishing I’d already put my AirPods in so I could pretend not to hear her speaking to me.

      “I’m glad I’m not the only person up this early. I was so excited I just couldn’t sleep. I’ve been up since five trying to decide what to wear. Do I look alright? I didn’t want to go too preppy, but then I was worried I’d look like I was trying too hard if I wore anything dressy or like a slob if I wore anything too casual.”

      “You look fine,” I say, taking a cursory glance down at her white tennis-style pleated skirt and pale-blue polo shirt. She looks incredibly preppy, but I don’t say anything.

      “I’m Samantha, but most people call me Sammy.”

      “Starling.”

      “Wow, that’s such a cute name. My first college friend is a girl with a cute name, how cool is that?”

      Forcing a smile to my lips I offer it in her direction, not slowing my pace, despite the fact that I can see she’s having to walk quicker than she’s comfortable with to keep up with me.

      “What are your housemates like? There’s six other people in my house, three girls and three guys, they’re all couples. It’s odd, but okay. I heard a lot of sex noises last night,” she chirps.

      “I haven’t met mine yet.”

      “How come?”

      “No one was there when I got here yesterday and I crashed pretty much as soon as I unpacked. They were still asleep when I left this morning.” I say with a shrug.

      “That’s a shame, I bet they were all excited to meet you.”

      Not speaking, I wait for her to walk away, but instead she stays at my side, carrying the conversation without me needing to speak as she prattles on about everything she’s excited about. When we reach the cafeteria and I grab a tray, she’s at my side, then we’re sitting at a table and I haven’t said a word in more than ten minutes, but I’m not sure she’s noticed.

      “Shall I come to your place tonight, or do you want to come to mine?” she says and then pauses, smiling widely.

      “What?” I splutter.

      “For the party?”

      “I’m not going to any party.”

      Her lips part and her mouth falls open. “You have to go to the freshmen welcome party, everyone goes.”

      “No thanks,” I say dismissively, cutting off a piece of French toast and lifting it to my lips.

      Sammy’s talking but I’m not paying any attention as the feeling of being watched hits me again. That’s the third time since I got here yesterday that I’ve gotten the feeling of being observed and it’s starting to freak me out.

      “Hey,” I interrupt.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, I know I talk too much. I’m sorry, it’s just that I’m so nervous and excited,” she says, talking at a million miles a minute.

      “Is there anyone looking over here?” I ask, interrupting her again.

      “Like who?”

      “I don’t know. I keep having this feeling like someone is watching me.”

      “Oh I hate that,” she says, carefully glancing around the room. “I can’t see anyone, but it’s getting pretty busy in here now.”

      For the first time since she appeared at my side, Sammy falls silent and I take a moment to actually look at her. Her hair is a rich black color, pinned up on top of her head in a high ponytail that swishes across her shoulders. She’s classically pretty, with warm-brown eyes and a smile that screams nice. She’s the type of person who I would probably have made friends with when I was younger, but now I feel too jaded and shuttered to be around her.

      “I appreciate the invite, but I don’t like parties; truthfully I’m not really a big fan of people in general. I’m a loner without all the emo melancholy,” I say, trying to explain why I’m going to get up and leave in a minute and then never speak to her again. There’s a pang of longing for a friend in my chest, but I shut it down. Court was my ride or die, until she wasn’t, she threw me over for popularity and I’m still hurt by it. I have no interest in befriending a stranger.

      “Well that’s okay, we don’t have to go to the party, we could just hang out instead,” Sammy suggests hopefully.

      “That’s sweet of you, but you should go to the party, meet people, make friends, find a guy and hook up. Don’t waste your time on me, I’ll only drag you down.” Picking up my still mostly full tray I stand up and leave, keeping my coffee, but dumping my food in the trash before walking out of the cafeteria, never once glancing at the kind girl who wanted to be my friend.

      Wandering for a few minutes, I end up in the quad where the orientation is being held. The lawn is perfectly cut, the meandering paths clean and full of students. Finding a tree, I sit down at its base, resting my back up against the trunk and slide in my AirPods, watching the world go by as the dulcet tones of Adele fill my ears. I know I’m a walking cliché—wounded girl listening to angsty love songs alone after having just walked away from the chance of a new friendship—but honestly I don’t care. Maybe I am actually a loner with all the emo angst, all I know is that I’d rather be alone, it’s safer that way. There’s no one to lose if there’s no one there in the first place.

      Orientation is boring, the excited energy that seems to bounce around the congregated kids slides off me like water off a waxed car. All of the happiness I’d found after my run has faded and I’m ready to go back to Collinswood and sleep for the rest of the day. Classes officially start tomorrow and I join the line to collect my schedule, wondering why in this day and age they can’t just email it to me.

      “Name?” the guy at the desk asks.

      “Starling Kennedy.”

      His fingers move across the keys. “Starling Lockwood?”

      “Nope Kennedy, the surname is a screwup in the offices, they keep changing it to Kennedy and it changes right back to Lockwood,” I say, hating that I’m having to explain I’m not a Lockwood again. Evan is an asshole for doing this. Maybe the first time it was amusing to him, and hurtful to me, now it’s just annoying.

      “I’ll have to call student liaison services to double-check, we don’t want you attending the wrong classes he says with a sigh.”

      “Go ahead, speak to Brenda, she’s the one who’s changed it the twice it’s happened already,” I say, rubbing at my temples with my fingers.

      Desk guy pulls his cell out and proceeds to have the same conversation with Brenda that the registration and ID people did.

      “Starling.”

      Spinning around at the sound of my name, my mouth falls open when I find Courtney standing behind me, flanked on either side by two beautiful preppy-looking girls. All three of them have matching sneering smiles plastered across their faces.

      “What the hell are you doing at Kingsacre?”

      The hostility in her voice surprises me. I mean, I wasn’t expecting a hug, but I’ve literally never done anything but be a good friend to Courtney. She’s the one who abandoned me, not the other way around.

      “Hey, Court, I er, I didn’t know you were coming to this school. What happened to Princeton?”

      Her brow furrows and she scoffs. “Princeton is for ugly, rich geeks and poor people, do you even know how many nobodies go there? Kingsacre is exclusive, which is why I’m wondering what the hell you’re doing here.”

      “I’m beginning to ask myself that exact question,” I reply.

      “Okay, Starling, Brenda confirmed that for some reason your records keep changing back to Mrs. Starling Lockwood no matter how many times we amend them,” the orientation guy says, sliding back into his seat behind his table.

      “Lockwood,” Courtney scoffs. “Are you seriously trying to use Bastian’s name to get ahead?”

      “Nope, just Evan’s idea of a joke,” I say quietly.

      “Evan’s a darling, although they all are really. We had quite the reunion when they all came back this summer, it was just like old times.”

      “Fun,” I say through gritted teeth, as I’m reminded all over again that she gave me up for them so easily.

      “I always have fun with Bastian, we have so much in common, our parents play golf and we’re practically neighbors. Our children will be unstoppable,” she tells me with triumph in her tone.

      “I’m sure they’ll be delightful,” I offer dryly.

      “God, you’re such a bitch. I have no idea how someone so low class can think so highly of themselves. Just because your mom sucked Evan’s dad’s dick and got a ring on her finger doesn’t make you anything but a gold-digging whore’s daughter. He offered you the world and you threw it back in his face. But just because you’re back, don’t get any ideas about trying to claw your way back into his bed. He’s mine now.”

      Smirking, I try to swallow the laugh that bubbles up from my throat, but I just can’t contain it and I throw my head back and bark out a loud laugh that probably makes me sound like a crazy person. Courtney and her friends eye me like I’m insane, and maybe I am, but the idea that I might actively seek Sebastian out is ridiculous. “Oh my god, I needed that. Thanks, Court, it’s been so fucking great seeing you again.”

      Rolling her eyes dramatically, she looks me up and down and then purses her lips as though she smells something unpleasant. “Whatever, bitch, just stay away from all of them, especially Bastian.”

      Saluting her sarcastically, I turn my back on her. “Well okay then,” the guy behind the table who just listened to her call my mom a gold-digging whore and me a bitch says. “Here’s your schedule,” he says, sliding a printed piece of paper and a map across the table toward me. “So we are here,” he marks an X on the map showing the quad we’re standing in. “You’re mostly taking required courses this semester so your English, history and humanities-based courses are in this building.” He highlights the courses on my schedule in pink and then circles a building on the map in the same color. “Your math, politics and eco are in this building, he does the same with these classes in blue. Here is the cafeteria, gymnasium and pool and all of the administration offices are over here.”

      By the time he’s finished, my schedule and map look like a three-year-old went to town on it with a box of highlighters, but I don’t want to be here longer than I need to be so I just pick up the papers, nod, thank him and leave.

      It’s only a little after eleven a.m., but with no classes today and no real interest in meeting new people, signing up for any clubs or societies or running into Courtney again, I grab a couple of prepacked sandwiches and three bottles of water from the cafeteria and start to walk back to the house.

      “Hello, little sister,” a voice says from behind me a moment before a heavy arm lands across my shoulders.

      Freezing, I snap my head around and find myself looking up at Evan, a smug smirk etched across his face.

      “Jesus, it’s like blast-from-the-past hell,” I mutter. “Hello, Evan.”

      “Got to say, sis, I’m disappointed you haven’t come to say hi, we are family after all.”

      Shrugging, I dislodge his arm and then step to the side and out of his reach. “We’re not family, our parents just got married, that doesn’t make us”—I motion between us—“anything.”

      “Harsh,” Evan laughs. “Your mom is my mom now, that makes us siblings.”

      “Stepsiblings at best, and it hardly counts when we live in different states and don’t spend any time together. You’re my mom’s new stepson, and we’re just people who went to the same high school for a few months.”

      A look, that if I didn’t know better I’d say was hurt, flashes across his face. “She misses you.”

      “Who?”

      “Your mom. She misses you.”

      “She chose not to speak to me for a year, not me.”

      “You left.”

      “I don’t want to discuss this with you. It’s none of your business,” I snap, increasing my pace and hoping he’ll leave, but instead he just walks quicker, staying at my side.

      “Of course it’s my business, she’s a good person, she didn’t deserve you treating her like that.”

      Stopping, I spin around to face him. “I’m glad she’s with your dad, I’m glad she’s happy and that you and she have a good relationship. That was all made easier by me not being in the picture, so I’ve actually done you a favor. My relationship with my mom ended when your friend told me if I left him he’d take everyone I loved away from me. He won, he did take her away, but she let him. So this is where we are. My choice, his choice, her choice, they led me here and her to your dad. I was happy living with my dad, she was happy falling in love and getting married. Everyone’s a winner.”

      “Starling”

      “Look, Evan, it is what it is. We’re not family, we’re definitely not friends. I’m assuming my mom asked you to look out for me or something, but you don’t need to. I’m never going to tell anyone you’re my mom’s husband’s son, and you don’t need to worry about me trying to cash in on your name here, because I won’t, ever. So how about we just pretend like we’ve never met and if my mom asks, then I’ll tell her we have lunch together once a week, or something.”

      “Starling.”

      “What, Evan?” I ask wearily, rubbing at the headache that’s starting to form behind my eyes.

      “We could be friends.”

      I scoff. “No, we couldn’t.” Forcing my feet into motion, I walk away, pushing my AirPods into my ears and turning up the volume as Eminem blasts loud and angry, fueling my steps with more vigor and my heart with enough bravado to not look back.

      My head is pounding by the time I slide my key card into the scanner on the front door and stumble inside. The stairs feel insurmountable, but I’d rather struggle to get to my room, than crash in the living room and be found by the housemates I’ve yet to meet.

      Each step makes my brain rattle, my eyes blur and the ball of tension I can feel in my neck worsen. When I finally mount the top step and spot my bed, I crawl on top of the comforter and then collapse in a heap, my backpack still over my shoulders.

      “Urgh,” I moan as I force myself upright, letting the bag slip from my shoulders and fall haphazardly to the floor. There’s a bottle of pain meds in the bathroom, but the thought of getting up and walking there makes me feel ill, so instead I slump down onto the mattress, close my eyes and try to push all thoughts of Evan, Courtney, Green Acres, my mom and Sebastian from my mind.

      “Wake up, little bird.”

      The softly spoken, familiar voice curls through my mind, wrapping around my brain like vines hanging from a tree. My eyes flutter open and for a moment, I swear I can see him, standing at the end of the bed, his face hidden in shadow, but then I blink and when I open my eyes a millisecond later, he’s gone, an unwanted figment of my imagination.

      It’s twilight, the sun’s starting to set, casting patterns through the window and across my room. It’s pretty and I glance out of the glass, admiring the dying orange embers that are highlighting the horizon.

      My head feels better, but my neck is stiff and my mouth is dry. I’ve slept the day away again and forgotten to eat. My stomach feels hollow when I remember the last proper meal I ate was the last dinner I shared with my dad two days ago. Rolling into a sitting position, I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and head for the bathroom, relieving my bladder before washing up and grabbing the bottle of painkillers from the counter, tipping two into my hand.

      Making my way back to the bed, I grab my backpack from where I dumped it earlier and take out one of the bottles of water, using the liquid to swallow the pills before drinking the rest of the bottle. I eat half the sandwich, but the bread is dry, the salad limp and the chicken kind of mushy so I ditch the rest into the trash can.

      For the first time since I got here yesterday, I can hear noise from inside the house. My housemates are downstairs and even though I really don’t want to, I should go down and at least introduce myself to them. Assuming we all pass our classes, we could be living together for the next four years, so I need to make an effort to at least be on a polite, friendly basis with them.

      My mouth feels disgusting, so I brush my teeth and smooth down my hair. It used to be almost to my butt, but since I moved to my dad’s I had it cut off to my shoulders. I used to love my hair, now it’s just long enough to tie up and apart from occasionally straightening it, I rarely fuss with it.

      I glance at my outfit. It’s a little rumpled from sleeping in it, but I really don’t care. If these people dislike me because I’m a little creased, then it’s just one more reason to stay away from them.

      Grabbing my cell phone and key card, I slide my feet into flip-flops and head downstairs. The sound of music seems to be coming from the kitchen, so I slowly make my way toward it, not allowing the trepidation I’m feeling to send me running back upstairs to hide in my room. All I have to do is introduce myself, be polite for five minutes and then I can escape again.

      When I step into the kitchen I spot someone leaning into the refrigerator. It looks like a guy and when he straightens, it’s obvious that it’s a he and he’s tall.

      “Er, hey, I guess you’re one of my housemates,” I say.

      The guy turns and my mouth falls open. “Hunter?” I gasp.

      His smile is soft and despite his size, he’s never felt as dangerous as the others, even though I’m sure he could be. “Hello, Starling.”

      “What…?” I trail off.

      “You didn’t think we’d let you live all alone on a campus full of strangers did you, sis?” Evan says, stepping out from behind me and moving to take a bottle of beer from Hunter.

      “We couldn’t get you to come home, so we thought we’d bring home to you,” Clay announces cheerfully as he steps past me.

      “No,” I murmur, shaking my head. “You don’t go here.”

      “What, Mom never told you?” Evan taunts. “Maybe if you’d spoken to her a bit more often she’d have mentioned that we decided to finish out our junior and senior years together.”

      “All of us,” Clay says with a wink.

      My hands ball into fists at my sides and I close my eyes, trying to make this a dream, or a nightmare or anything that means it’s not true. Except it is true, and no matter how tightly I squeeze my eyes shut when I open them, they’re all still going to be here and so is he, because when Clay said all of them, he meant him too.

      “Hello, little bird.”

      I want to be strong. I try to be strong but at the sound of his voice, my legs give way and I end up on my ass on the ground. Curling my legs into my chest, I scuttle across the floor until my back hits the cabinets, then I bury my face against my knees and cover my head with my hands. “No, this can’t be happening, no, no, no.”
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      She’s beautiful, more so than she was the last time I was close enough to touch her. Her body has matured over the last two and a half years and instead of a girl, she’s all woman. The soft curves I loved so much have gone and she’s almost painfully slim and toned. Her hair is shorter, but still a pretty color, and I have to fight the urge to reach out and tug a strand, to reel her back to me.

      I watch as Hunter reveals himself and she tenses, her fingers clenching into fists. When Evan announces his arrival, her back goes ramrod straight and by the time Clay steps into the room, she’s shaking her head.

      The moment Evan taunts her with the knowledge that we’re all here I see her breath hitch. I’ve waited over two years for this moment, over two years to get her away from her dad and back into my world. Not that she was ever really out of my reach. If I wanted to, I could have taken her at any point, but that’s not what I wanted, I wanted her to come back to me willingly. Only she didn’t, not when I chased her, not when I gave her space and not when I showed her I could ruin her and take away all the people who were important to her.

      All except her dad, that is. Before she went to visit him, I’d thought of him as a nonentity, not a player in the game. I was wrong, and no matter how much I’ve tried to influence him in the last two and a half years, nothing has worked. As much as I hate to admit it, I admire the man and his unwavering loyalty to his daughter.

      “Hello, little bird,” I call, stepping up behind her.

      I expect her to look at me, then try to run, but instead, at the sound of my voice she drops to the floor, scuttles back until her spine is flush with the cabinet, curls into a ball and starts to rock as she chants “no, no, no,” over and over again.

      The others look to me, but I’m as clueless as them. This was supposed to feel victorious. I won, she’s here, she’s mine again, and this time I won’t allow her another chance to escape. But seeing her on the floor, broken, this isn’t what I want.

      As I stand there staring at her, Evan rushes to her, dropping to his knees beside her and reaching out to touch her. The moment his fingers touch her, she freaks out. Her agonized scream is gut wrenching and then she’s gasping for air, her head snapping up as her face goes flush and she grabs at her throat, a wheezing, wretched sound coming from her that’s barely human.

      “She’s having a panic attack,” Hunter says, opening the drawers and rooting through until he finds a paper bag and rushes over to her. “Starling,” he says softly, drawing her attention to him, while her lips turn slightly blue and choked noises fall from her parted lips. “You need to breathe into the bag. Slow, easy breaths, okay? I’m not going to touch you unless you need me to hold the bag.”

      Shaking her head she grabs the paper from him, screwing the top of the bag up in her hands and holding it to her mouth.

      “Slow and easy,” Hunter says calmly. “Breathe in time with me. In and out.” He does exaggerated breathing, kneeling just far enough away that he’s not touching her, but close enough to pull her attention completely onto him. “That’s it, good girl, in and out.”

      After what feels like an hour, but is probably only ten or so minutes, Hunter rests back onto his heels and the tension releases from his body. “How are you feeling? Better?”

      Her eyes are wide and watery, the bag still covering her mouth, but she nods.

      “Good, keep breathing in and out and I’ll grab you a bottle of water.” Standing, he moves slowly, taking a bottle of water from the refrigerator and then sliding back down onto the floor, holding it out to her.

      Tentatively she reaches out and takes it, her eyes moving from him, to Evan and Clay and then to me. I hate that what’s in her eyes when she looks at me isn’t lust or want, it’s fear. She’s scared of me, she’s scared of all of us, but she was upright until I spoke to her.

      Hunter reaches out and she flinches, jolting away from him as if she’s expecting him to strike her. “I’m not going to hurt you. I promise, I just want to check your pulse that’s all. I need to see if we need to take you to the emergency room.”

      “I’m fine,” she says, her voice croaky and weak.

      “Little bird, you’re not fine. I’ll call Dr. Harris.”

      “No,” she shrieks, shuffling farther away from me and scrambling to her feet.

      Hunter sends a glare in my direction, but his expression softens when he looks back to her. She never knew they watched her for the year before I claimed her. My friends were almost as angry as I was when she didn’t come back from her dad’s. She left all of us, she just had no idea they would be hurt by that. “Starling, all I need to touch is your wrist. My two fingers on your wrist, that’s all, I promise I won’t touch you anywhere else.”

      Her eyes flash to me and then around the kitchen before she shuffles along the counter to the right, moving behind Hunter and positioning him so he’s between me and her. From this angle, I can only see half of her as she cautiously lifts her wrist and offers it to my friend. Just like he promised, he takes her pulse, then immediately lifts his hand away and steps back, giving her some space.

      “Your pulse is still high, but your breathing seems steadier and the blue tinge has gone from your lips. I think we should take you to the hospital, just to have you checked out.”

      She shakes her head. “There’s no point, Dad took me the first few times I had them and all they do is keep me under observation for a night, charge me thousands of dollars then send me home and tell me to try and reduce my stress and anxiety,” she tells him, her voice barely more than a whisper.

      I knew she’d had panic attacks when she first moved to Maine, but I assumed when there were no more hospital visits that they’d stopped, it never occurred to me that she just stopped going to the doctors.

      “You’re going to the hospital,” I demand.

      “Bastian,” Evan says, shocking me.

      “She needs to go to the fucking hospital, her fucking lips were blue ten fucking minutes ago,” I shout.

      “Bro,” Clay says.

      “No, this is bullshit, if your woman couldn’t breathe and was turning fucking blue we’d be on the way to the damn hospital by now, no questions asked.”

      While I’ve been ranting, Starling has moved to the other side of the kitchen island, putting a whole expanse of counter between us, like she needs a physical barrier to stop me from getting closer to her.

      “Look at her, Bastian,” Hunter says quietly. “She’s fucking terrified.”

      “Why are you here?” she asks, surprising me.

      “Where else would I be?”

      “Harvard,” she whispers, then coughs, the sound raspy enough that I take a step forward, the urge to drag her to me almost overwhelming. “Mom enjoyed telling me about how successful you’ve been there.”

      There’s a hint of derision in her tone that reminds me of the way she used to sound when she enjoyed fighting with me, playing with me.

      “Cassidy is proud of all of us, she calls us her surrogate sons,” I tell her, smirking. “We’re all like one big happy family now she’s a Morris, she really relied on us after you abandoned her.”

      “So I’ve heard, I’m glad she has a support network,” she says quietly. “Why are you here, Sebastian?”

      “Because you’re here, where else would I be?”

      Exhaling shakily, her lips pinch together and she smiles sadly. “Haven’t you done enough to me? We dated for a couple of months over two years ago. It wasn’t serious, we never had sex or declared our undying love for one another. You never even asked me if it was something I wanted, you just declared that I was yours and took over my life. I rejected you, so you single-handedly destroyed my relationship with my mother and took my best friend from me. Isn’t that enough? Surely your ego wasn’t that badly bruised by my not wanting you that you’re still looking for revenge all these years later? You win, okay? If you want me to leave, I’ll go. If you want me to cut all ties with my mom, then fine, I’ll do it, we have no relationship now anyway. Just tell me what you want because I don’t want to play these messed-up games with you again.” She’s trying to sound strong and confident, but her body is literally vibrating, tremors racking her limbs.

      “You,” I say simply.

      “What?”

      “I want you.”

      “Why? Is it just because I don’t want you? Surely I’m not the only girl who’s said she’s not interested?”

      “You’re mine, Starling, you’re my little bird and you always have been, since the moment I laid eyes on you on your first day at GAA. I waited a year to even find out your name, then as soon as you were a sophomore, I made you mine. You might have run from me and I might have allowed it, but you’ve never been free, little bird. I’ve kept you tethered the last two years, let you think you could fly away, but you couldn’t, the only place I’ll ever let you fly is back to me where you belong.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Ever had that feeling like you’re being watched?”

      She visibly tenses despite her trembling, and I smile.

      “That was your security detail. Since the moment you left Green Acres and boarded a plane to Maine for Christmas, there’s been a team of men following you. Every thing you’ve done, every place you’ve gone, every person you’ve spoken to, it’s been reported back to me.”

      “No,” she gasps.

      “All the days you waited for your dad to go out on his boat before you cried yourself to sleep, I knew about. All the times you’ve been asked out on dates or to parties I knew about. When the doctor offered to put you on birth control and tried to get you to take anti-anxiety medication, I knew about it.”

      She shakes her head as a single tear rolls down her cheek.

      “I knew every school you applied to, so I’d know which admissions officers I needed to bribe into rejecting you. I made sure Kingsacre was your only option, I even awarded you the Lockwood scholarship so you’d feel obliged to come here rather than let your father take out a second mortgage to pay for school for you, just in case you were accepted elsewhere.”

      Tears flow freely down her cheeks now, and I have to restrain myself from hauling her to me and licking them off her skin.

      “Every step you’ve taken it’s been controlled by me, orchestrated to get you exactly where I wanted you to be. Here in this house, under my roof, under my control, mine.”
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      It can’t be true, it can’t be. He’s a kid, a rich kid but still just a kid. He doesn’t have access to a security team and even if he did, why the hell would he have them following me around? What would be the point?

      “Why?” I ask.

      “Because you’re destined to be mine.”

      “But I don’t want you, I don’t want any of it. Pick a new toy to obsess over, one who wants you back.”

      “You do want me, Starling.”

      I shake my head. “I don’t, Sebastian. I don’t want you. I don’t want to be yours, I don’t want a present or a future with you, all I want is for you to forget I exist.”

      “Did you know you say my name in your sleep, you dream about me,” he tells me casually like I haven’t just told him I want nothing to do with him.

      “They’re nightmares, not dreams. You stalk me, stealing every bit of sunshine in my life until I’m suffocating in the darkness and then I die, begging you to leave me alone,” I confess, not bothering to try and sugarcoat how he haunts my subconscious.

      His eyes fall closed for a second and when he opens them again, they’re harder, and full of steely determination. “I’ll make you want me again.”

      Grimacing, I force a pained smile to my lips. “I never wanted you, Sebastian.”

      “Then you’ll learn to fucking pretend,” he yells, stalking toward me, and grabbing my upper arms in an unyielding grip as he leans down and kisses me.

      His lips slam against mine and he forces his tongue into my mouth, kissing me with a punishing force that I loathe but which ignites something inside of me that’s been dormant since the last time he touched me.

      My body threatens to wilt into him, but I force myself to stay ramrod straight, not lifting my hands to reach for him, or reacting to him at all. His growl of frustration is almost gratifying enough to make me smile, but I keep my lips flat and unmoving, not wanting him to think he’s done something to warrant my happiness.

      “Kiss me back,” he growls.

      Staying still I let him kiss me, but give him nothing in return. I want him to know that he might be able to take from me, but I won’t willingly give him anything.

      Pulling away from me, he runs soft fingers over the skin at the back of my neck and I fight back a whimper. “I preferred your hair when it was long; when I could wrap my hand around it and tug on it,” he says, gripping a thick strand of hair and pulling until I whimper.

      “I like it short,” I whisper.

      The room is silent except for me and Sebastian but I can still feel the other guys’ presence, they’re still here, watching this all go down.

      “You all live here, in this house?”

      “Our families own it,” Clay says.

      “Of course they do,” I nod, exhaling.

      “I should go.” Before I can complete a single step, Sebastian tightens his hold on my hair and yanks me back to him.

      “Go to our room.” He smiles, his gritted teeth not hidden by the composed front he’s trying to exude.

      “No.”

      “Little bird, you either go to our room, or you stay locked in your own room until I decide you can come out.”

      I glance up at him for a minute, then nod. “I’ll take prison, I’ve become accustomed to loneliness and isolation the last couple of years.”

      With a sharp tug, I yank my hair free of his hold, trying to hide the grimace of pain from my expression as I pad out of the kitchen. I manage to walk slowly until I’m out of sight, then I practically sprint out the front door, not caring about my belongings, just needing to be away from here, away from them, him. There’s nothing here that I’m not willing to abandon for my freedom. Reaching the foot gate, I place my key card against the scanner but nothing happens. Snapping my head to the side, I glance around nervously, knowing they’ll be following me soon, but the gate remains closed as I tap my card against it again and again.

      “I’ve deactivated your card for the external gates and I’ve turned the motion sensor on the main gates off too,” Sebastian says calmly.

      My shoulders slump as I slowly turn around to find him standing at the door, his hands casually placed in his pockets.

      “So I’m not going to be allowed to go to class?”

      “You can go to class, you’ll just be escorted there and back with either me or one of the guys.”

      “Why do you want me so much? Is it the rejection that turns you on?” I ask as I give the gate and my escape one last glance before turning and stomping toward the house.

      “I like to own things, now I own you. It doesn’t matter what you think you feel right now, eventually you’ll admit you want me just as much as I want you, until then your cage will just get smaller and smaller until you do as you’re told.”

      The smile on his face is bright and warm and in complete contrast with the cold and menacing nature of his words, he’s crazy, completely insane and the next time I run from him, it needs to be much farther away than just Maine.

      He doesn’t try to stop me when I barge past him and climb the stairs, not slowing down until I’m in my bedroom. The beautiful room suddenly feels much smaller than it did when I left it less than an hour ago. How in such a short space of time can my world have gone from tentatively hopeful to desolate? Sebastian threatened to lock me in here, but he must be bullshitting me. He’s crazy, but surely he’s not that crazy? Rushing back down the stairs, I pull on the door, but nothing happens, it’s locked. He actually locked me in here.

      Panic threatens to overwhelm me again, when my cell beeps with a text, distracting me. Dad hates texts, he says his fingers are too big and that it takes him too long to type out a message he could say in seconds during a phone call, so it’s unlikely that it’s him. It could be Mom, but we really only have a birthday and Christmas kind of relationship these days, I don’t remember the last time she texted me.

      Walking slowly back up to my room, I consider calling my dad and telling him about Sebastian, but if I do, he’ll get on a plane and come here and I have no idea what Sebastian will do to him if he does. He’s clearly unhinged and until I can figure out a way to run from him, there’s no point allowing my dad to get within his firing range.

      There’s an unread text on my cell and I click into it.

      
        
        Bastian: Dinner is in twenty minutes.

      

      

      A hysterical laugh falls from my lips. Of course his number is now saved in my cell. He’s stalked me for the last two years, manipulated my life, orchestrated things so I’m living with him, locked me in my bedroom and now he’s texting me when dinner’s going to be ready, like it’s a normal meal and nothing out of the ordinary has happened.

      He’s insane, like certifiably insane and I’m stuck here, being controlled by his whims until I can get away from him. For a moment I wonder if the guys will help me, then laugh as the ridiculousness of that thought hits me. They must have known what he had planned, they must have helped him, or else why would they all be here too? My stepbrother is condoning his friend keeping me prisoner and no one in this house will help me, no matter what he does to me.

      Maybe I just need to play along. I’ve run from him before and it didn’t work, apparently it didn’t even dent his desire for me. If anything, me leaving might have made his infatuation more intense. Perhaps if I give him what he wants he’ll get bored. I’m the one that got away, the great white whale and everyone knows that not having something you desire always makes it feel more special and it’s not until you have it that you realize it’s not as good as you thought it was.

      Resolved, I decide it’s time to fight fire with fire. He wants his little bird, I’ll give him a fucking flamingo. Stripping out of my clothes, I change my underwear for a pretty matching set my mom sent me as a gift last Christmas, fluff up my hair and coat my lips in sparkly red gloss. I look like a girl ready to get fucked, but this is what he wants, isn’t it? Me willing and ready.

      Pulling out my cell, I type out a message.

      
        
        Me: What are we eating? I’m starving.

      

      

      His reply is instantaneous.

      
        
        Bastian: Pasta. I was expecting you to refuse to eat with us.

        Me: **Shrugging emoji** Lemons, lemonade, I’m hungry and I hate cooking.

      

      

      I wait for him to reply, but when nothing comes through, I climb off the bed, walk down the stairs and push at the door. It swings open and I inhale, then force a smile to my lips as I step out onto the landing in nothing but my bra and panties. Not pausing to give myself a moment to run back to the relative safety of my room, I add an extra bit of sway to my hips as I descend the stairs and sashay into the kitchen.

      There’s a sharp inhale of breath from someone as I stride into the room, prance over to the table where all of the guys except Clay are sitting, and plop my ass down into Hunter’s lap.

      “What the fuck?” Sebastian growls, taking hold of my wrist and dragging me off his friend’s lap.

      “Oh something smells good,” I hum, not reacting to the painful hold he has on me, or the horrified look on the other boys’ faces.

      “Where the hell are your clothes?”

      “Upstairs,” I grin. “Didn’t seem much point putting on clean stuff, especially as I figured I’d be fucking at least one of you before the end of the night. This way I don’t even have to get undressed, you can just pull my panties to the side.”

      Hunter chokes on air, his eyes going wide with shock as he tries not to look anywhere but at my face.

      “Starling,” Sebastian barks, lifting me onto my feet as he stands up, tugging his shirt off and dropping it over my head. “Cover yourself up.”

      “Why?” I ask, furrowing my brow exaggeratedly, pushing my arms through the sleeves and covering my bra, then pushing my panties off my hips and bending over in front of Sebastian’s face as I slip them off my feet. “Sebastian always said I smelled good, what do you think, bro?” I ask, throwing my balled-up panties at Evan, hitting him square in the face.

      “Starling,” Sebastian shouts, grabbing me and actually shaking me violently.

      “This is what you want isn’t it?” I demand, sliding my hand up the back of my shirt and unclasping my bra, before I rip the shirt and bra over my head and drop them to the floor. “The four of you have me here, I’m a prisoner to all of you, I might as well be naked, that way you can all see if I’m worth the effort of holding me hostage. I’ve been told I give a good blow job, and that my pussy’s nice and tight, but if you take turns I imagine by the time whoever goes last slides in I’ll be pretty stretched out,” I say with a smirk.

      “Get some fucking clothes on,” Sebastian demands.

      “No.”

      “Now,” he snaps.

      “Why? This is what you want, so here I am, naked and waiting, but if I get to pick, I think I want Hunter to go first, he was nice to me earlier and I think I hate him the least out of the four of you. Is there going to be a rotation? Will it be one day each and then orgies Friday and Saturday and I get the day off on Sundays?”

      Yanking my arm out of Sebastian’s grip, I straddle Hunter’s lap and kiss his shocked lips before he has a moment to protest about the naked girl sitting on him. Seeing me kissing his friend must be making Sebastian absolutely crazy, he’s as possessive as they come and I think it stands a chance that he might never speak to Hunter again because my pussy has been pressed against his thighs, my tits against his chest and my tongue in his mouth. I know how much he’ll hate the fact that I just said I wanted anyone but him to fuck me first, that I chose his friend instead of him.

      Good, I hope it haunts him, that when he goes to sleep tonight all he can see when he closes his eyes is the girl he’s obsessed with, naked with someone else.

      When I’m dragged from Hunter’s lap, it’s with so much force it feels like my shoulder is being ripped from the socket. I hit the floor with a thud, tumbling onto my ass before I fall backward and my head bounces off the hardwood.

      “Get out, all of you, get the fuck out,” Sebastian screams.

      “Bastian,” Evan says, his voice placating.

      “Get out.”

      “Dude, you need to”

      “Do not tell me what I need to do with my fucking woman,” Sebastian growls, interrupting Evan, his eyes hard and burning with anger and fury as he glares down at me on the floor at his feet.

      “You’ll hate yourself if you hurt her,” Hunter warns quietly.

      “Oh I’m going to hurt her,” Sebastian threatens, leaning down and lifting me up off the floor as if I weigh nothing before slinging me over his shoulder. “I’m going to hurt her and she’s going to fucking beg for it.”

      My stomach hurts as I bounce against his shoulder as he sprints up the stairs until we reach the door beside my own. It’s not locked and he pushes inside, closing it behind us, before he lowers me to the floor and then takes a step back.

      “Do you think it’s funny to rub your naked cunt all over my friend?”

      I can’t help it, some of his crazy must have infected me because I smile. “I think it’s fucking hilarious, because once you’ve done whatever you plan to do to punish me and you go back downstairs to your friend, you won’t see him, all you’ll see is me, completely naked, willingly grinding on his hard dick while I tongue fucked his mouth, and you’ll know that the only way I’ll do it to you is if you force me.” I have no idea where my words are coming from. I have literally never spoken like this in my life, but I’m so angry and scared and out of control that all I want to do is have him experience just a glimpse of the pain he’s caused me.

      Bracing myself for his violence, I’m not expecting soft hands to lift me off the floor and gently place me on the bed. I’m too shocked to fight before he’s climbing down on top of me, his hand pressed between my breasts with enough force to immobilize me as he pushes his hand between my thighs and thrusts two fingers into my pussy.

      I scream, grunting with pain at the intrusion, I’m angry, not turned on, and his fingers feel thick and full as he pulls them all the way out of me, spits onto them and then slams them back into me again, his saliva only making my body accept them fractionally easier.

      I scream and thrash beneath him, but he doesn’t even pause long enough to allow me to adjust, he fucks me slowly, forcing his fingers up to the knuckle then pulling them all the way out, before thrusting them back into me again. Without uttering a word, he roughly slams his lips against mine and kisses me animalistically, and I hate myself when I feel my body start to react to his touch.

      I hate him, I hate him so much and yet my pussy becomes slick the more aggressively he fucks his fingers in and out in time with his tongue in my mouth. It doesn’t take long before my body heats and tenses for an impending orgasm, but as I’m on the edge, he pulls his fingers free and abruptly stops kissing me.

      A groan of frustration slips past my lips and he smirks, running his tongue along the length of my neck before he nips at my earlobe. I expect him to release me, but instead his hand slips between my thighs again, only instead of filling me he seeks out my clit, circling it with the tip of his finger. He rubs slowly until I’m panting and arching my hips, seeking out his touch, then when I’m on the precipice of coming he pulls his finger away and I cry out in frustration.

      A sly grin slides onto his mouth as he blinks, looking down at me like a predator does when it knows it has its prey completely at his mercy. I cry out when his thick fingers fill me again, pushing me to the edge and refusing to let me fall. Over and over he works me up, then stops until tears are running down my face and I’m writhing beneath his impenetrable hold, my chest tight and feeling bruised from how hard he’s pinning me down.

      “Please, no, please,” I beg as his thumb leaves my clit and I cry out. The sound that falls from my mouth is desperate, almost a mewl as I try to lift my hips off the bed, following him as he leans away, begging him to allow me to come.

      “You don’t want me. You want Hunter. You want to rub my cunt all over my brother.”

      “Please,” I choke out.

      “Please what?”

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Ask me,” he orders

      “Make me come.”

      “Ask nicely.”

      “Please, please, please,” I chant.

      “The only way you get to come is on my dick.”

      Two fingers fill me again and I almost splinter, just at the feeling of fullness. My body is so worked up, my muscles are itching and burning with the need to release some of the tension he’s built with this awful game of tease and deny.

      “Your muscles are so fucking tight I can barely move,” he taunts.

      “Please,” I pant.

      “I’ll give you a choice, little bird, you can go back to your room and sleep, but you don’t get to come or you can take my dick and earn as many orgasms as you can before you pass out from pleasure.”

      A better girl would run while she had the chance, but right now there’s nothing but want consuming my body. No matter how much I hate him, I can’t deny that my thighs are slick with my arousal and my skin is so hot and taut I feel ready to explode if I don’t get some release soon.

      “Please,” I whine, releasing my hold on his hand that’s still pinning me down.

      “Do you want me to fuck you, little bird? Do you want my cock in you so deep you can taste my cum at the back of your throat?”

      I nod and his smile is wicked.

      “Arms above your head, hold on to the headboard.”

      I do as I’m told, lacing my fingers through the slatted wooden headboard and gripping tightly. Shuffling backward, Sebastian climbs off the bed and slips off his jeans and boxers, his dick popping free and bouncing up to hit his stomach. He’s big, bigger than I remember, the head red and dripping precum as he climbs back onto the bed and crawls between my parted thighs.

      “Condom,” I croak as the wide head touches my entrance.

      “No,” he says, pushing forward and letting the tip of his cock slide into my soaked core.

      “I’m a virgin,” I cry, fear making me tense and grip down on the head.

      “I know,” he smirks, slamming forward and breaking through my virginity with a brutal thrust.

      I scream in pain, the searing burn so much more intense than I imagined. Without even pausing, he moves, fucking me viciously as his hands hold my hips tight enough to bruise. The pain barely has a chance to fade before his thumb is on my clit and he’s forcing me into an orgasm, my body exploding, my muscles jerking and twitching.

      “Good girl, now I want you to come on my cock,” he snarls, tilting my hips and reigniting the sparks his fingers had ignited earlier. I come again with a cry, but he just keeps on fucking me until the pleasure and pain become one and my eyes start to roll back in my head. “Another one, little bird,” he orders, working my clit until a third, agonizing orgasm splinters, leaving sharp shards of bliss in its wake.

      My body goes lax, too exhausted to do anything but lie there as he holds me up, his hard dick slamming mercilessly into me again and again.

      “You’re not done yet, Starling, you either come again with my cock in your cunt or I’ll shove it into your ass and you can learn what it’s like to have your tight little asshole fucked raw.”

      “I can’t,” I moan.

      “You can and you fucking will,” he growls, sliding his dick from me a moment before he flips me onto my stomach, drags my ass into the air and forces his dick back into me again.

      A pained whimper falls from my lips as his dick fills me, feeling even bigger and harder from this angle.

      “That’s it,” he groans, slowly pulling almost all the way out, then slamming back in again with so much force my stomach slides farther up the bed with each thrust. When his fingers find my nipples, pulling and tugging, I come with an agonized cry, the orgasm so painful that I whimper with each shudder of pleasure.

      His thrusts become erratic and he groans a deep masculine sound as he shudders and fills me, hot bursts of cum coating my sex. For an agonizingly long moment neither of us speaks or moves. Eventually, he slides his dick from inside of me and I slump down onto the bed, too exhausted to do anything but pant for breath. Lifting my hips, he slides a pillow beneath me, propping me up as he moves to the end of the bed.

      “Fuck, little bird, your cunt is swollen and gaping, with my cum dripping out of it,” he says tauntingly, as I glance over my shoulder and find him kneeling between my legs, his phone out and aimed at my sex.

      “Sebastian,” I gasp, trying to roll to the side and hide myself.

      “Don’t fucking move,” he warns, gripping my hip and keeping me in place as he aims the cell between my thighs again. “I want to remember this moment, my cum, mixed with your virgin blood.” Probing fingers stroke between my folds, then slowly push inside of my tender channel. “You’ll take all of my cum from now on, Starling, it’s all for you. Your cunt, your ass or your mouth, I won’t lose a drop, all of it will end up inside of you. You’ll be my wife and my cum slut, I’ll worship the ground you walk on and then pin you to our bed and force my dick into your cunt while you snarl and fight. I’m going to fuck you so often my cum’s going to be dripping out of you all day every day. Your panties are going to be permanently soaked with a mixture of our arousal so you’re always wet and ready for me to take.”

      Tears escape my eyes and coat my cheeks. I’m angry that instead of pissing him off and hurting him with my behavior tonight, I ended up naked in his bed just like he wanted. My body is humming with the pleasure that he’s wrung from me and as much as I hate it, I love it in equal measure.

      I’m sore and yet weirdly relaxed, it’s not a sensation I’ve ever experienced before and I don’t really know how to feel about it. The bed dips to the side of me, then an arm curls around my waist, pulling me back into Sebastian’s firm body.

      “I won’t let you go, Starling, I couldn’t two years ago and I never will, not now I know how it feels to be inside you.”

      “I’m on birth control, although you already know that, don’t you?”

      “Not anymore, I removed them from your luggage earlier.”

      “You can’t decide that. I’m eighteen, I’m not even sure I want kids and I definitely don’t want any now.”

      “I want a houseful of babies that look just like you, so we might as well get started now.”

      “What about what I want?” I ask quietly.

      “The moment you ran away from me years ago, what you want stopped being important. I gave you a chance to come back to me, to be worshipped and adored, but you didn’t. Now you’ll do as you’re told and perhaps I’ll let you earn back some of the freedom that’s under my control, eventually.”
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      Even though she’s naked, in my bed, my cum dripping out of her cunt, it still feels like she’s too far away. I’ve gone over two years without touching her, and now that she’s here I won’t ever let her go again, even if she hates me for it.

      Since she ran from Florida and me, it doesn’t feel like I’ve taken a full breath, not being able to see her, to control her, to own her was like being a prisoner in my own psyche. I hadn’t realized how much I needed to have complete control of her until it was ripped away from me and now, I’ll do whatever it takes to never have to be without her again.

      Somewhere in the back of my head I thought she’d be happy to see me, that she’d fall in with my plans for us without question. The rocking, crying and panic attack I wasn’t expecting. She’s not the same sweet, quiet girl she was when she left GAA, she’s different, but I don’t want her any less. In some ways she’s broken, in others she’s stronger than ever and despite her reluctance, I want her more than I ever did before.

      My arms are wrapped around her, probably a little tighter than they should be, but it feels as if I give her an inch of space, she’ll hide herself behind her wall of hurt and I won’t allow her to put distance between us. I don’t regret taking her virginity, it was always mine, it has been since she was fifteen, but a part of me wishes it hadn’t been in anger.

      The moment she strode into the kitchen in nothing but tiny panties and a bra, the night was always going to end with my dick rammed inside of her, but when she took off her clothes and kissed Hunter, my sanity dissolved and I became nothing more than fury and fire.

      Perhaps tomorrow when bruises mar her flawless skin, I’ll feel some remorse, but I doubt it. I like the idea of marking her, I did it in high school to punish her and tell everyone that she was mine and now my dick has been in her cunt I want to plant a flag in her womb and fill it with my kid.

      I’ve never not used a condom before now and it was fucking glorious. I don’t care what she wants, now I’ve felt her wrapped around my cock, there’s no way I’ll ever put anything between us. Until now she’s been on an oral birth control, but I took the supply of pills from her room when I was in there yesterday, and I won’t be allowing her to renew it. Her medical records show it was only prescribed to stop her from getting pregnant, not for anything else so she’ll be fine without it.

      Her fingers touch my hand around her waist and I smile to myself, until she starts to try to lift my arm. “What are you doing?”

      “I need to pee and then go back to my room.”

      “This is your room now.”

      Her sigh is weary, and there’s a shakiness to the sound that warns she’s close to tears again. “Does it matter that I like my room and don’t particularly want to share with you?”

      “No.” I chuckle, I know this isn’t a funny moment, but I can’t help but be amused by her.

      “If you’re keeping me here, the least you can do is let me pee so I don’t get a UTI, and then feed me, I really am hungry.”

      “If you hadn’t decided to try to use Hunter as a pole, we’d have eaten the dinner Clay cooked for us by now.”

      Her own laughter rattles through her chest, as she chuckles lightly.

      “You think it’s funny?” I snarl.

      “Tragically so.”

      Fury races through my body and my muscles tense so quickly I swear I feel them become so taut I’m worried they’ll snap. “If my brothers ever see you naked again, I’ll bend you over and fuck you right there in front of them. I’ll fill your pussy, your ass and your mouth with my cum and I’ll let them watch so they know that you’re mine, that you’ll only ever be mine.”

      “I hate you,” she whispers.

      “That’s okay, hate me all you want, but it won’t change anything. You’ll still be mine, my girl, my cum slut, my little bird.”

      “I’m not a slut, I was a virgin until you stole it. And if I’m a bird, what does that make you? Am I the prey and you the predator? Now you’ve captured me and taken what you want, why don’t you let me go?”

      “I’m your cage, Starling. I was always going to catch you, but I’m keeping you too.”

      “I hate you,” she says again.

      “Didn’t seem much like hate when you were coming all over my cock,” I say arrogantly, reluctantly sliding my arm from around her waist and sitting up. “Go pee.”

      The moment she’s free, she jumps up from the bed and rushes to the bathroom. I’ve already removed the lock from the door, just in case she tries to hide from me in there. I considered taking the door off completely, but I’m hoping she’ll learn sooner rather than later to just accept that we’re together.

      There’s a soft gasp of pain, then the sound of her peeing, and I can’t help the smile that spreads across my lips. I wasn’t gentle, she’s going to be sore, but I can’t seem to find it in me to regret that. She’s sore because I pushed my dick through her hymen and claimed her pussy for the very first time. Like a caveman I want to beat my chest with pride. Her security detail were under strict instructions to make sure no guys got close enough to think they even had a chance at taking  what’s mine, but in the last two and a half years they haven’t had to intervene even once.

      She ran from her home, her mother, her friend and started over somewhere new, but apart from her relationship with her father she’s barely made any attempt to get close to anyone else. I went to see her in Maine more than once, the last time I told her if she didn’t come home I’d take away all the people who were important to her. I was angry, furious even, and I did what I promised I would.

      Removing Courtney from her life had been almost too easy. She’d jumped ship at the first hint of popularity and a place on the arm of one of The Elite. I’d assumed Cassidy would be harder, sadly it hadn’t been difficult to persuade her that offering Starling an ultimatum was the way to go. It just never occurred to me that Starling wouldn’t back down.

      I destroyed her relationship with her mother and it’s my only regret in this whole sordid mess. Cassidy is still heartbroken and Starling is a shell of the sweet, caring girl I became obsessed with. Now that I have her back, I’ll fix it, I’ll give her back her mother and the guys can be her friends, I’ll wrap her so tightly into our group that she’ll never want to run again.

      The bathroom door opens and Starling emerges wrapped in a towel, her perfect body hidden from my view. Jumping up from the bed, I prowl toward her. She flinches and backs away, but I snap my arm out and grab the towel, ripping it from around her as I drag her to me, pressing her naked breasts against my chest as I reach down and force my hands between her legs. “Did you try to clean all my cum out of you?” I growl.

      “There was blood,” she gasps, a fine tremor running across her skin, leaving goose bumps in its wake.

      Pushing two fingers into her cunt, I smile at how slick she is. “Are you sore?”

      “Yes,” she grimaces.

      “Good.” Lifting her off the floor, I grip one of her thighs and wrap it around my waist, walking us backward until I can sit down on the edge of the bed.

      “Sebastian,” she argues.

      “All my cum is going inside you, little bird. It doesn’t matter how sore you are, or how many times I’ve taken you already that day. My little cum slut gets it all, so spread your legs and I’ll be as gentle as I can. If you fight me, I’ll make it hurt.”

      For a moment she does nothing, just stares at me, a mix of hurt, hate and desire flashing through her eyes. Then almost imperceptibly, she spreads her legs. It’s barely an inch, but it doesn’t matter, she’s done what I told her to, she made a choice and now I’ll reward her.

      “Good girl,” I coo, smoothing my palm up her spine, caressing her skin as my lips find her neck, kissing her gently. Lifting her, I use my free hand to guide my cock to her entrance, then I slowly lower her down onto my length.

      “It hurts,” she whimpers.

      “I’ll make the pain feel so good,” I promise when I’m fully seated inside of her. Using my finger, I lift her chin and lock our gazes together. “I fucking love you, Starling, I have since the moment I laid eyes on you.”

      Swallowing visibly, I don’t wait for her to respond, leaning forward and kissing her roughly. I expect her to fight, but instead she kisses me back, her tongue tentatively tangling with mine.

      “Such a good girl,” I praise, loving it when her cunt clenches around me. Using one arm, I start to lift her up and down my length slowly, pushing my other hand between us and finding her clit.

      “Your cunt is gripping me so tight. You’re so fucking perfect,” I tell her as I work her clit, lifting her up and down until her arousal coats me and her hips roll on their own, her body learning how to take me. “Good girl,” I praise again, and she moans softly. She likes it when I praise her. “You’re such a beautiful little bird, you feel perfect, I love being inside of you, I love you.”

      The more I tell her how perfect she is, how good she is, the more her hips move, her fingers gripping me tightly as her breath turns ragged and she seeks out my lips with her own, kissing me.

      “Come for me, baby, come on my cock and soak me in your sweetness.”

      “Sebastian,” she gasps, pushing up with her hips and then dropping back down, riding my cock as she chases her own release, my name on her lips.

      “That’s it, don’t stop,” I encourage. Rubbing at her clit, I clench my teeth and deny my orgasm until her cunt clamps down on me so tightly, I think she might strangle my cock. She comes on a wailing cry, throwing her head back and gasping my name. I fuck her through her orgasm and follow her over the edge, filling her with my cum again, branding her from the inside out. “My good girl, so good, so perfect,” I coo, kissing and sucking at her neck as she calms, her body melting into mine, her head falling exhausted to my shoulder.

      We stay like that for a long time, my dick inside of her and my arms wrapped around her, while her head is rested against my shoulder. Her stomach growls and chuckling, I lift her off my dick and lower her onto shaking legs. “You okay?”

      Silently she nods.

      Pushing up from the bed, I look down between her thighs to where her legs are wet and my dick gets hard again. “Fuck, little bird, I want you again.”

      “Sebastian,” she whimpers.

      “Don’t worry, as long as you behave I’ll keep my dick in my pants. You need to be able to walk in the morning.”
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      My body clenches with fucked-up arousal at his words. I shouldn’t want him to touch me and I certainly shouldn’t want to have sex with him. My pussy is pulsing so hard it could probably register on the Richter scale, but even though I should, I don’t hate the idea of him fucking me again.

      Tiny tremors of pleasure are still vibrating through me and I’m not sure if I want to smile or cry, or just curl into a ball and rock like a mental patient. My body is confused and I don’t know what to do or feel.

      I’m naked, but I’m too exhausted to care, so I just stand while he opens a large wooden dresser and pulls something out. Crossing to the closet, he grabs a shirt and heads back over to me, shocking me when he sinks to his knees at my feet, holding out a familiar pair of panties. Dumbstruck, I stare down at him, until he taps one of my ankles.

      “Lift your foot, baby.”

      I do as he asks and once both feet are through, he pulls my panties up my thighs.

      “I need to go clean up.”

      “No you don’t,” he smiles, pulling the panties over my hips, then sliding his hand over the fabric between my thighs, pressing it into the mess that’s between my legs. “I’m going to fuck you so often your panties will always be soaked, I’ll make you so desperate for me that your pussy will cream just at the sound of my voice when I tell you it’s time to be my good little bird and take my cock.”

      I shudder at his words. I don’t know what it is about him calling me good girl, or good little bird that makes me want to part my thighs and offer myself up to him. I hate him, I really do, but when he says those words to me, his breath heating my skin, I forget all about loathing him and all I can feel is want.

      Soft jersey fabric drops over my head, the shirt long enough to cover me to midthigh. Pushing my arms through the sleeve, I glance down at the Kingsacre crest on the front.

      “You look good in my clothes, little bird. Let’s go eat.”

      At some point he must have pulled on sweatpants, but his feet are bare and so is his torso. There’s a tattoo over his heart that I hadn’t noticed and as he waits for me to move, I take a closer look, then suck in a sharp gasp.

      “When did you get that?” I ask, shakily pointing to the ornate cage with the beautiful bird inside that’s inked into his flesh.

      “After you left.”

      It’s beautiful, the cage so gorgeous and real it feels like I could reach out and touch metal, but it’s the heart-shaped lock that draws my eye. “Why?” I ask, reaching out a trembling finger and running it over the lock.

      “Because I was always going to bring you back to me and I promised myself when I did, I’d lock your cage so you can never run from me again.”

      Closing my eyes, I squeeze them tightly and drag in a shuddering breath.

      “Come on, baby, I need to feed you,” he says, ushering me from the room with a hand on the base of my spine.

      I let him guide me down the stairs, too shell-shocked to protest until he’s sitting in a chair and placing me in his lap. It takes me a moment to realize the others are all in the room too, the plates still lying on the table.

      Without saying anything, Clay gets up from his seat and bustles around the kitchen, pulling a pan from the oven and placing it in the center of the table before removing the foil from the top, revealing a steaming pile of pasta coated in what looks like tomato sauce and cheese.

      My stomach lets out a loud growl and all of the guys chuckle.

      “We worked up an appetite,” Sebastian says loud enough that I feel my cheeks heat and I want to melt into the floor where I don’t have to see my stepbrother and his friends snickering and smirking.

      “And now suddenly I’m not hungry anymore,” I hiss, standing from Sebastian’s lap, only to be dragged back down, his arm suddenly an iron bar keeping me in place.

      “Sit. Eat,” he orders.

      His anger reignites the fear and anguish I’d managed to push to the back of my mind and I just want to curl into a ball and cry again. My emotions are all over the place. One minute I’m desolate, the next rebellious, the next horny, but this is what he’s always done to me. He overwhelms me until I can’t even trust my own instincts.

      “Beer, water, soda, juice?” Evan asks, dragging my attention from my internal freak-out.

      “Water’s fine, thanks.”

      Getting up from the table, he crosses to the huge built-in drinks cooler and takes out four beers and a bottle of water, then hands them out, giving me mine first. His eyes seem to be raking over me, his brows furrowed lightly.

      “Are you okay?” he asks cautiously.

      “Well, I’m a prisoner, the guy I moved halfway across the country to get away from apparently wants to lock me in a cage and I just let him take my virginity because he worked me up so hard I forgot that I hate him,” I word vomit, laughing hysterically.

      Evan’s eyes widen and he looks from me to Sebastian behind me.

      “You’re not a prisoner,” Sebastian says quietly.

      “Aren’t I? Can I get up and leave, pack my stuff and go home?”

      “No.”

      “Then let’s call a spade a spade. I’m a prisoner.”

      The guys all stare at me, like they have no idea what to say, like me calling them on their bullshit is completely unexpected.

      “Little bird,” Sebastian growls in warning.

      “There’s no point sugarcoating it, is there? You wanted me here, so here I am. None of this was my choice and you know it’s not what I want. But like you’ve already told me, what I want isn’t important, this is all about you, because I had the audacity to not fall in for your plans for me when I was sixteen.”

      “Starling.” His voice is icy, but really, what else can he do to me now that he hasn’t already?

      “What do you want from me, huh? I’m not going to pretend that I’m happy about this situation just to make you feel better about it. The four of you are holding me captive; I’m a prisoner and this is my cage,” I say, throwing my arms in the air and scoffing.

      Hunter, Evan and Clay all shuffle uncomfortably in their seats and I can’t help the smirk that spreads across my lips. “What’s up, boys? Not enjoying your role as jailer as much as you thought you would. At least Sebastian gets to fuck me. I’ll still hate him for it, but he’s getting his dick wet. What are you three getting? I don’t hate you quite as much as I despise him, but make no mistake, I hate you all too.”

      “We” Clay starts.

      “You what?” I interrupt him. “You what?”

      “We don’t want you to hate us,” Hunter says quietly, his intense eyes boring into me.

      “Awww, well that sucks for you then doesn’t it,” I say sardonically, ignoring the plate of food in front of me and reaching over to grab a roll from the bowl in the center of the table. Sebastian’s hold on me loosens marginally, so I take the opportunity to stand up. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll take my prisoner’s ration of bread and water back upstairs to my cell.” Turning to Sebastian, I smile widely. “Now am I in solitary confinement in my own bed, or am I being shackled to yours?”

      “We’ll be sleeping in our bed,” he says tersely.

      “Yes, warden, sir,” I say, offering him a mock salute before turning and marching to the door, pausing and spinning around to face the guys. “All prisoners get exercise time in the yard, I run at five a.m. and as I’m not allowed out without one of my guards, I’ll let you decide which one of you gets to accompany me.”

      My Bravado lasts until my fingers wrap around the door handle for my door and it doesn’t open. As much as I can throw sass at the guys and pretend like I’m just full of anger when I’m around them, as soon as I’m alone, the sadness and fear take over. Stumbling into Sebastian’s room, I rush into the bathroom and turn on all the faucets, letting the sound of running water cover the sound of me breaking down. Reality hits me like a wrecking ball and my legs collapse beneath me as I sink to the floor and sob into my hands for the life I should have had and the reality I’m being forced to live.

      I’m not sure how long I cry for, long enough for the water to heat and for the room to fill with steam. Pushing the plug into place I let the tub fill with water and then climb into it fully clothed, ignoring the burning sensation as the water scalds my skin. When the stinging fades, my body goes numb and I lean my head back into the water and close my eyes, steadying my breathing as I listen to the sound of the water moving around me.

      I feel it the moment he opens the door and steps into the bathroom, but I don’t open my eyes, or make any attempt to speak to him. After a moment, he leaves again and I exhale a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. When the water goes cold, I get out, shrugging his sopping-wet shirt and my panties to the floor before wrapping myself in a fluffy towel.

      His frenetic energy pulses between us when I step into the room, but I don’t speak and neither does he. I can feel his gaze following me around as I open the closet and take out another of his shirts, pulling it on.

      My stomach’s empty, but I ignore it, lifting the edge of his rumpled sheet and climbing into his bed. Rolling to my side I turn my back on him, but he doesn’t speak as he turns out the light, climbs in behind me and curls an arm around my waist.

      I’m not sure what time it is when I blink awake, it’s dark out, but my body clock is so out of whack it could be midnight or five in the morning. There’s heat at my back. Sebastian. Everything comes back to me in a rush. This is his bed, I’m his captive and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      His hand is between my thighs, fingers slowly stroking me. I could fight, but what’s the point? I’m not entirely sure he’d stop if I really didn’t want his touch, but the truth is as much as I wish I did, I don’t hate the way it feels when he makes me come.

      That’s always been the most confusing thing about how I feel when I’m around him. I’m scared of him, of the way he feels, of the way he takes over and disregards my wants, but the moment he touches me, or kisses me I’m lost to him. From the very first time that he manipulated me into stripping naked for him in my bedroom, my body has reacted to him, like he’s my very own brand of narcotic.

      In real life I despise him, but in the quiet moments, when it’s just us, I can’t deny the way he disarms me. Sure fingers part my folds and he slides two into me, not moving, just filling me.

      “Spread your legs.” His voice is rough with sleep, low and gruff.

      Pushing my legs apart I bite down on my lower lip with my teeth, determined to stay quiet. I’ll allow him to touch me, allow him to give me pleasure, but I’ll be damned if I let him see me enjoy it. He doesn’t deserve it and I’m ashamed to let him know how much I like the way he plays with my body.

      “Good girl, you’re so wet. Even though your cunt is swollen from my cock it’s still dripping for me.”

      I swallow back my moan and he continues his ministrations, not moving the fingers that are buried inside of me as his other hand finds my clit, circling it and pinching, gradually increasing the pressure until my hips are moving of their own accord, needing more.

      “Roll onto your stomach, knees up beneath you.”

      He doesn’t remove his fingers as I move, keeping the pressure on my clit until I’m face down on the bed, my knees curled up beneath me, my ass and pussy in the air.

      “Such a pretty little cunt, so tight and hot. Are you sore? Does it hurt?”

      Clasping my hand across my mouth, I stifle my moans, not making a sound.

      “Huh, you’ve got nothing to say? You had no problem talking earlier. How about we play a little game instead? Use my fingers, fuck them like you would my dick, if you can stay quiet you can sleep in your own room for the rest of the night, if not then you’ll ride my dick until you’re screaming my name loud enough for the entire house to hear, then we’re going to a party.”

      Even knowing that playing with Sebastian is a fool’s errand, I can’t help myself. His fingers are inside me and no matter how much I pretend otherwise, it feels good and my body is screaming at me to move, to give myself the friction I need.

      Rolling my hips experimentally, my sex moves up and down his fingers and a pulse of tingling sensation sparks to life at my core. He doesn’t move, and I roll my hips again, biting on my bottom lip to stay quiet.

      “Don’t stop, little bird, fuck my hand like getting off would be the key to your freedom,” he growls angrily. “My cock’s bigger than two fingers so maybe you need a third.”

      My pussy stretches painfully as he pushes a third huge finger inside of me. It hurts, the burning sensation blocking out the pleasure I’d been feeling before. Maybe that would be good, if it hurt I could stay quiet and win. Half a night in my own bed might not be such a huge victory, but he’d hate it and that would make it all the sweeter.

      Starting slowly, I push back onto him, forcing his digits in deeper, then rolling forward, allowing them to slide almost all the way out, before pushing back again. Impaling myself deep I embrace the pain, taking it in and using it to patch up the holes the pleasure has caused in my mental walls.

      “Harder,” he demands and I comply, moving faster as the pain slowly changes, morphing into an unrecognizable burn that hurts in the best way possible. My hips move of their own accord, my body’s instincts taking over, pushing away logic and rational thought and replacing it with primal need.

      By the time the first moan of bliss slips from my lips, all thoughts of winning have dissolved from my head. Me, him, the game, none of it matters when all I need is to come, to splinter and claim the pleasure my body is chasing. Just as the torrent of sensation is about to topple, his fingers are ripped from me and my pussy is empty and pulsing.

      “No,” I cry.

      Seconds later his hands are beneath me, lifting me, holding me over him, positioning me. He impales me onto his cock in one devastating move. I’m more full than I’ve ever been in my life. My legs are either side of his, my pussy stretched wide around his girth and it feels like the head of his cock is battering my stomach every time he roughly lifts me up, then slams me back down onto him.

      My first orgasm takes me by surprise, exploding with no warning and making me clamp down so hard on Sebastian’s cock he actually growls.

      “Fuck, little bird, your cunt is like a vise, but you didn’t scream my name.” His thumb finds my clit and within moments I’m coming again. This time, I do scream, gasping his name when he leans up and bites my nipple, sending an aftershock of bliss rolling through my muscles.

      “That’s it, milk my dick, take every drop of my cum.”

      My core is still fluttering when I’m lifted and spun around like I weigh less than a rag doll, his dick is inches from my face, shiny and wet with a mixture of both of us.

      “Suck me clean, little bird,” he demands, sliding his fingers into me again.

      I pause, and his palm lands on my ass, spreading my cheeks. “It’s either your mouth or your ass, I’ll let you choose.”

      My ass tightens on instinct at his threat and I part my lips and slowly suck him into my mouth.

      “Fuck, little bird, fuck your mouth feels amazing.”

      I brace for the unpleasant taste, but the salty tang isn’t as disgusting as I was expecting and there’s a sweetness that I can only assume is me? Licking and sucking, I clean all of our arousal from him, enjoying the feeling of being in control, until his hand tangles in my hair and he pulls me off him. “Enough, my dick needs a minute to recover,” he chuckles.

      “What time is it?” I ask, wiggling and trying to move from my awkward position.

      “Almost midnight.”

      “You want to go to a party now?”

      His hold on my hair tightens, dragging my head back. “Yes, get up, there’s a dress for you in the closet.”

      “I’m tired.”

      “You lost, get your ass up before I fuck you again.”

      Dragging my sore, aching body from the bed, I pad into the bathroom and turn on the shower, but his arm snakes around me turning the water off. “I need to shower.”

      “No you don’t, I want everyone to smell me on you. To know you’re owned and freshly fucked.”

      “You’re an asshole, I’m not going anywhere smelling like stale sex and self-hatred.”

      His hand tangles in my hair and he yanks my head back so hard a shriek of pain startles from my lips. “You’ll go where I tell you to go, wear what I tell you to wear and do whatever the fuck I tell you to do.”

      “Prisoner 101,” I nod. “And they say kids don’t learn anything in college these days.”

      His laugh is low and rough against my ear. “Cute. Now go get dressed.”

      He loosens his hold on my hair enough for me to turn and leave the bathroom. My flight instinct has me eyeing the door, but I know running right now isn’t my path to freedom, so instead I make my way to the closet and open the door. The space is huge and one side is filled with men’s clothes, the other with women’s. Tags are still hanging from the array of dresses, pants, shirts and other stuff. It’s more clothes than I currently own, more clothes than I’ll ever need.

      “This one,” Sebastian says, stepping past me and into the vast space, plucking a gold dress from the rod and handing it to me.

      “I can’t wear this.”

      “Why?”

      “Because you need tits and ass for a dress like this, I don’t have either.”

      “I agree you need to gain some weight, but try it on for me anyway.”

      I’m naked, but I don’t bother putting on underwear and instead just pull the dress over my head. It falls like a potato sack to midthigh, shapeless and awful.

      “Take it off,” he orders.

      Pushing the straps from my shoulders, the dress falls to my feet and I step out of it, bending down to pick it up.

      “Leave it,” he orders, picking the dress up and throwing it into the corner.

      “That’s a thousand-dollar dress,” I gasp.

      “Forget the dress. Pick something to wear.”

      “If I have to go to this party, I’d rather wear my own clothes.”

      “All you own is denim shorts and athletic wear,” he says derisively. “Pick something appropriate.”

      “There’s nothing wrong with my clothes,” I hiss through gritted teeth.

      “When you don’t want male attention, I completely agree. But you’re mine and I just got you back, I want the entire school to see you and know who you belong to. So either pick something, or you can try on everything in here until I find something I like.”

      Narrowing my eyes, I glare at him, but instead of backing down he just smiles. Shaking my head I step forward and start to root through the clothes, finding a pair of ripped jeans and pulling them on. They’re so tight they might as well be painted on, but they give me the illusion of curves that I can’t help admiring in the floor-length mirror. Spotting a pretty satin bralette in a deep-burgundy-red color, I free it from the hanger and pull it over my head, positioning it to cover my modest tits. I slide my feet into black leather pumps that I don’t need to see the red sole to know are absurdly expensive and likely impossible to walk in.

      “Fuck, little bird, I wanted to show you off, but now I’m not sure I want to share you,” he rasps, moving behind me and wrapping his arm around my waist, his face appearing in the reflection of the mirror.

      Fisting my hair, he drags it to one side and presses a kiss to the back of my neck. He softly nuzzles for a moment until his teeth clamp down and pain shoots through me as he marks me the same way he did when we were in high school.

      “Sebastian,” I cry, fighting to free myself when his arm bands around my waist, keeping me in place as he brands my skin.

      “Perfect,” he whispers when he finally releases me, admiring his work. “Put your hair up, I want to be able to see my mark on you.”

      Thirty minutes later, Sebastian half guides me, half drags me through the gates and into a waiting golf cart. I’m not sure where they were being kept but apparently, they belong to the house. Hunter, Evan and Clay keep eyeing me warily, but I have no interest in speaking to them, so I keep my gaze fixed on the passing trees and pointedly ignore all of their attempts to bring me into their conversation.

      The sound of the party hits us ten minutes before we actually reach the woods where it’s being held. Instead of having to hike down the path, Hunter drives the cart to the edge of the crowd and parks in a spot that almost seems to have been kept vacant just for them. Sebastian halts me when I try to climb out. “You’re with one of us at all times, you don’t take drinks from anyone else.”

      “Whatever,” I say childishly, but I just don’t care anymore.

      “I’m fucking serious, Starling, if you try to run, I’ll find you and when I do, I’ll lock you down so fucking tight what you’re feeling right now will seem like flying.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I promise not to try and escape tonight, warden. I’ll be a good little inmate, Scout’s honor.”

      He scowls at my tone, but really, what else can he do to me that he hasn’t already done? Taking my hand tightly in his, he climbs out of the cart first, then pulls me out, dragging me into his side and wrapping a hand firmly around the back of my neck. It’s a proprietary move and I hate that I like it, almost as much as I loathe it.

      “What do you want to drink?” Evan asks me.

      Ignoring him, I force my face into a bored expression and glance at the party raging around us.

      “Starling, can we please just try to be friends?” Clay asks.

      Turning my attention back to the three men standing in front of me, I blink slowly. “No.”

      “This is so fucked up,” Hunter growls angrily.

      “She’ll come around,” Sebastian says, his grip on me tightening.

      I laugh dryly and shake my head. “Give me one good reason why I’d want to be friends with any of you after you’ve done this to me?”

      “Because we’re all you’ve got,” Clay murmurs quietly.

      I laugh again, the sound bitter and angry. “I have plenty of practice at being alone, I’d rather have no one than any of you.”

      The three of them look… hurt? But why? It’s not like we’ve ever been close, I’d never even spoken to any of them before Sebastian bulldozed my life and destroyed it.

      Evan scowls, then turns and marches away. “This is so fucked.”

      Pulling my cell from my pocket, I tap at the screen and open up the book I started reading on the plane.

      “What are you doing?” Sebastian demands.

      “Reading.”

      “We’re at a party.”

      “So?”

      “So, you don’t fucking read at your first college party. Tell me what you want to do. Drink? Dance?”

      “You wanted me here, so here I am. You can force me to be somewhere, but you can’t force me to enjoy it.”

      “You’re in college, you should be ten shots in, making friends with perky blondes or some shit.”

      “You want me to make friends,” I scoff. “Why? So you can use them to punish me when I piss you off? Yeah, I learned my lesson, I’m good. I’m not going to run, so go do what you need to do and I’ll read my book, you can come find me when you’re ready to go.”

      His brow furrows and he looks genuinely baffled by me, like he has no idea what to do.

      “Here,” Evan says, returning with five bottles of beer in his hands.

      “I’m good,” I say, not lifting my gaze from my cell.

      “You want something else? I’m pretty sure they had wine coolers and some tequila.”

      “Nope,” I pop the p sound.

      “Take the damn beer,” Sebastian snarls.

      Reaching out, I take the bottle and immediately tip it, letting the contents fall to the ground beside me. “Thanks, that was delicious,” I deadpan.

      “Fucking hell,” Sebastian curses. “Come on, let’s go, I want to make sure everyone sees her with me.”

      “Will I get to leave quicker if I ask people to form a circle and then just bend over? You can fuck me, shouting mine, mine, mine, then everyone will know,” I snark.

      “Shut the fuck up, Starling.”

      Miming zipping my lips, I focus my attention back on my cell and start to read, or at least I pretend to read while Sebastian guides me with his tight territorial grip on the back of my neck.

      People stop us every few steps, greeting the guys like they’re the prodigal sons, returned to save the world. Sebastian introduces me to each person, but I don’t bother to engage with more than a tip of my chin, or a distracted “Hey” before I focus my attention back to my cell.

      I know people are wondering who I am and why Sebastian is giving me so much attention, when I’m making it obvious I don’t want to be at the party or with these boys, but just like in high school, no one questions them. The guys bring me more drinks, but I tip them all away without taking a sip and in the end, they give up, staring at me with sad eyes and forlorn expressions.

      All of a sudden, Sebastian’s grip on me loosens as a girl barrels into him, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him passionately. “Bastian, baby, I missed you, I missed all you guys,” Courtney says, in a breathy, lusty tone that makes me snort derisively.

      “Courtney,” Sebastian says coolly, removing the limpet from his body and setting her down a few steps from us, before reaching for me and wrapping his palm back possessively around my nape.

      “Starling, I’m surprised to see you here,” Court says tersely.

      “Hmmm,” I agree noncommittally.

      “Boys, you should come back to Harrington House with me, we could have fun, like we used to.”

      “We’re good,” Hunter tells her dismissively.

      Courtney scowls, then her gaze swings back to me. “It didn’t take you long to crawl back, you know they like to share, don’t you? Did you offer to whore yourself out for all of them? They won’t keep you, you were only ever a toy, they’ll use you, then discard you.”

      “Here’s hoping,” I say, lifting my head and smiling widely.

      “Starling,” Sebastian warns.

      “What? You can parade me around and pretend we’re all happy or what the fuck ever, and strangers might believe it, but she knows the truth. She knows I left my mom, my home and my life and ran halfway across the country just to get away from you. There’s no point pretending with her. Court wants you, she’d make perfect arm candy. You could train her to be the perfect little robot you want and when you get fed up, you can pass her along to one of the others. I’m happy to step aside and leave you two lovebirds to it, in fact, I’ll just go.” I try to step away, but Sebastian snaps his hand out and catches my wrist, manacling it in his grip, as the others close in around us, forming a human cage around me.

      “Courtney,” Evan sneers. “Go away.”

      “Are you joking? Don’t tell me you want her too?”

      “She’s my friend and my stepsister.”

      “She hates you,” her gaze travels over all four boys. “All of you, she always has. I thought she was just playing hard to get back in high school, but you really don’t want anything to do with them, do you?” she laughs gleefully.

      “No, I don’t.”

      “Oh, this is brilliant. The great Sebastian Lockwood can’t get the girl he wants to want him back.”

      “Fuck off, Courtney,” Sebastian warns.

      “Oh I’m going, for now. But when she runs again, you’ll need to come begging on your knees to get me back,” she laughs. “Starling, this has been fun. I was going to threaten you again, but I don’t need to warn you away from him, you don’t want him anyway. Bye, babe, have a good night.”

      “Bye, Court,” I smirk, thoroughly amused.

      “She threatened you?” Clay demands.

      “We had a grand reunion yesterday where she advised me she’d had you all and that her and Sebastian were practically engaged and I shouldn’t bother trying to get his attention,” I giggle.

      Strong hands grab me and I’m turned into Sebastian’s chest. Tipping my chin back he forces me to look at him. “I never fucked her.”

      “I don’t care if you did,” I shrug.
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      “I don’t care if you did.”

      Her eyes are earnest and almost laughing at me and I fight the urge to haul her into the trees and fuck her until she’s screaming my name loud enough for everyone at the party to hear. She looks beautiful, but the emptiness in her gaze pisses me off. She should care if I fucked her best friend. She should be angry, furious even, but instead she’s impassive, disinterested.

      Worry that I really did break her flows through me. It wasn’t my intention, I just wanted to punish her, to make her come back to me, to make her confess what I knew… that she wanted me as much as I wanted her. But I think I went too far. All those years ago when I told her I’d take everyone important from her, I never meant it. But when she didn’t come back, when she refused to fall in line, I was too far gone, too heartbroken that she would run from me that I acted harshly.

      The friend was always going to have to go, even knowing I was with Starling, Courtney propositioned me within hours of me first publicly claiming her friend. I told the guys to play with her a little while I cemented things with my little bird, but it turns out the rich girl, who befriended the poor girl, was just a shark, setting things up to make her friend the bait when she needed it. She confessed to Evan one time that she’d seen the way I watched Starling right from the start, seen the way the others followed her and monitored her and then just bided her time, knowing it was only a matter of waiting until I staked my claim.

      “Can we go?” Starling asks, bored.

      “No.”

      Rolling her eyes, she scowls. “Fine, can we at least sit, these shoes are killing me.”

      I glance to Hunter, who nods, leading a path through the throngs of excited college kids to a small bonfire, with lawn chairs and huge wooden benches carved out of logs set around it. Sitting down, I pull Starling into my lap, while the guys take chairs on either side of us. Several familiar faces fill the chairs opposite and suddenly, instead of it being a party, it’s a powwow for the young, rich and powerful.

      Instead of keg stands and tequila shots, the talk moves to alliances, engagements and business deals and I love it. Being here, being revered by some of the most powerful families in America with Starling on my lap, is everything I’ve ever wanted. Of course, when we leave Kingsacre we’ll change Solo cups and bonfires for boardrooms and top-shelf whiskey, but regardless of the location, my friends and I will still be the ones others seek out for approval.

      I was hoping my little bird would have a drink tonight, I ache to see her relaxed and enjoying herself, but no matter what we bring her, she just pours it away. Even in my lap, she’s still tense, poised to go, to run from me, and I’ve no doubt tomorrow she’ll have bruises from how tight my grip is on her.

      Letting her go isn’t an option, so I need to fix what I broke. I need to make her fall in love with me, to make her see that I can make her happy. The guys are all pissed at me too, Starling is so angry at all of us, but I don’t think they expected her hatred and it’s eating at them, especially Evan. She’s his stepsister and I know he genuinely wants a relationship with her.

      “Let’s go,” I say, lifting her from my lap and onto her feet, holding her steady with my hands around her waist. Draping my arm across her shoulders, I press a kiss to the side of her neck as I follow Clay through the crowds and back to the cart that’s parked in our spot. I might not have been at Kingsacre for the last couple of years, but the others were, and I visited my brothers enough that people already knew who I was before I officially transferred. Our status on campus is why we have a parking spot mere feet from the party, and why our cart is untouched and there’s a clear path out without us having to wait for others to move. Lifting Starling onto the seat, I climb in next to her, placing a restraining hand on her thigh as Evan drives us back to the house. I’m tense until the huge metal gates close behind us and I know she’s contained, unable to run from me.

      It's nearly three a.m., but instead of heading upstairs I follow the guys to the kitchen, towing Starling along with me.

      “I’m tired, I’m going to sleep,” she says, trying to tug her hand free of my grip.

      “You need to eat first,” Hunter says quietly. “We’ve been here two days and all you’ve eaten is half a sandwich and a dry roll, you’re practically wasting away anyway.”

      “I’m not hungry and how do you know what I’m eating, are you all following me?”

      “There’s always eyes on you,” I tell her, not flinching at the accusing glare she darts in my direction.

      “Please, Starling, just eat something. I’ll make whatever you want,” Hunter begs.

      “I need to sleep,” she argues.

      “Eat and then you can sleep, little bird,” I tell her.

      “What do you fancy? Burgers, sandwiches, waffles, pancakes, French toast,” he offers a little desperately.

      “Prisoners don’t normally get a choice,” she snaps.

      “You’re not a prisoner,” I snarl.

      Her scoff is derisive and dark. “I’ve been a prisoner since the day you declared I was yours. You tried to wrap it up in a pretty girlfriend bow, but if you take all the glitz away, I’m still here against my will. Why don’t you just tell me what I’ve got to eat and I’ll eat it, so I can go and sleep.”

      Hunter’s shoulders slump and he moves silently around the kitchen, pulling together the ingredients for a sandwich as we all silently watch. He slides it in front of Starling and she picks it up and slowly eats, opening the bottle of water he places in front of her and drinking, until both the plate and bottle are empty.

      “Can I go to bed now?” she asks.

      I nod and she kicks off her shoes, bends to pick them up and leaves. I listen as she climbs the stairs, not relaxing until my cell beeps to notify me that my bedroom door has been opened.

      “This is so fucked up,” Clay growls.

      “You need to let her go, this isn’t going to work, she fucking hates you, all of us,” Evan says sadly. “She’s my sister, man, and she really fucking hates me. I don’t… I’ve never had a sibling before, I don’t…” he trails off, his expression defeated.

      “Was she like this in Maine? This angry? What about friends? Is there anyone we could bring here, to make this easier for her?” Hunter asks.

      “She didn’t make any friends, it was just her and her dad. We can’t bring him here, he hates me, she told him everything,” I admit.

      “She must have some friends, there must be someone,” Clay says.

      “According to the guards I had in the school, she didn’t. She went to school, did her work, but she was a loner, never engaged, never went out, never really spoke to anyone unless she absolutely had to.”

      “You need to let her go, get her a place at the school she wanted to go to in Maine,” Evan tells me.

      “No,” I snarl. “She’s mine.”

      Shoving back his chair and jumping to his feet, Evan parts his lips, ready to yell at me, but Hunter speaks first. “She’s broken, we broke her. This girl isn’t the same Starling we knew, this isn’t the same Starling you fell in love with.”

      “Then we fix her,” I shout.

      “You need to give her space,” Clay suggests.

      “She’ll run, she’s planning her escape already, her eyes are always searching for a chance to get away. You can’t stop her from going home for the holidays and once she leaves, unless you do something to fix this, she won’t come back,” Evan says.

      “So we don’t let her go,” I snap. “We take her home to Green Acres for the holidays, she needs to fix things with Cassidy anyway.”

      “I’m not sure that’s fixable,” Evan sighs. “Starling only takes Cassidy’s calls on her birthday and Christmas, the rest of the time she just doesn’t answer. Cass cries so hard every time it goes to voice mail that my dad told her to stop calling. We destroyed their relationship and I think forcing Starling to come home will only make things worse.”

      “We really are the fucking monsters she thinks we are,” Hunter laughs darkly. “We have until winter break to fix this, if we haven’t, then I’ll drive her to the airport myself and pay for her tuition for her new school. We ruined this girl, we did this and if we can’t fix it, then none of us deserve to have her in our lives.”

      When Hunter storms from the room, I stay stuck in my seat, trying to process what he just said. He’s right, this is all our fault, but I know I can’t and won’t give her up, even if I’ll never deserve her. One by one, Evan then Clay leave, until it’s just me sitting alone in the kitchen, considering my sins and what I can do to atone for them. By the time I push the door open to my bedroom and step inside I have a plan in my mind, a way to make her want me, to make her need me the same way I need her.

      As I strip out of my clothes and climb into the bed beside her, I vow to fix this, one way or another, there’s no other option.
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      My eyes open a few minutes before my alarm goes off and I groan, stretching my arms and legs as sleep dissolves from my muscles, only the pain of yesterday’s activities pulsing between my thighs. I can feel the heat of Sebastian’s body behind me and I freeze, hoping not to wake him as I roll toward the edge of the bed.

      “Where are you going?” he asks sleepily.

      “For a run.”

      “No.”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s too early, run later.”

      “I run at five.”

      “Not anymore you don’t,” he growls tiredly, wrapping one arm around my waist and the other in my hair as he drags my head backward and presses his lips against mine.

      Yanking my head away from him, I wince as a chunk of hair comes free, wiggling away and into a sitting position. “I need to run, Sebastian,” I gasp, feeling panic start to rise into my throat.

      “Hey, what the fuck?  What’s the matter?” he asks, sitting up in bed and staring at me, wide eyed.

      “I. Need. To. Run,” I say through panic-laden breaths. “It keeps me sane. I need to run.”

      “Calm down. You’re not going on your own, you don’t leave this fucking house without one of us. How far do you go? You sort of wandered last time.”

      “You followed me?” I pant, my chest feeling tight, my vision dimming at the sides.

      “Of course I did, you got up in the middle of the night, it’s fucking dangerous.”

      My eyes feel too large for my head, my skin tight. He’s not going to let me go, I’m a prisoner, but even those in jail get to roam and have some exercise. I’m on the verge of another panic attack, I’ve never had two so close together, but this is what being around him does to me. My mind descends into a mental tailspin and there’s nothing I can do but brace for impact and hope I’m still me on the other side.

      “Fuck. Little bird, stop, just fucking breathe, I’ll run with you, but if you try to leave campus there will be consequences.”

      Nodding rapidly, I scramble off the bed as he reaches for me. His brow furrows as if he’s surprised that I wouldn’t want to be touched by him when I’m feeling this overwhelmed and vulnerable. My dad would comfort me, he’d talk me off this ledge I’m balanced precariously on, but he isn’t here and Sebastian is the cause of my panic, not the resolution.

      Ignoring the fact that I’m naked except for one of his shirts, I stand up and try to expand my lungs and pull in as much air as I can. Closing my eyes, I try to forget where I am and who I’m with and picture myself in my room at my dad’s place. I pretend the silence is the peace of the calm existence we lived and gradually it works. When I open my eyes I’m not in the bedroom anymore, I’m in the bathroom, backed up against a cool tile wall, my hands covering my ears.

      Blinking, I cough to clear my dry throat. I’m not sure how I got in here, if I walked myself, or if Sebastian carried me in here. My throat is sore and my chest is still tight, but I can breathe and the blind panic has faded to a pulsing undertone of anxiety that I know won’t go away anytime soon. My hands are shaking as I reach in and turn on the shower, not waiting for it to warm before I step beneath the frosty-feeling water. The cold shocks me, but I embrace it, stripping off his shirt and ducking my hair beneath the frozen stream, dousing myself before it becomes lukewarm. I turn the water off before it gets hot and jump out of the shower, rubbing my goose bump–coated body with a towel.

      When I finally lift my head, I find Sebastian standing in the doorway watching me. “Are you okay?”

      Silently I nod.

      He nods back, but all of the smugness has gone from his expression and in its place is a cold vacantness that terrifies me. He hated that I flinched from his touch, even back in high school, so it must be driving him crazy that I won’t let him comfort me when I freak out now. Without a word he moves to the dresser and opens a drawer, pulling out panties, running shorts and a sports bra and tossing them toward me. Opening a second drawer, he pulls out clothes for himself and we dress in silence.

      “My sneakers and AirPods are in my room.”

      “It’s open, we’ll move the rest of your stuff into our room once we get back.”

      “I’d rather keep my things in my room.”

      “Not your choice, I thought you understood that.”

      Because I’m your prisoner, I say inside my head, but I manage to keep my expression clear as I run up the stairs to my room and grab my sneakers, armband and AirPods. I could barricade myself inside and refuse to leave, but I really do need to run, so instead I descend the stairs and then calmly make my way out of the front door, hating that the electric gates open the moment they sense our presence.

      The urge to run is almost overwhelming. If I had a car, if I could outrun him, if there was a chance I’d escape, I’d bolt and never stop running until I was free of him. But here and now there’s nowhere to go, at least not before he caught me.

      Pushing my buds into my ears, I do my usual stretches, set my run tracker, turn up my mellow running playlist and go. I don’t bother to look behind me, I know he’s following, I can feel the intensity of his presence but I refuse to let him infiltrate my happy place, so I ignore him and just run. After a while, the routine of putting one foot in front of the other settles into place and I lengthen my stride, enjoying the freedom of living entirely in my head from one step to the next.

      I don’t turn toward the main gates this time, instead I circle around the main building again, looping the entire smattering of brick-built buildings as I go. Running the same loop another three times, I reluctantly turn back toward the house, my lungs warm, my legs comfortably sore. Ignoring the vending machines I stopped at yesterday I continue straight on to the house, feeling a resigned sense of hatred for the place the moment it comes into view.

      Sebastian passes me for the first time when we reach the gates, using his key card to unlock it, then motioning for me to walk through. My feet stop on the threshold, and I glance up at the house, my prison. I don’t want to willingly incarcerate myself again, but I’m not sure there’s another choice, at least not for the minute. I will get away from here and him, but I can’t be impulsive, I need to be calm, make a plan, know where I’m going and how I’ll get him to leave me alone for good the next time I run.

      Stepping through the gate, I march up to the front door and straight into the house, not pausing as I make my way to the kitchen and pull a bottle of water from the refrigerator. I suppose technically, it’s not mine to drink, but I figure the least the assholes I’m living with can do is buy drinks and snacks, I am their prisoner after all.

      Drinking thirstily, I gulp down the cold liquid between pants. I ran a little over ten miles and my muscles are fatigued in the way that makes me smile even though I’m coated in sweat and panting.

      One of my buds is pulled from my ear and I startle, spinning around to glare at Sebastian. “Hey.”

      “You run ten miles every morning?”

      “Sometimes at night too.”

      “You never used to run.”

      “I never did a lot of things until you invaded my life.”

      “Why are you pretending that I was such a fucking monster?” he demands.

      Tipping my head back, I close my eyes and inhale, attempting to calm my flaring anger. “You can keep me here, you can control my life again, you can force me to sleep in your bed and have sex with you, but you don’t get to know what’s going on in here.” I tap at my temple.

      His hand wraps around my neck, gripping me tightly as he backs me against the refrigerator, the glass cold against my heated skin. My heart is racing and it’s not through fear, or at least it’s not all fear that’s making my skin tremble and my nipples pebble. Firm lips find mine and he plunders my mouth, not touching me anywhere else other than the palm around my throat and his lips on mine.

      I should fight, knee him in the balls or claw at his hold around my throat, but instead I melt into him, kissing him back as I tangle my fingers in his shirt and wrap my legs around his hips, grinding my sore pussy against his hard dick.

      A moan of protest falls from my lips when he pulls away, ending the kiss.

      “Looks like I’m forcing you, doesn’t it, little bird? It’s time to stop pretending I’m the bad guy when you want me as much as I do you.”

      “Enjoying sex isn’t the same as wanting you,” I rasp.

      “You’ll learn to love me the way I love you, and if I have to do that through orgasms, well that works for me. You’re mine and I’ll make you love me, make you want me, make you need me. Go shower and get ready for class, I’m not in until later so Clay’s going to take you.”

      “I’m not a child, I don’t need a fucking babysitter.”

      “Look me in the eye and tell me you won’t run if I let you go out on your own.”

      Lifting my gaze, I try to make myself seem honest and calm, but the truth is we both know I’d be gone the moment I got a chance, and he’s smiling before I’ve even opened my mouth.

      “Exactly, you’re a flight risk, Starling, so it’s either a babysitter or you stay here.”

      “I hate you,” I snarl, pushing him away from me.

      His smile is sinister. “I’m okay with that.”

      “I need my stuff from my room.”

      “The door’s open, but I want you to wear some of the things I bought you.”

      “I told you most of that won’t fit, you bought clothes for someone who looks like Courtney, not for me,” I snap. “I’ll let her know you got her some gifts, I’m sure she’ll be more than grateful.”

      “We’ll go shopping after class and you can pick things that will fit your body until you put on some weight. I plan to make sure you eat properly from now on.”

      Rolling my eyes childishly, I stomp up the stairs and into my turret. Yesterday morning I was so grateful for the peaceful space, but now all the joy has been sucked out of the room. Turning on my shower, I wash and then wrap myself in a towel and open my closet door. It’s empty, entirely empty, all of my meager belongings stripped from the rod and removed while I showered.

      Anger barrels through me and I drop my towel to the floor and descend the stairs completely naked, the multitude of bruises Sebastian’s rough treatment has given me clearly on display. Throwing open the door to his room, I find him sitting on the edge of the bed, wearing only a pair of black boxer briefs, his cock hard and straining at the fabric.

      “Come here, little bird.”

      “No, I need to get ready for class,” I protest, trying to step around him. Snapping his hand out, he grabs my wrist as I pass and hauls me back to him.

      “Get on your knees.”

      I shake my head. “No.”

      “Get on your fucking knees, your cunt must be sore, but I’ll fuck it if you force me to. I told you all my cum was for you, so get on your fucking knees and open your mouth.”

      My shocked gasp is so loud it’s almost funny. “You can’t do this…” I whisper.

      “Who’s going to stop me,” he taunts. “Now get on your knees, I want to feel your lips around my dick.”

      A shudder ripples through me as I slowly sink to my knees between his legs. I expect him to stay seated, but instead he stands, his cock level with my face.

      “Take my cock out.”

      My fingers shake as I reach out and push his boxers over his hips until his hard dick bobs free, precum dripping from the tip.

      “Lick the head,” he orders.

      Tentatively, I push out my tongue and lick over the swollen head, the taste of the clear salty liquid filling my mouth. I feel a tear leak from my eye and roll down my cheek. He catches it with his thumb, bringing it to his lips and sucking it into his mouth.

      Soft fingers stroke over my hair as he caresses me. “Eyes on me, little bird, I want to watch. Look how hard I am. It’s all for you, my dick’s only ever gotten hard for you since the moment I saw you.”

      “Sebastian,” I whisper, but I’m not sure what I want. Most of me wants to get up, to run away and hide, but a small part of me wants to lick him, to tease him and taste him and make him come. I want to make him feel as out of control as he makes me, I want to take back some of the power he’s wielding over me.

      “Get to it, little bird, show me how much you want my dick. I want to feel the back of your throat, show me how much of a good girl you can be.”

      More tears fall from my eyes and I close them, hiding from him in the only way I can.

      “Open your eyes, no hiding,” he demands as if he can read my thoughts.

      Leaning forward, I part my lips, my eyes locked on him as I engulf the head with my mouth. His skin is warm, almost hot, and a wave of something that feels a lot like desire washes over me.

      “Jesus fuck, your mouth feels amazing,” he rasps, his fingers tightening in my hair until pain laces across my scalp.

      I suck on the head until his hips start to move, pushing his length farther into my mouth. “That’s it, little bird, all the way in, show me how good a cock sucker you can be. I’m going to take your mouth every fucking day, so you need to learn how to get me off.”

      Trying to move, I start to withdraw my mouth, letting his dick slide out, but he doesn’t allow it, holding my head firmly in place and pushing his cock down my throat until I gag. I slap at his legs, but he doesn’t release me. His fingers tangled in my hair, he holds me in place, my nose pressed against his groin for a long second, until eventually he lets me pull back and I gasp for air the moment my throat isn’t full of his dick.

      I’ve barely got my breath before he’s pushing back into my throat again, only this time he doesn’t hold me there, allowing me to set the pace and depth as he groans words of encouragement.

      “Fuck, little bird, that’s good, so fucking good.”

      “Don’t stop, god, don’t fucking stop.”

      By the time my jaw begins to ache, I’m enjoying myself, it’s not the act necessarily, but the power I feel as I’m doing it. His dick is in my mouth, one clamp of my teeth and I could literally bite his cock in half. Right now he’s at my mercy, his pleasure completely dependent on me.

      “I’m coming, baby, swallow it all, don’t lose any of it,” he growls animalistically, holding my hair tightly and keeping me in place as he comes in my mouth in thick spurts that hit the back of my throat, forcing me to swallow instinctively.

      When his hips stop jerking and his cock starts to soften, he drags my head away and smiles down at me with a look of… awe on his face? Grabbing me beneath my arms, he pulls me from the floor, holding me to his chest as he kisses me almost reverently. I know I’m not the first person to suck his cock, but for whatever reason, he seems ecstatically happy with me right now.

      “Fuck, little bird, you’re perfect, so fucking perfect. I love you so damn much,” he praises, before his lips find mine and he kisses me again, not caring that his cum was in my mouth only moments ago.

      I melt into his embrace, then remind myself that I’m his prisoner and force myself to pull away and stiffen. “I have class.”

      “You could stay home,” he cajoles, his smile charming and compelling.

      “It’s the first day.”

      “Fine,” he sighs dramatically, flinging himself down onto the bed to watch me get dressed.

      My meager belongings have been added to the row of new clothes in the closet, looking shabby and cheap beside the expensive designer offerings he’s bought. No matter how nice the clothes are, I don’t want anything from him, so I ignore all of the beautiful things in favor of my ratty denim shorts and a plain tank top I bought at Target.

      “Keep the shorts, but change the top,” he remarks when I step out of the closet fully dressed.

      “I like this tank.”

      “I can see your nipples.”

      “No you can’t, I have a bralette on.”

      “Starling, change the shirt. Now.”

      With a scowl, I turn and head back into the closet, stripping the tank over my head and replacing it with one of the things he got me. It’s a cropped shirt, with armholes that are wide enough you can see all of my white lace bralette from the sides.

      “No,” he snarls.

      Smirking, I spread my arms wide. “You picked this shirt.”

      “I didn’t know it’d be that sexy.”

      “That’s sounds like a you problem, not a me problem,” I shrug. “Now I need to go, or I’ll be late for class. Did you say Clay’s my prison guard today?”

      “Little bird, you’re fucking pushing it with that attitude. Now your ass isn’t leaving this room wearing that shirt, go change to something that covers what’s mine.”

      “You’ve had a problem with the last two shirts, why don’t you just go pick something so I can leave.”

      Lips pressed together into a hard line, he climbs up off the bed, tucks his still semihard dick into his boxer briefs and storms past me and into the closet. The sound of his muttering filters into the bedroom and I cross my arms over my chest and wait impatiently, tapping my foot against the wooden flooring.

      “Here, put this on,” he says, stomping out of the closet and holding out one of his T-shirts for me to wear.

      “Fine, whatever,” I say, pulling the tank over my head and replacing it with his shirt. It’s huge on my much smaller frame, so I quickly roll the hem up and tie it in a knot at my hip, then fold the sleeves over so they fit a little better.

      Perhaps another girl would be bothered that they’re wearing a huge guy’s shirt, but I really don’t care what I wear. Instead of fighting with him, which would mean exchanging more words than I want to, I just grab my backpack, cell phone, AirPods and Chucks and leave the room without a single glance back in his direction.

      I find the other guys all in the kitchen. Hunter is flipping pancakes on a griddle, while Evan is sitting at the dining table and Clay is leaning against the counter.

      “Inmate Kennedy, reporting, sir,” I drawl sarcastically to Clay.

      “You need to eat, I made you breakfast,” Hunter says, flashing me a soft smile.

      “No, thanks.”

      “You need to eat, you ran miles this morning,” Evan agrees.

      “The asshole upstairs already made me change my shirt three times, I’m late, I’m ready to leave.”

      “Starling, can we please just call a truce?” Evan begs.

      “I’ll wait outside, if I’m late you can explain the reason why,” I say, ignoring Evan and speaking directly to Clay. Turning my back on all of them, I march out the front door, inhaling deeply and trying to find that elusive, full breath that’s eluded me since I came back to Florida.

      “Here,” Clay says, appearing beside me, holding out a banana and a bottle of water.

      The moment the gates slide open wide enough for me to fit through, I stride away, trying to figure out a way to escape without him realizing. Pushing my AirPods into my ears, I drown out the sound of him with some old-school ’90s angry-girl music. The dulcet tones of Alanis Morrisette fill my ears and I manage to block out all thoughts of Elite, Collinwood House and anything else that’s related to Sebastian Lockwood. Instead, I focus on the crescendo that the music is building inside of me. I try not to think about the fact that my mom calls this album the sound of her puberty, or that it was her who told me to listen to it one day when I was filled with teenage hormone-induced rage. By the time I reach the building my very first college class is being held in, I’m angry and empowered. I am woman hear me roar.

      “I’ll be here when your class finishes,” Clay tells me.

      “Fantastic, I can hardly wait,” I deadpan, flashing him my middle finger as I open the door to my classroom and walk inside. Intro to economics is quite possibly the most boring class I’ve ever taken, but as I have no idea what I want to major in, I figure I might as well get as many of my required general ed classes out of the way in my first semester.

      After two years of avoiding people and friendships, I’ve got becoming invisible down to a fine art. Most people think that sitting at the back of a class makes you unapproachable, but that’s where they have it wrong, you actually need to be a row or two away from the front. No one likes the people who sit on the front row, but they never notice the mediocre middle people, so that’s who I’ve become. Two rows from the front, two-thirds of the way along the row, I’m in the perfect position to be completely unremarkable. Or at least that’s what I’d be if the beautiful Clay Jansen wasn’t waiting right outside the classroom doors for me the moment the bell rings to signal the end of class.

      He's the type of attractive that it’s impossible to ignore, so all my hard work to blend into the crowd is destroyed when everyone watches him smile widely at me. Ignoring him, I pass him as if he’s a complete stranger, but he races to catch up with me and slings his arm over my shoulders. “Your next class isn’t for an hour, I thought we could go grab a coffee and maybe something to eat.”

      “No thanks.”

      “Okay, so what do you want to do for the next hour?”

      “I don’t really care what you do, but I plan to go sit my ass down under that tree over there and read,” I say tersely, walking to a tree and sliding down the trunk until my ass is rested against the roots in the grass.

      I ignore Clay as he paces in front of me, obviously at a loss for what to do. Eventually, he sinks to the ground beside me and sighs dramatically. “We’re trying to fix things,” he says after an interminably long silence.

      I try to ignore him, engaging with any of them is futile, but I find myself eager to understand them, at least in this. Lowering my cell to my lap, I exhale, lift my head and stare at him. “Why?”

      “Because we don’t want you to hate us.”

      I’m disappointed by his answer, I’m not sure what I was expecting, but I wanted, no needed something more than just that lame, surface-level explanation.

      “What does it matter if I hate you? We’re not friends, we never have been. I’d never spoken a single word to any of you before the day Sebastian took over my life. He didn’t ruin our relationship, we never had one. So be honest, just be fucking honest, what difference does it make if I hate you all?”

      His eyes flash with hurt, but what does he have to be hurt about?

      “Did Bastian tell you that he spotted you on your very first day at GAA?”

      “Probably, he’s said a lot of bullshit, I try not to listen.”

      Clay laughs a little brittlely. “Well, he did. He saw you in the group of new freshmen and he literally stumbled over his own feet just at the sight of you. For him it was instant. Love at first sight or whatever you want to call it. But he knew he couldn’t approach you. You were a freshman, freshmen are untouchable, even to The Elite.”

      “This is a cute story and all, but what does this have to do with you?”

      “We followed you.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “He wanted you to be safe, so we followed you. Me, Evan and Hunter, we followed you, learned everything we could about you, because he loved you.”

      “I was barely fifteen and he was what? Sixteen, almost seventeen? Did none of you ever just put his want for me down as a childish crush? Normal people don’t obsess over a girl they’ve never spoken to, they don’t have them followed, stalked. They walk up to them and say, hey.”

      Clay smiles a soft, aw-shucks smile. “Our families make alliances. We don’t marry for love, we marry to create bonds with other rich families, it’s old fashioned, but it’s how the rich stay rich and powerful. If Bastian had been older when he saw you, he wouldn’t have been able to pursue you, because his family would already have had someone lined up for him to marry. Claiming you when he did, before he even knew your name is the only way his parents would have even allowed him to take you out on a date.”

      “So you, Evan and Hunter already have fiancées?” I ask skeptically.

      “My parents are in talks with the La Mar family, there’s been talk about Hunter and the Hollins girl and Evan was expected to marry Bunny Lawrence, but your mom is putting up some resistance about an arranged marriage that Harry is indulging at the minute.”

      I’m shocked by how calmly he’s talking about marrying a girl he doesn’t care for, like it’s a business arrangement, which I suppose it is. “This still doesn’t explain why you care if I hate you.”

      He sighs, wearily. “Because for a whole year we got to know you, we watched you work too hard, watched you with Courtney, with your mom, we felt like we knew you, like you were one of us. You are one of us. Bastian is my brother, so that makes you my sister. I’ve never had a sibling before, but I want us to be friends, for you to rely on us.”

      His words and his expression are earnest, almost hopeful, but instead of feeling sympathy, I’m outraged.

      “You think of me like a sister?” I ask, needing to see if I’m understanding what he’s saying.

      “Yes,” he nods eagerly.

      “If I were your sister, would you want my life to be completely controlled by a man?”

      His eyes cloud, but I don’t stop. “As your sister, would you want me to be in a powerless relationship where I was being held against my will, where in a fit of anger a man isolated me, removed all the meaningful relationships in my life until all I had left was him? Would you want your sister to be held captive by that man, forced to have sex with that man and used for his pleasure without thought for if that was something she wanted?”

      He fidgets uncomfortably from his spot on the floor. “It’s”

      I interrupt him. “Are you going to say it’s not like that? Because from where I’m sitting, it’s exactly like that. Sebastian strolled into my life when I was barely sixteen years old and declared I was his. When I was so unhappy and lonely that I ran to the other side of the country to get away from him, he threw a tantrum and destroyed my relationship with my mother. Years later, he orchestrated a situation that has left me yet again vulnerable and isolated, only this time, he took my virginity and is literally holding me captive in a very expensive cage.”

      Clay swallows thickly. “Did he.” He pauses, swallows again and then speaks. “Did he rape you?”

      I laugh and the sound is dark and hollow. “Does it matter?”

      He nods. “Yes, it does.”

      “And what if he did? What would you do if I told you that he raped me?”

      “I’d take you to the police and I’d make sure he got what he deserved.”

      “So, stalking and imprisonment is okay, but you draw the line at rape?” I scoff. “I’ll have to remember that.”

      “Oh fuck, he raped you, didn’t he? Jesus, fuck, I didn’t, I didn’t… Let’s go, I’ll take you now, we’ll go to the police, now. Did he, er did he hurt you, I mean other than that? Oh fuck,” Clay’s rambling, his words coming out in an almost indistinguishable rush as he jumps up from the grass and holds out his hand for me to take, then immediately drops it to his side again. “I’m sorry, of course you don’t want me to touch you, I let him… fuck.”

      “He didn’t rape me.” I could have said he did, I could have used this as a way to get my revenge, to get away from them once and for all, but it would be a lie. As much as I wish everything he’d done to me had been taken, the moment he touches me, I’m more than willing.

      “He, he didn’t?”

      “No, although it’s nice to know you do have a conscience in there somewhere.”

      “I would never, not knowingly.”

      “But you didn’t know, did you? You let him force me to sleep in his bed, not knowing or really caring what he’d do to me, or if I’d be okay with it. Is that any different really?” I ask.

      His hands are shaking as he runs them through his hair, pressing his lips together in a firm line. I swear there are tears in his eyes, but before I have a chance to ask him, he shakes his head. “You’re right, it’s no better.” Then he turns and walks away, leaving me alone, sitting on the grass, watching him go.
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      Clay’s face is tight and pale when he throws open the front door and storms into the kitchen. “Did you rape her?”

      “What?”

      “Did you rape her?”

      “No, of course I fucking didn’t, I love her. Where the fuck is she?”

      “When I left her she was sitting beneath a tree. But that’s not important, I want you to look me in the eye and promise on her life that you didn’t fucking rape her.”

      Standing, I cross the room to where one of my best friends is looking at me like I’m a fucking monster and stop when I’m only inches from him. Then I lock eyes with his. “I didn’t rape her.”

      He nods, then steps back and rubs at his face with his hands.

      “Did she tell you I did?”

      Laughing, he shakes his head, his eyes glassy. “No, she said you didn’t rape her, but she did make me see things a little more from her fucking side. We can’t do this. We can’t keep her here. I know you call her little bird, but she’s a human and she doesn’t want this. I won’t be her jailer anymore.”

      “Me either,” Evan says, appearing in the doorway. “And I know Hunter doesn’t want this either. It’s wrong, bro. She’s so fucking different, so fucking broken and we did that to her. You need to leave her alone and pay for some fucking therapy for all the damage we’ve done to her.”

      “I can’t let her go,” I confess.

      “This Starling isn’t the girl you fell in love with. She’s fundamentally different, the shit we’ve put her through, it changed her and the truth is, bro, you don’t know her, not really. You know stuff about her, but you don’t know her,” Evan tells me.

      “I love her.”

      “I know,” he says sadly. “But she doesn’t love you. She doesn’t even like you. She hates all of us and she should.”

      “I can’t just let her go, I can’t.”

      “Even if you’ll know she was never with you by choice, that she’ll never feel anything but hatred for you?” Clay asks.

      “She wants me.”

      “Bro, we’re a walking fucking example that you don’t need to have feelings for someone to have sex with them. Lust is a hormone; it doesn’t mean anything. Sex is just sex.”

      “She’s mine,” I say, the words sounding so right on my lips.

      “Is she? Or are you just hers?” Clay asks quietly.
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      As I watch Clay disappear from sight, I wonder if this is all some elaborate trick Sebastian has come up with to test me to see if I’ll run. It’s the type of thing he’d do, allow me a long enough chain to hang myself with and then enjoy punishing me for trying to get away from him.

      For a moment I think about just leaving, walking out of the gates and not looking back, but what’s the point if he’ll just go back to having people watching me twenty-four seven? I might as well be here and getting a good college degree. I’m a prisoner either way, because I was never free of him, even when I thought I was.

      I wait for Clay to come back, or for Sebastian to hunt me down, but no one comes and in the end, I decide to just go to class. If he really does have eyes on me then he’ll know where I am. My English class is a little more interesting than econ, and my sociology class even has me sitting forward in my seat as I listen to the professor speak passionately about the study of people and the things we’re going to be looking at.

      When no one is waiting for me at the end of the period, I make my way over to the cafeteria and pick some food, choosing to take it to an empty table in the courtyard, rather than share with other students.

      Sammy, the girl who followed me to freshmen orientation, spots me, shouting my name as she makes a beeline across the courtyard. Dropping her tray to the table, she plops down into the seat opposite me. “We should exchange cell numbers, that way we could arrange to meet for lunch when we can,” she says enthusiastically.

      “Er, yeah I’m not sure of my schedule yet,” I tell her, considering just dumping my lunch like I had the day she decided to join me for breakfast. But I’m hungry, except for the sandwich Hunter made me and Sebastian forced me to eat, I don’t actually remember the last time I had a proper meal. My stomach feels hollow and empty, and the burger I’ve picked smells amazing, so instead of leaving, I ignore her and eat while she has a completely one-sided conversation, telling me all about her first two classes and her sex-crazed housemates.

      “I swear all they’ve done is have sex since the moment we got here, I found the six of them all doing it at the same time in the living room the other day. My house is like a permanent orgy, which is fine, more power to them, but I don’t want to touch anything, just in case there’s fluid or something on it. I spoke to student housing, but they said there’re no rooms in any of the other houses on campus at the minute and I either have to just deal with it till someone moves out, or rent a place off campus.”

      Instead of paying attention, I zone her out and daydream about Sebastian fucking me in the kitchen or the living room and the guys walking in on us. The thought is kind of hot. None of the others are remotely sexually attractive to me, although they’re all beautiful men, but the idea of them watching Sebastian fuck me, is much more appealing than it should be.

      My body starts to heat as I imagine him bending me over the kitchen counter, his dick pounding into me while Hunter, Clay and Evan watch him play my body until I’m nothing but need and sensation, begging the man I hate to make me scream in the way only he knows how.

      “Starling. Starling,” Sammy calls, dragging me from my dirty daydream and forcing me back to the present.

      “Sorry, what?”

      “I was asking if you fancied doing something tonight? We could go out for drinks or just hang out at your house. Which house are you in again?”

      “Collinwood,” I tell her, instantly regretting it.

      “Collinwood is one of the private houses, is your family alumni?”

      “Er, no, but my mom’s new husband’s family is. I’m here on a scholarship, but I’m assuming he pulled strings to have me put in the house rather than the normal scholarship housing.”

      “But that house is owned by…” she trails off. “What did you say your surname was?”

      Shoving the last bite of my burger into my mouth, I stand abruptly, grabbing my tray. “Sorry, I have plans tonight.” Dumping the remaining food into the trash, I hoist my backpack onto both shoulders and walk away.

      I only have one more class today, so I head straight over to the gym for the university-required PE course I have to take. Luckily, the class description said it was a free-form exercise requirement, with no grades, just mandatory attendance. Signing in on the sheet, I follow the other people into a huge gymnasium and take a seat in the bleachers. A few minutes later, an instructor arrives and hands out a sheet listing all the exercise classes that are available, as well as use of the indoor running track, weight gym and swimming pool. All we have to do to pass is spend an hour and a half here twice a week. After that we all head for the changing rooms and I switch out my clothes for a sports bra and a pair of running shorts and head for the yoga class that’s on today’s list.

      There’re only a handful of other attendees, but by the time the class has ended I feel calm and relaxed.

      “Hey,” a male voice says as I make my way out of the yoga studio and over to the running track, intending to do a couple of laps just to warm down.

      “Hey,” I say, barely acknowledging him.

      “I’m Chase.”

      “Starling.”

      “Do you wanna run together?” he asks hopefully.

      “I’m just going to do a couple of laps to warm down.”

      “That’s okay, I’ll use it as my warm-up,” he smiles. He’s tall, but not as tall as Sebastian, broad like a football player maybe, or at least athletic.

      Not saying anything else, I walk to the edge of the track and then break into a light jog. He keeps pace at my side for the first half of a lap.

      “Are you a freshman? I don’t think I’ve seen you around here before.”

      “Yep.”

      “Cool, I’m a sophomore.”

      I nod, but don’t speak. Another half a lap passes before he speaks again.

      “You’re making me feel a little pathetic here,” he laughs.

      “Hmm,” I say, not agreeing or disagreeing.

      “So pretty loyal to your high school boyfriend?” he smiles.

      “Nope, just not interested.”

      “Harsh,” he laughs. “I’m on the football team if that makes a difference?”

      “None.”

      “Wow. Friends then?”

      “I’m good, thanks. Enjoy the rest of your run.” Then I jog off the edge of the track and over to the changing rooms. Not bothering to shower or change, I stuff my clothes into my backpack and sign out before exiting the gym and turn to walk back to my beautiful prison.

      The entire journey back to the house, I’m on edge, waiting for Sebastian to jump out on me, to drag me back to my cage and refuse to let me go again. By the time I push open the front door, I’m practically vibrating with nerves. He’ll know I was speaking to that guy and sitting with Sammy at lunch, he’ll know I was interested in my sociology class and somehow, he’ll find a way to use it against me.

      The house is quiet as I step inside, but not empty, I can feel the intensity of his presence.

      “Starling,” he calls from the living room that I’ve yet to step inside.

      “What?”

      “Come here please.”

      It’s on the tip of my tongue to tell him to go fuck himself, but he’s got me so paranoid, so tense and worried that all of this is one of his fucked-up games, that I find myself walking into the living room. Instead of waiting to pounce, he’s sitting in a chair, his hair unusually disheveled, his expression sad, pained almost. The others are in here too, slumped into their seats and all wearing matching forlorn expressions.

      “What’s going on?” I ask.

      “Would you join us please?” Sebastian asks, pointing to one of the empty chairs.

      “I’d rather not.”

      “Please,” Evan says, imploringly.

      I sit down on the edge of the chair, bracing myself for whatever fucked-up thing is going to come out of their mouths.

      “I’m sorry,” Sebastian utters.

      “Okay,” I say slowly.

      “I’m so fucking sorry. I love you, I love you more than anything, but this was wrong, it was all so fucking wrong and I’m just. I’m sorry.”

      “Is this some kind of joke? Because honestly, it’s not funny.”

      “Jesus,” he hisses. “Look, you’re free to go, the doors and gates will all open, I won’t stop you from leaving and no one will follow you, at least not like before. I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to go without knowing you’re at least safe, but I promise they won’t ever tell me where you are or what you’re doing and they’ll never intervene unless you’re in danger. You’ll never have to see me again; I’ll stay away from any event where we would both be expected to attend. I’ll even tell Cassidy the truth, if that’s what you want.”

      “I don’t understand,” I whisper.

      “I shouldn’t have brought you here, I shouldn’t have said or done the things I’ve done since I got you back. I’m sorry about your mom, I never thought things would go this far, I thought you’d come back, I thought you’d fall out for a couple of weeks and then you’d make up. I know you won’t believe me, but I never wanted to destroy your relationship with her, I just wanted to punish you for leaving me.”

      A dry, brittle laugh bursts from me. “So you’re telling me that last night, when you told me what I wanted didn’t matter and I should just do as I’m told from the cage you created for me, has suddenly changed to, go be free? I’m sorry,” I scoff. “You’ll have to excuse me if I call bullshit.”

      “We don’t want you to leave,” Evan says. “But we understand if you want to. There’s an open plane ticket on your bed that can be exchanged for a ticket to anywhere in the world. If you choose to go, none of us will stop you.”

      “If I choose to leave?”

      “You could stay,” Sebastian says hopefully.

      “With you?”

      “No.” His voice is sad, but resigned. “But Kingsacre is one of the best private universities in the country. Your tuition is covered, as is your room here and your meal plan.”

      “What’s the catch? There’s always a catch with you. Let me guess, I can stay, but in your bed, or to be at your beck and call whenever you want your dick sucked? Or maybe you want to marry me, so you don’t have to allow your parents to arrange a political marriage for you?”

      “No catch, no loopholes.”

      “I don’t believe you. Why go to all the trouble of arranging to get me here and then less than a week after you capture me, let me go?”

      “Because contrary to what you believe, I’m not a monster, or at least I don’t want to be.” He swallows thickly. “I don’t want you to think of me as nothing more than a monster.”

      “So if I walk outside, the gate will open for me?” I ask dubiously.

      “Yes.”

      “And if I keep on walking, straight out the entrance gates and onto a bus, you won’t stop me?”

      “I’d prefer it if you’d let one of us call you a cab, but no, no one will stop you.”

      Getting up, I walk away from them, not believing what he’s saying and needing to see it for myself. Opening the front door, I stride outside, gasping when the gates start to swing open the moment I approach them. Cautiously I step forward, glancing over my shoulder, waiting for the moment that he chases me, but the door stays closed and no one comes.

      What the hell is going on? This has to be a game, it’s the only thing that makes sense. Spinning around, I march back into the house and straight into the living room, where all four guys are still sitting. “The gate opened.”

      Sebastian nods, his hands clenched together and rested on his knees, his head lowered.

      “I don’t understand this game.”

      “It’s not a game. I’m going to fix things between you and your mom. I’ll leave you alone, or I’ll try to. I can go. If you want to stay and you don’t want me here, I’ll leave.”

      “Leave my mom alone,” I snap.

      “I’m going to tell her everything, that it’s my fault.”

      “No you won’t. My mom’s an adult, she could have believed me, like my dad did, but she chose not to. I’m not interested in her being sorry only after you tell her she should be.”

      “Starling, she misses you,” Evan says, a pleading tone in his voice.

      “I can’t help that.”

      “All of your belongings are back in your room, as well as all the things I bought for you. You can keep them, sell them or give them away, they’re yours to do whatever you want with. If you decide to leave, let me know which school you want to attend and I’ll ensure you receive the acceptance you would have gotten had I not intervened and of course, I’ll cover your tuition.”

      “Just like that? You pull all this shit to get me here and under your thumb and just like that you’re giving up and setting me free? Was this all just about sex? What, now you’ve had me I’ve lost the appeal?” My brows are knitted together and I can feel anger building in me, ready to explode.

      “Little bird, if you tell me that you want me, this, that you think you can forgive all the shit I’ve done, that there’s even the faintest hope that you could love me the way I love you then I’ll lock the door and keep you tied to me for the rest of eternity. Is that the case? Do you want to be with me?”

      “No,” I say a little too quick.

      Nodding, he stands and starts to leave. Pausing beside me, he grabs my chin in gently shaking fingers and kisses me reverently. “I love you, little bird.” Then he strides quickly away, the sound of his heavy footsteps filling the silence until the crash of his bedroom door slamming shut ricochets through the house.

      “We’re all sorry, Starling, we were all complicit in what’s happened to you, but I promise you we won’t mess with you or your life anymore. I know you don’t care but we’d like you to stay, this is a great school, better than the others you applied to. Use us and this opportunity, take back a little of what we took from you,” Evan says solemnly as one by one, the three remaining boys stand and exit the room, until I’m alone wondering what the fuck just happened.

      It takes me fifteen minutes before the shell shock wears off and I’m capable of moving. Slowly I climb the stairs to my room in the turret, testing the door several times before I’m confident that I’m not locked inside.

      All of my belongings have been replaced in the spots I unpacked them into, my tiny selection of clothes mixed with the closetful of expensive designer things Sebastian bought for me. Dragging my case from beneath the bed, my hands shake as I begin pulling things from the rod and shoving them inside. It isn’t until I’m zipping the bag closed that I start to wonder if I’m doing the right thing.

      Two years ago I fled from Sebastian, but really, what good did that do me? I’m older now, but all running got me was a broken soul and a laundry list of mental health issues. Will running again make things any better? In the back of my head, I’ve always questioned what would have happened if I’d just stood my ground and fought back, would he have backed down?

      I’m not sure what prompted his change of heart today, maybe it was my conversation with Clay, or the multiple emotional meltdowns I’ve had since he stepped back into my orbit. But whatever it was, maybe this time I don’t have to run to be free of him.

      This could all still just be a game, but the open plane ticket voucher is here, just where they said it would be. It can be my emergency backup plan, my escape. Evan told me to use them, use this opportunity and perhaps I should. Could I stay here? Live in this house, with them, him?

      Thoughts of revenge taste sweet on my tongue as I consider it, but would that make me as fucked up as them? Maybe getting on with my life here could be the biggest revenge I could gain. Sebastian has always thrived on his control over me, even when I wasn’t even in the same state as him. Being here, right under his nose but outside of his control, would be torture for him.

      The more I think about it, the more I like the idea. I could make friends, date, test his control over and over again until he cracks, then I’ll leave and when I do, it won’t be because I’m running away, it’ll be because I’ll have taken everything I can, everything I need. Then I’ll have the sweetest revenge ever, by moving on and never thinking about him ever again.
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      Two weeks. That’s how long I’ve been forced to see her, smell her, watch her, but not touch her. It’s pure, raw torture and I hate it. I expected her to run. I thought she’d be gone by the next morning, but instead she shocked us all by staying, sashaying out of her room at five in the morning in her running gear and heading out the door, like it was the most normal thing in the world for her to do.

      My eyes never left the tracking app for a second of the hour she was gone, and the only reason I stopped myself from following her, was because her security team tracked her progress through the cameras I had installed on every inch of the route we ran together.

      She hasn’t uttered a single word to any of us, not even a grunt in acknowledgment of our existence. But now that the gates and doors always open for her whenever she leaves, she’s starting to relax, at least when I’m not around.

      My body aches for her. Knowing she’s here, knowing how she feels and tastes and sounds but not being able to touch is like a physical pain that only seems to be getting worse with every moment that passes without her. She was mine for a day, but in that short space of time, I gave her my soul and without it I’m hardly more than a shell.

      She watches me when she thinks I’m not looking. I can feel her eyes on me, and I spend hours watching back the footage from the security cameras in the shared spaces of the house to see her staring at me. There’re cameras in her room too, but I made Clay promise to never let me view them no matter how much I beg or threaten him. Of course, I can access them if I really want to, but no one but me knows that.

      She’s wary of me and I know a part of her is still waiting for me to drop the facade and reclaim what will always be mine. But there’s also heat in her glares, a spark of want hidden beneath all the hatred. She might despise me, but she enjoys the passion that flares between us the moment we touch.

      If only she knew all the things I want to do to her. How I fantasize about tying her to my bed and locking the door, kissing her and fucking her until she’s so drunk from all the orgasms I’ve given her that she’ll forget why she hates me and falls in love with me. I dream about plucking her off the path when she runs in the dark and kidnapping her, keeping her my prisoner in an actual golden cage made just for her.

      My fantasies are becoming more and more disturbing with every moment that passes when she’s not mine.

      I’m still following her.

      I’m not sure I’ll ever stop, but I stay at a distance, not letting her feel my presence like I did during her first couple of days on campus. Back then I wanted her to know she was being watched, now I just simply can’t look away.

      She made a friend. The same girl who latched onto my little bird on her way to freshmen orientation. Samantha Hartley is a freshman too, her family is old money, rich, but not as wealthy as they used to be. She lives in Alistern House with six other people who appear to be three sets of open-minded couples. According to Clay’s research, the six of them rarely attend classes and instead use their time to vigorously attempt to impregnate each other in every part of the house.

      The three girls are the Attingham triplets, whose family is on the verge of bankruptcy. It appears that the girls are aware that they need to secure wealthy spouses and instead of an education, they’re using Kingsacre as husband-hunting ground. Considering one out of the three sisters is already pregnant and it’s only the third week of the school year, their plan seems to be coming together. Their unwitting victims are Tim Grimes, Nicholas Farris and Chris Morgan-Baraclough. All relatively new money and seemingly unaware of their latest fuck buddies’ financial precariousness.

      Sammy isn’t a bad choice of a friend for my little bird, I might have promised to stay out of my girl’s life, but that was never going to happen. There’s no way I’ll allow anyone around her who’s going to hurt her. Clay has made it his mission to befriend Starling, even though she’s rebuffed all of his attempts so far. Evan is desperately trying to use the stepbrother card to force a relationship with her and Hunter is determined to feed her.

      None of it is working, she still hates us.

      It’s been two weeks since I told her I was sorry, that I promised her I’d leave her alone.

      I lied.

      She’s mine and I can’t let her go, not even if I wanted to. The game has changed, but the result will still be the same, she’ll be mine. Only this time she’ll think it’s her choice.

      The front door opens and I know it’s her before she even steps into the house. My skin buzzes with awareness the moment she’s close, like every atom in me knows when she’s in my orbit. I want to grab her by the throat, pin her to the wall and rip her clothes from her until she’s naked and wet and begging for my cock.

      I miss the feeling of being inside of her. I promised her all my cum was for her, that from now on whenever I came it would be in her or on her, but after two weeks, my balls are bluer than fucking Papa Smurf. I’ve had much longer dry spells, the two and a half years she was in Maine were hell, but once you’ve had perfection, everything else pales in comparison. If I can’t be inside her, I’d rather keep my dick in my pants. At least back then I had my hand. Whacking off isn’t exactly my first choice, but it was still a release, now I don’t even have that. The moment she’s back in my arms, I’m going to fuck her so hard and so often my cum will be dripping out of her constantly for at least the first six months.

      During the two years I spent at Harvard before I transferred to Kingsacre, I almost killed myself with a heavy class load, knowing that once I got here with her, I wouldn’t want to be too busy with schoolwork to focus on her. If I wanted to, I have enough credits to graduate this year, but instead I’m just taking a couple of courses and the rest of my time is all about her.

      All the air seems to evaporate from the room the moment she steps into the kitchen, freezing midstep when she sees me sitting at the table. Of course I’m only here because I’m waiting for her, but I don’t say that. Instead I let sadness fill my eyes and allow my shoulders to curl forward. I’m the image of a kicked puppy. Sad, alone and rejected.

      After a second, she starts to move again, dashing to the refrigerator and opening the door to peek inside. We all have a meal plan to eat three meals a day in the cafeteria, but Hunter and Clay love to cook, so we keep a fully stocked pantry of fresh ingredients. I also make sure there’s a constant supply of the snacks my little bird likes to eat.

      No matter how many times the guys offer, she always refuses to eat with us, but she’s not above taking snacks to eat in her room. Reaching in, she pulls out an apple and the jar of peanut butter. It goes rock hard and almost impossible to spread if you keep it in the refrigerator, but she likes it like that so that’s where we leave it.

      Getting up, I cross to the drinks cooler and pull out a bottle of beer. “Beer?” I ask her, deliberately not making eye contact.

      She jolts like I’ve hit her, but I try not to react, taking out a second bottle and offering it to her as I walk back to the table, fighting the urge to brush up against her. She takes the bottle from me then stares down at it, like she’s not sure how it got into her hand.

      “How are you finding your classes so far?” I ask, twisting the top off the beer and bringing it to my lips. The liquid is cold and I take a long pull before lowering it down to the table.

      “I never took you for a beer drinker.”

      I stifle a smile, forcing my eyes to stay downcast and pathetic. “No? What kind of drinker did you take me for?”

      Her eyes widen, like she’s shocked herself by speaking to me. The truth is, no matter how much she thinks she hates me and my obsession with her, it’s become omnipresent in her life. I was the big bad wolf, hiding in the shadows, a constant in her world and without me, she’s adrift, lost.

      I want to say her name, to force her to speak, to answer me, but I can’t, so instead I wait, pretending that it doesn’t kill me to not be able to control her.

      “Whiskey, or maybe a mixed drink,” she says after so long I’d almost given up on her answering.

      “I do enjoy a good single malt,” I say, smirking at the table where my elbows are resting.

      Out of the corner of my eye I watch her look at the bottle warily, then carefully twist the top off and take a tentative sip, grimacing as she swallows.

      “Oh my god that’s disgusting,” she chokes.

      A chuckle slips from my lips, but I still keep my eyes from hers, standing and crossing to the cooler. Pulling down one of the strawberry wine coolers I bought for her, I offer it out to her. “Here, try this.” She doesn’t move so I take the beer from her hands, and swap it for the cooler, then slide back into my seat.

      To her, I hopefully look calm and distant, which is exactly what I want her to see. Inside I’m roiling with the urge to tackle her to the ground, pin her with my body and sink my cock into her so deep she can taste my cum in the back of her throat. I want to breed her, own her, brand her. I want to dominate every aspect of her life until she can’t even breathe without looking at me for permission. A part of me knows that my thoughts have gone from primal to fucking psychopathic, but I just don’t seem to be able to do anything about it.

      Not speaking, I ignore my own beer and instead lift hers to my lips and drink. I swear I can taste her sweet breath on the rim and I close my eyes and exhale happily, content for a second just from sharing something she’s had on her lips.

      The twist of the metal top crunching fills the silence, then the hiss of carbonation as she lifts the bottle to her lips and drinks. “Mmm,” she hums.

      “Better?”

      “Much. Strawberry is my favorite.”

      “I know.”

      “Oh,” she says quietly. “Did you? Did you buy these for me?” It sounds like it pains her to ask, like it hurts her that I would know she’d like something and buy it for her, but I’ve always been generous with her, even when she didn’t want me to be.

      “Yes,” I nod.

      “Oh.”

      She shuffles from foot to foot, like she wants to run from me, but also wants to stay. This is what I need. Even an inch of hesitation is enough for me to start to wheedle my way back into her life again. “I didn’t force you, did I?” I pose it like a question, but I know I didn’t. She might hate me, but that’s never stopped her body from responding to me, craving me.

      The bottle slips from her hands, but somehow I reach out in time to stop it from crashing to the floor. Suddenly, I’m next to her, only a handful of inches between us.

      “Tell me the truth,” I whisper, leaning imperceptibly into her body and waiting for her to react.

      “No, you didn’t. You didn’t force me,” she whispers back, her pupils dilating at my nearness, her breathing becoming audible. I need to be careful not to push her, if I take too much now, she’ll only put up stronger walls next time. I’ve lost control for the moment, but I’ll get it back. I can’t take it from her like I did when she was barely sixteen, this time I’m going to have to seduce it from her. Letting her feel like she holds the power while I ensnare her in my web again. I’m still her cage, only this time she’ll be the one locking herself in, not me.

      “Hunter’s making pasta tonight, you should join us,” I say, taking a step back and loving how her body drifts toward me even as I pull away. She’s never had to deal with me being the one to back away before, and I enjoy how discombobulated it’s making her.

      “Oh, I”

      “It’s only dinner, housemates eating together, nothing more. I know you don’t want to be their friends, but perhaps this could be a first step toward tolerant cordiality.”

      “Tolerant cordiality,” she smiles. “I’m not sure that’s ever been something to work toward, but okay, dinner.”

      “Do you still have Hunter’s cell phone number? You could text him, or I could if you’d prefer?”

      “You can let him know. I have homework to get on with.”

      “Sure,” I say dismissively, sliding back into my seat and lifting my beer to my lips without even glancing her way. Her surprise and possibly annoyance follow her all the way out of the room and upstairs.

      I hold back my smile until I hear the door to her room close. “You’ll be mine again soon, little bird.”
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      What the actual fuck?

      Sebastian Lockwood is an asshole.

      Today is the first time we’ve spoken since the day he apologized and set me free. This boy has stalked me for years. Years, and yet only two weeks after he told me he loved me, that he didn’t want me to think of him as a monster, he’s absolutely fine, like we’ve never been more than passing acquaintances.

      Fine. How can he be fine? I’m not fine. I should be, but I’m not. After that day when I made the decision to stay, to use this opportunity to get a great education on their dime and a little revenge at the same time by showing him just how little I cared about him, I spent the first three days in full-blown panic mode. Constantly looking over my shoulder, I jumped at the slightest noise. I slept at the bottom of the stairs to my room, with my foot in the door, making sure I wasn’t going to end up locked in.

      It took a week before it sank in that it might be real. No eyes on me, no one watching me, nothing. The others have all reached out to me. Evan wants to be my brother, Clay my friend, Hunter my personal chef. But Sebastian hasn’t done anything. He hasn’t tried to talk to me, to see me, to dominate me. Nothing.

      How does someone go from obsession to disinterest so instantaneously?

      I wish I could be like him. I wish I could just switch everything off inside of me, but I can’t. Something changed the moment he told me I was free. I don’t know what it was, but instead of pushing him from my thoughts, my psyche has become consumed by him.

      He’s all I can think about, all I dream about. Him giving up his obsession has created an obsession in me and I hate it. I want to forget him, but he’s always there at the back of my mind. I know I should leave, that being here in this house is only fueling my madness, but leaving now feels impossible.

      When I was trapped here all I wanted was to escape, but now I’m free, I just don’t seem to be able to walk away.

      How dare he be so disinterested that he can’t even be bothered to look in my direction. He ruined me, haunted my waking and sleeping hours and now I’m not worth a single glance. A fucking bottle of beer is more interesting. Then there was that moment when he stopped my bottle from hitting the ground and he was so close to me. Close enough that I could feel the heat of his breath on my cheek. I thought he would kiss me, that he’d do what he always does and overwhelm my body with his touch, but instead he stepped back. He was inches from me and instead of putting his hands on me, he treated me like I was a stranger he was offering his seat to on the bus.

      He stepped back. Just moved, like being that close to me didn’t bother him at all. I want to scream, to stomp back downstairs and punch him in his stupid beautiful face, because how dare he ruin me and now not even care?

      Agreeing to have dinner with them all is reckless, but the smell of the food Hunter has been cooking each night has been driving me a little crazy after eating the tasteless collection of food they serve in the cafeteria. The burgers and sandwiches aren’t too bad, but the evening meals are just so damn bland I’m at risk of dehydrating from all the salt I’m having to douse my food in. You’d think at a school where the tuition fees are more than the average American makes in five years, the food would be practically Michelin starred, but apparently cafeteria food is cafeteria food no matter where it's made.

      My skin feels tight as I strip out of my jeans and tank and step under the cold water of my shower. I’m crazy, he’s making me feel crazy and I hate it. The need to run claws at my throat, so I haphazardly blot the water from my skin, pull on my tight running shorts and a sports bra, then grab my sneakers and armband before stomping downstairs and out of the front door.

      Sitting on the front step, I slide my feet into my shoes and tie the laces, attach the armband and then stretch while the gate slowly opens. I barely give my muscles a chance to get warm before I’m sprinting. I race across campus to the outdoor track I found when I was avoiding returning to the house one afternoon.

      Setting a blistering pace that I know I won’t be able to maintain for long, I stride onto the track and pump my arms, racing along the lane like the devil himself is chasing me. I’m not sure how long I last but by the time I collapse to a heap in the grass beside the track, my lungs are burning and my legs feel like Jell-O.

      Gasping for air, I lift my weak, sweat-soaked arms over my face and just breathe. The familiar quiet that always finds me when I run settles over me and I close my eyes, basking in the desperately needed numbness.

      “Here, you look like you could use this,” a male voice says from above me.

      Opening my eyes, I blink up at a familiar-looking guy hovering over me, a bottle of water in his outstretched hand.

      “Er,” I say dumbly.

      “Chase, we met at the gym a couple weeks ago.”

      “The football player,” I say through my rasping breaths.

      “You remembered,” he laughs, folding himself down to a seated position beside me. “Here.” He offers me the water again. “It’s sealed.”

      Smiling, I take the bottle from him and open it, cracking the seal and drinking thirstily. “Thanks.”

      “So are you running from something, or training for a comp?”

      “I’m definitely not a competitor,” I laugh as my breathing starts to normalize.

      “So should I be keeping an eye out for a dude in a mask with a machete or something?”

      “No,” I smile. “Just trying to outrun my personal demons, not real ones; you know how it is.”

      His expression sobers, and something that I don’t recognize flashes through his eyes. “Ah, personal demons, I have a few of those myself. You know what helps?”

      “What?”

      “Sex. Those bastard demons are allergic, sends them running. Want to try it out?”

      My eyes widen and for a brief moment I look at him and consider it. Chase is attractive, tall, good-looking, muscled but not in a meathead way. Sebastian might be the only man I’ve had sex with, but that doesn’t mean that I can’t be with anyone else. I could kiss him. I could let him touch me, touch him in return. I could go back to his room and let him fuck me. Only the thought literally does nothing for me. My stomach doesn’t curl with anticipation, my sex doesn’t pulse with heat and desire, my brain doesn’t spark with how wrong it is but how right it feels, like it did when I was with Sebastian. All I feel with this boy is nothingness.

      “Interesting offer, but no thanks. I’m pretty fast, I don’t need to scare the demons off when I can just outrun them.” Rolling to my feet, I smile. “Thanks for the water, see you later.”

      “Let me know if you change your mind.”

      “I won’t,” I reply quickly, lifting my bottle in salute to him as I turn and walk away, glad that my legs are solid enough that I don’t stumble as I head back toward the house.

      The sounds of the guys are coming from the kitchen when I drag my tired ass through the door, but I head straight upstairs, showering the sweat from my skin and then redressing in soft short shorts and the tank with the wide armholes that flashes my bralette. The memory of the way Sebastian looked at me when he growled and insisted I changed—refusing to let me leave the house in something this revealing—fills my head.

      Brushing out my wet hair, I leave it loose, not bothering to try to blot the water dripping from the ends and making the fabric of my shirt almost opaque. I couldn’t one-hundred-percent say that I haven’t dressed specifically for the purpose of provoking Sebastian, though I’ll never admit it out loud. Something inside of me needs to prove that he still gives a crap, but I don’t understand why. What does it matter if he still wants me or not? I don’t want to be the object of his obsession. I just want to know that he can’t get over me so easily, that his impact on me and my life was more than just a passing fancy he can forget about the moment he loses interest.

      My phone beeps with a text and I immediately expect it to be him, only when I glance at the screen, it’s not, and I force down the wave of disappointment that sweeps through me.

      

      Evan: Hey Sis, Bastian said you’re having dinner with us **Shocked face emoji** that’s awesome. Come down, Hunter says it’ll be ready in five minutes.

      

      My stomach churns uncomfortably at Evan calling me sis, I know technically I am his stepsister now our parents are married, but it feels alarmingly similar to Clay saying I felt like their sister because I was Sebastian’s and he was their brother. He said they felt protective of me, because they’d watched me, which I suppose is kind of sweet; or as sweet as stalking gets anyway.

      When I pass the full-length mirror on my way to the stairs, I take a moment to inspect my reflection. Long toned legs, tiny shorts that cling to my ass, a glimpse of my stomach, the loose tank that shows the hot-pink bralette beneath. My cheeks are rosy and my skin is beginning to tan from the Florida sun, my eyes look wide and alive for the first time in too long to remember.

      My mind refuses to think about why I look different, why I feel more awake, more animated than I have in years. It can’t be him. Sebastian Lockwood is the cause of all my misery and pain, he can’t be the reason why I’m finally coming back to life.

      Pushing the disturbing thoughts to the back of my mind, I ruffle my wet hair until it resembles more beach tousled rather than drowned rat, and then head downstairs, ignoring the butterflies that burst to life in my stomach.

      “Starling,” Clay says excitedly the moment I step into the kitchen, the rich smell of garlic surrounding me as Hunter stirs a pan on the stove.

      “Hey.”

      “Come, sit,” Evan says enthusiastically, like an overeager puppy.

      My eyes search the room for my nemesis, but he’s not here and I’m disappointed. What the hell is wrong with me? I can’t be disappointed that Sebastian’s not here, there’s no way that’s possible. I’m wary, that’s all it is. Years of paranoid conditioning has me looking for him, nothing more.

      “Er, is there anything I can do to help?” I ask, feeling like I need to be on my best behavior.

      “Hunter’s fine, come and sit,” Clay grins, reaching for me and then stopping himself at the last minute.

      “Thank you for offering, but it’s only pasta, as soon as Bastian gets down here, I’ll plate up,” Hunter says, his voice soft. Weirdly, Hunter is the one I’m the least angry with, maybe it’s the fact that he’s always appeared to feel bad about the things Sebastian did? He never did anything to stop it, but I think on some level he felt how wrong it was.

      “Is he?” I swallow. “He’s eating too? I wasn’t sure.”

      “We can ask him not to,” Evan offers.

      “No,” I reply a little too quickly. “No, it’s fine, I just wasn’t sure if he had class or whatever,” I trail off lamely.

      All of the air is sucked from the room when he walks in. His chest is bare and his hair is still wet. He must have just gotten out of the shower and all he’s wearing is a pair of loose basketball shorts, even his feet are bare. I can’t look away.

      How can I hate this man so much and still react to him so strongly? I live with three other incredibly hot guys, and today a cute football player suggested we have sex and my body was tied down tighter than a submissive in a BDSM book. But apparently the moment my tormentor, my jailer, the man who is the cause of all of the absolute worst times in my life steps into the room, I’m practically flooded with arousal.

      My panties are damp and I know without looking that my nipples have tightened and pebbled in reaction to his nearness. Every single orgasm I’ve had in the last two and a half years has either been given by him, or was a direct result of fantasizing about him.

      But while I’m creating a lake between my legs, he has barely glanced in my direction. He’s unaffected, completely disinterested. He knows I’m here, I saw him look at me and then look away as if I’m not worth even a second glance.

      Two weeks ago his cock was inside of me, tearing through my virginity and using me in a way no one has ever done before. The things he said to me that night—that I was his, that my cunt, my mouth, my ass all belonged to him, that l was his cum slut, that all his seed was for me—and now I’m nothing.

      Nothing.

      Maybe I am nothing to him now. I’m sure I’m not the first girl to lose her virginity to the oh-so-great Sebastian Lockwood. But no, he said I was his obsession, told me over and over that I was his, that I belonged to him. If that was true, how can he be so disinterested?

      “Someone grab drinks,” Hunter says, pulling me from my angry internal rant.

      “I’ll get them, what does everyone want?” I ask.

      There’s a chorus of, “Beer please,” from them all so I pad to the drinks cooler and take out four beers and a bottle of the strawberry wine cooler I had earlier.

      “Jesus, sis, got to say, as your brother I am not loving those shorts, your ass is hanging out of them,” Evan laughs.

      “It’s a good thing you’re not really my brother and that I don’t care what you think of my clothes,” I snark back, putting the drinks on the table and taking the empty seat between Clay and Evan, directly opposite Sebastian.

      My gaze finds his, expecting to see his anger over Evan’s comment about my ass, or the fact that his friends have seen me in these tiny shorts that are incredibly small and tight, but his expression is completely bland and his lack of reaction makes me furious.
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      Not punching Evan in the face and dragging my little bird back upstairs to rip those fucking shorts off her and spank her ass until it’s hot and red and she knows never to put herself on display for other men’s eyes ever again, is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      My eye is twitching with the concentration I’m having to exert to keep my expression neutral and disinterested, to not stare at her with all the anger and frustration and need I’m actually feeling from being this close to her.

      My brothers keep checking on me, waiting for me to lose my shit, but I won’t. They all believe what I told her, that I’m sorry; that she’s free, that I’ll stay away. I needed them to believe. After all, if I can sell this bullshit to them, my closest, my family, then I can convince her it’s true too.

      I understand why they buckled, why they turned on me and urged me to release my little bird. A part of me actually appreciates how they stood against me and defended her, but if they really thought I could walk away, that I could let her live her life without me in it, then they’re idiots.

      Starling Kennedy is mine and nothing, not them, or their guilt, or even her can change that.

      She’s wearing the shirt that I bought her, the one I made her take off because it showed more of her tits than it actually covered. It’s the first time she’s worn anything from the closetful of clothes I picked for her. That’s how I know she’s dressed just for me. She’s wearing those ridiculous booty shorts and that shirt to provoke a reaction from me.

      I saw the way she reacted to my dismissal earlier. She may hate me, but she loathes being ignored by me even more. If I really was leaving her alone like I promised I would, I’d have to leave, or make her leave. There’s no way I could be around her and not have her be mine.

      But this outfit tonight, her having dinner with us, it’s her joining the game. Those shorts, that shirt, it’s her taking the first shot, detonating the first bomb. It’s game on and I’m playing to win, because she’s the prize and this time, once I have her, I’ll never let go.
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      I hate him.

      I really hate him, more than I hated him when he took over my life when we were in high school. More than when he manipulated our families and ruined my and my mom’s relationship. More than when he revealed he’d orchestrated me being here in this house, under his thumb.

      Somehow, being ignored by him makes me hate him a thousand times harder than ever before and I hate that more than anything else.

      The day after we all had dinner together, I ate breakfast in the kitchen, taking Hunter up on his offer to make pancakes. Sebastian came into the room, lifted his chin in greeting and then proceeded to text on his cell phone for the entire length of time it took him to eat, then he left without uttering another word or looking at me again.

      Two days later, I came downstairs wearing nothing but a towel and then proceeded to stretch up to the highest cabinet to reach down a glass I didn’t need, but instead of fuming over my near nakedness, by the time I turned around he had his cell to his ear speaking to someone on the other end as he left the room.

      He’s made it clear that whatever he thought he felt for me, he doesn’t feel anymore and instead of being relieved, I’m livid.

      How dare he be finished with me? How dare he make me all twisted up inside, while he goes on with his life without a care in the world? Dr. Google seems to think I’m suffering from Stockholm syndrome, which is basically when a captive falls in love with their captor, and I think that might be it. Only it’s not love, it’s lust; animal, primal lust.

      I don’t love Sebastian, that’s impossible, but I’m starting to accept that I do want him. My body craves him, or at least the things he can do for me. He thinks he’s done with me, but I have a different plan. I refuse to believe that he can just get over years’ worth of infatuation in an instant and to prove it, I plan to torment him, until he breaks down and fucks me.

      What exactly I’ll do after that, I don’t really know, but right now all I can think about is being beneath him again, having his huge dick inside of me, quelling the itch that only he can scratch.

      It’s Friday night and for the first time ever, I’m willingly going to a party. Sammy has proved quite the little stalker herself, so instead of fighting to push her away, I think we’ve actually become friends. At the back of my mind, I know that Sebastian will take her from me if I let her get too close, but a periphery friend will be okay, as long as I don’t allow myself to get attached to her.

      This party was Sammy’s idea, apparently there’re parties every weekend out in the woods where the freshmen welcome party was held. Although she doesn’t know who hosts them, just that it’s an open invite to all students. When she first suggested we should go together I balked and refused, but now I’m actively trying to piss Sebastian off, what better way to do it than to get dressed up, go out, drink and dance without him?

      My closet is still full of all the sexy dresses and outfits he bought for me, although I’ve only worn a couple of the shirts until now. Flipping through the hangers, I discard all the dresses that need more T & A than I currently have, and pull out all the ones that should fit.

      I don’t know if he actually chose these things himself, or if he paid a personal shopper to select them for me, because there’s a wide selection ranging from slinky satin minidresses to cute tea dresses, and even a couple of maxi dresses that are super pretty and feminine. Even though I told him these things were more Courtney’s style than my own, now that I’m looking at them more closely, it’s clear that they were picked for me.

      The colors are all mostly warm to complement my skin tone, with a few bright pieces dotted in here and there, and the styles are sexy, but not too risqué or slutty. Slipping a deep-red silky dress over my head, I sigh as the cool fabric clings to my skin, hugging my meager curves and fitting like it was designed just for me. The hem ends midthigh, but the loose halter neck closes at the base of my neck, leaving my entire back tantalizingly bare.

      I feel unbelievably sexy, but I force myself to take it off and swap it for a black dress with cap sleeves and lace panels that offer a glimpse at my cleavage, and a cute A-line skirt that swirls around my thighs. They’re both beautiful, but when I drop the white dress over my head and smooth it down, I know I’ve found the one.

      The bandage-style dress conforms to my body like a second skin, curving upward over my stomach toward a cutout on one side that reveals my skin from my hip to just beneath my breast, with just a hint of underboob visible. The soft fabric feels bonded to my breasts, wrapping tightly around my torso until it splits off into a single asymmetric strap that curves around my collarbone until it meets the fabric at the back.

      Something about the way I’m both covered and revealed at the same time makes me feel powerful, and even staring at myself in the mirror I can’t help but pull my shoulders back and stand a little straighter. This dress makes me feel like a fighter, not the weak mouse I’ve been since I ran away.

      Adding salt spray to my hair, I tease it into tousled mermaid waves, slide my feet into strappy black sandals —another one of Sebastian’s purchases—and add another coat of mascara to my smoky-eye makeup. Sliding a tube of gloss, my cell phone and key card into a tiny gold purse that has a strap so it hangs from my wrist, I blow myself a kiss in the mirror and head for the door.

      If even a tiny part of Sebastian still thinks of me as his, then seeing me in this dress and knowing I’m going to a party without him will push him over the edge. If it doesn’t… then, well, I’m not sure what I’ll do, probably pack up and leave, because even though I shouldn’t, now I don’t have his attention, his eyes, his brand of crazy focused on me, I want it. Fluffing my hair one last time, I pull in a deep breath and then march down the stairs, pushing open my door and striding out onto the landing like I’m in Dynasty and in the middle of a slow-mo entrance scene.

      “Hey Starling, are you expecting someone, because there’s a chick at the door asking for you,” Clay shouts up the stairs, loud enough for the entire house to hear.

      “Yes, let her in and keep your hands to yourself, she’s my friend and off-limits to you guys,” I shout back.

      With my hand on the banister to steady myself in my heels I descend the stairs and stride confidently into the foyer where Sammy is standing with all four guys looming around her.

      “Starling,” she cries, her lips splitting into a wide grin when she sees me.

      “Hey, Sammy, do you want to grab a drink here first, or just head straight over to the party?” I ask, ignoring the incredulous looks I’m getting from all but one of my housemates.

      “You’re going to a party?” Evan asks slowly, like he thinks he misheard me or something.

      “Yep,” I nod, grabbing Sammy’s arm and dragging her away from the guys and into the kitchen. Opening the refrigerator door, I pull out a couple of wine coolers and pass one to her. “You look amazing,” I tell her, taking in her tight leopard-print miniskirt and simple tight black cami, tucked in to show off her impressive breasts and flat stomach. It’s a hell of a change from her usual preppy style, but I love it.

      “Thanks. My parents prefer me to wear conservative clothes, but I’ve managed to do a little college shopping online since I got here. You look unbelievable by the way, I’m totally straight, but you in that dress is kind of making me question it.”

      We both burst out laughing just as Evan, Clay and Hunter storm into the kitchen.

      “Who’s the friend, sis?” Evan asks. “And which party are you going to?”

      “Sis?” Sammy questions.

      Rolling my eyes I shake my head. “Ignore him, we’re not related. This is Evan, he is my mom’s new husband’s son. Then this is Clay and Hunter,” I point to them each in turn. “Guys, this is Sammy, she and I met on our way to orientation.”

      “Harsh, sis, you couldn’t have just called me your stepbrother?” Evan smirks.

      “No, I couldn’t.”

      “So which party did you say it was?” Hunter asks, trying to sound nonchalant.

      Sammy opens her mouth to tell them, but I interrupt. “Just some party some people in our history class invited us to.”

      “And you’re wearing that?” Clay asks, waving his hand up and down, motioning to my dress.

      The prickle of unbidden tears sparks to life in my eyes, but I blink them away. It shouldn’t be Clay asking about my dress in a disapproving tone, it should be Sebastian. He wouldn’t let me wear a white tank because he thought other guys would see my nipples through it, yet I’m here in a dress so tight my thong might as well be dental floss it’s so tiny, and he hasn’t said a word. He’s not even here, because he doesn’t care.

      “Don’t worry, you can borrow it another night,” I snap, finishing my bottle off and then looking expectantly at Sammy. “You ready?”

      “Sure,” she nods, a hint of confusion in her expression. Without asking me what’s going on, she finishes her own drink, then takes my hand and walks with me over to the front door, ignoring the three shocked guys following us.

      “Have a good night,” I call behind me, dismissing the guys as we step out of the door and toward the gate. I stop breathing altogether when the gate doesn’t move as we approach it, and a warmth floods my chest, instantly freezing to ice when the huge metal gates slowly begin to part.

      He let me go. He saw my dress, heard I was going to a party and then just let me go.

      I shouldn’t care, but I do. Maybe I’ve been testing him, seeing if this was all an act, if I actually am free. He passed and I doubt there’s a shrink anywhere in the entire country who could explain why my heart feels like it’s breaking.

      “Starling, are you okay?” Sammy asks as we climb into her golf cart and start to drive away.

      Shaking my head, I bring my hand to my lips and cover the whimpering sound that’s fighting to get free.

      “Oh my god, what’s the matter?” she asks, pulling the cart into the driveway for one of the other houses and turning all of her attention to me.

      “I’m an idiot. He did everything. I hate him, but he let me go,” I half sob, half ramble. I know I’m not making any sense, but my thoughts are so jumbled that I can’t make my mouth form the words to explain.

      “Wow, okay,” Sammy says, taking my hand and squeezing it. “I don’t really know what any of that means, but I’m guessing it’s to do with a guy?”

      I nod.

      “It isn’t your stepbrother is it, because I’m going to be honest, if it is that’s so freaking hot.”

      I shake my head, blinking away the tears that are threatening to fall. “His name is Sebastian, we went to the same high school for a while.”

      “Lockwood? Sebastian Lockwood?” she asks slowly, her eyes widening.

      For a moment I wonder if I’m making the best decision by telling her the truth. Could she use it against me somehow? Then I just decide to do it anyway. If I really have faded from his notice then I’m not sure I’ll stay here anyway, so what harm can it do to tell her the whole sordid truth? So I do, I tell her about him deciding I was his the first day of sophomore year, I tell her about him manipulating my mom and best friend. I tell her about running to my dad’s and being so overwhelmed by the idea of him, that I never came back. Then I tell her about him warning me that there would be consequences for leaving him. About the way he stole my mom from me. By the time I explain about having no idea he was at Kingsacre until they ambushed me in the kitchen, her eyes are so wide they’re like saucers and her mouth is literally hanging open.

      “So let me get this right. He got you here, had you basically under house arrest, sleeping in his bed, having sex with him and then he just apologized, told you, you were free and now he’s not bothered?” Sammy exclaims.

      The scoff that falls from my lips is bitter and angry. “Pretty much,” I shrug. “It’s been a couple of weeks now and he’s barely even glanced in my direction. At first I thought it was just another one of his games. He’s always enjoyed letting me think I’ve got the upper hand, then showing me he was already six steps ahead. But he really just doesn’t care.”

      “Given everything you’ve just told me, aren’t you pleased that he’s lost interest?”

      Groaning, I let my head flop back until I’m staring up at the roof of the cart. “I am pleased. I hate him, but I’m also pissed. This boy has haunted me day and night for the last two and a half years and now he’s just lost interest, like I was a toy that he got bored of, or a game that he was obsessed with until something new came along.”

      “I mean I kind of get it,” she offers noncommittally.

      “Do you, because I don’t. I should have packed my bags and gone the moment I had the chance, but instead I’m still here, living in a house with him, in the room literally next door to him. I’m free, but I feel more caged now than I did when he was the constant monster beneath the bed.”

      “You like him,” Sammy gasps dramatically.

      “I really don’t think I do. He’s been the cause of so much misery. But…” I trail off.

      “How was the sex?” she whisper-shouts.

      “I don’t have anything to compare it to, but if it was bad, then I think good would kill me.”

      Giggling, she slaps her hand over her mouth. “You want to fuck your stalker.”

      “It’s not fair that he gets to just say that it’s over. I want to fuck him up, I want him to feel some of the pain and misery he’s caused me. I want my revenge, but none of that is going to happen when he doesn’t care anymore.”

      “Maybe he’s just playing it cool,” she suggests, turning the cart around and heading back down the road toward the party.

      “Sebastian doesn’t understand the concept of playing it cool, he’s completely single minded, a total control freak. If he still thought of me as his, I wouldn’t be sitting here wearing this dress.”

      “What? Why? You look hot as hell in that dress.”

      “It’s not the dress, he bought it for me, it’s me in the dress going to a party around other guys. He’s more than just standard jealous and possessive, he’s, lock me in the house, fuck me until I’m comatose and his cum is dripping out of me, then make me wear the dress and go to the party so everyone will see and smell that I belonged to him.”

      “Wow,” Sammy says, elongating the word.

      “Yep. I wore these tiny booty shorts and a shirt that barely covered anything to dinner the other night around his friends and he never said a word. I was practically climbing the counters in nothing but a towel and he was too busy texting to notice. He had an entire team of security guys following me around and reporting my every move to him for two years while I was in Maine, but the other day, I went for a run, then sat, chatted and got propositioned by a guy and nothing.”

      “Starling, I hate to say it, but you seem to be putting in an awful lot of effort into getting back a guy you said you hate.”

      “I can’t help it,” I groan. “It’s like he exorcised his own obsession with me, and it immediately took root in me for him.”

      “The best way to get over someone, is to get under someone else, so that’s what you need to do. Let’s do a little drinking, a little dancing and then we can find you a target for the night. Even if all you do is grind against him and let him kiss you, it’s a step in the right direction.”

      I nod, agreeing. “Thank you for not giving up on me when I was an emo bitch to you. My ex-bestie turned out to be a real POS and I haven’t tried to make any friends since, because I was always worried Sebastian would find a way to use them against me. You could have just walked away and never spoken to me again, but I’m so glad that you didn’t.”

      Waving her hand around, she smiles. “I’m a stage-five clinger, you’ll never get rid of me now. Plus, I live in a permanent live-sex show, I need you more than you need me.”

      Her giggle is enough to make me smile and I settle back into my seat and resolve to not think about Sebastian again tonight. Maybe she’s right, maybe instead of thinking about him and how good the sex was, I need to focus on how amazing it will be with someone else. Perhaps it’s always that good? I mean, people wouldn’t be as obsessed with it as they are if it didn’t make you feel good.

      I’m giving him all this credit and more than likely it’s just that sex feels good, orgasms make you feel epic and together we had a lot of them. But I can find someone else to make me feel just as good without the mindfuck that Sebastian brings to the table.

      Unlike the last party, there isn’t a parking space conveniently empty and waiting for us, so we abandon the cart at the back of a huge pile of carts and then proceed to make our way through the woods on foot.

      Heels and hidden tree roots don’t really mix, but eventually we emerge from the path and into hedonistic chaos. I never went to any high school parties, so I don’t know if this is usual party behavior, but this is nothing like the college parties I’ve seen in films.

      The freshmen welcome party had a chilled bonfire vibe, this is nothing like that. Instead of fires with lawn chairs, there’re glass heaters full of dancing flames, dotted between the trees that have been wrapped with LED strips that pulse and flash along with the heady music.

      At the last party I refused to drink, so I never really considered where the various drinks the guys were fetching me were coming from, but tonight there’s proper bars set up with bartenders mixing cocktails.

      The music is so loud the bass feels like it’s pulsing in my chest and I immediately start to move to the beat. Sammy grabs my hand and tows me over to one of the bars, ordering us Long Island iced teas and two tequila shots each.

      “For courage,” she smiles, leaning forward and speaking into my ear to be heard over the noise of the music and crowds of people. Lifting her glass, she throws back the first, then second shot and I follow her lead, swallowing the disgusting liquor and trying to hold back a grimace.

      “Tastes awful, but it works,” she says with a wink, dropping a twenty into the bartender’s tip jar and handing me another drink in a tall plastic cup. I take a sip and sigh when it’s sweet and doesn’t burn all the way down to my stomach.

      Sammy reaches her hand back and grabs mine, leading us both onto the makeshift dance floor. She immediately starts to dance, so I do the same, sipping at my drink as the pulse of the music drags me under its hypnotic beat.

      For a while we dance together, ignoring anybody who approaches us, but as my glass gets emptier, my confidence increases and when a cute redheaded guy with freckles and serious guns curls his arm around my waist and dances in rhythm with me, I don’t push him away.
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      Allowing her to leave the house, wearing that dress, was a lesson in control. Her long legs and toned body were wrapped in the tight white fabric and it took all of my resolve not to drag her back to our bed by her hair.

      She was waiting for me to react. The dress, the hair, the party, it was all for me, she’s testing me, seeing how long it’ll take me to break. She’s been seeing how far I’ll allow her to push me all week and tonight I almost hit my limit, until I saw her face when the gates opened to allow her to leave.

      She was hurt. For all the times that she’s told me she hates me and wants me to leave her alone, now she’s sad that I’m not following. We’re both still playing a game, only I’m not sure who’s winning anymore.

      The moment the girls drive away in the cart, Evan, Clay and Hunter barge into my room. “Did you see what she was wearing?” Evan growls. “Are you seriously just going to let her go off to a party on her own looking like that?

      “She’s not mine,” I answer, hating the way the lie sounds on my lips.

      “How long are you going to carry on with this bullshit?” Hunter asks, his eyes narrowing as he dares me to lie to him.

      “You all told me what we were doing was wrong, that I needed to let her go, to set her free. What did you think her freedom was going to look like? Did you seriously think she’d want to spend all of her free time locked up in the house with you guys? She was always going to make friends, go to parties, move on. This is what we agreed.”

      “Her security detail will stop anyone from approaching her,” Clay says, like he’s reassuring himself.

      “She doesn’t have a security detail on campus,” I lie again. There isn’t a moment when she’s out of my sight that she doesn’t have eyes on her.

      “Get dressed, we’re going to that fucking party, the two of them are like a walking target. I don’t believe any of this nonchalant shit you’re trying to sell, she’s yours, your little bird, there’s no way you’d let another guy near her,” Evan snarls, stomping into my closet, pulling a shirt from the rod and throwing it at me.

      Snickering to myself, I don’t move until all of my brothers have left my room to go and get changed. I don’t really need to go tonight, I have seven guys watching her every move with strict instructions to remove any man but me who tries to touch her, but after seeing her face, I know she needs me. She needs to be reminded of why I’m the only man who will ever own her, the only person she’ll ever choose to belong to.

      Throwing the white shirt over my head, I roll the sleeves up to my elbows and change my sweats for fitted shorts. I look like the rich, preppy asshole that I am, but I don’t care. Sliding my feet into white sneakers, I grab my cell and my key card and then leave my room, unlocking Starling’s room with the app on my cell and climbing the stairs. Her scent hits me the moment I enter her space and I groan as my dick instantly hardens. I’ve missed the way she smells. Not being able to be close enough to touch her has been torture, but it needed to happen.

      The next time I touch her, there’ll be no way she’ll be able to deny how much she wants me. Her attempts to gain my attention this week have been cute. Those tiny fucking shorts, prancing about in nothing but a towel. She thinks I wasn’t interested enough to pay attention, but I’ve watched the security footage of her ass playing peekaboo out the bottom of that towel as she reached for a glass she didn’t need more than a hundred times already.

      When I reclaim her, it’ll be because she begs to be mine again, but there’s no reason why I can’t give her a taste of what it’s like to belong to me. If she asks nicely, of course.

      Both calmed and aroused by being in her space, I run my fingers over her comforter, moving around her room and touching her ancient laptop that’s sitting on her desk. Several of the dresses I bought her lie discarded on the bed and her pajamas are balled up on the chair. Stepping into the bathroom, my dick hardens even further when I think about her naked and wet and suddenly the urge to mark her is too strong to fight. Before I can question what I’m doing, her body wash is in one hand, my hard cock free of my pants in the other. Gripping myself tightly I stroke up and down the length of my cock, imagining her tight nipples pebbled from the cold, her pussy wet and smooth, ready to be licked. It doesn’t take long until my balls are pulling tight and I’m spilling my release into the bottle, my cum mixing with the soap. Releasing my spent cock, I tuck it back into my shorts and replace the lid on the bottle, shaking it to make sure its thoroughly mixed. I promised her all of my cum was for her, and this load might not be inside her, but she’ll be rubbing it into her skin every time she has a shower from now on.

      Exhaling happily, I exit her room, engaging the lock again and sauntering downstairs to find the guys all impatiently waiting for me in the foyer.

      “Finally, get your fucking ass moving, this is your woman who’s at risk here,” Evan snaps aggravatedly as he throws open the door and stomps over to the golf cart.

      “Are you really prepared to let her hook up with some asshole at a party, just to make a point,” Clay asks.

      “What point am I making?” I ask, annoyed that two weeks ago they were all telling me I needed to let her go and now they’re telling me to get her back again. “She doesn’t want me, you all agreed that I needed to leave her alone. What the fuck do you expect me to do?” I think a part of me thinks I should feel bad for lying to them, but I need them on board once she does come back to me. I can’t have them telling me I have to give her up every time she gets pissed at me or them. It feels like I’m almost playing with them as much as I am her, but they forced me to set her free. If they hadn’t, she wouldn’t be at this party right now, she’d be bouncing on my cock, locked in her gilded cage.

      “She wants you,” Hunter tells me quietly. “She was worried and unsure the first couple of weeks, but this week she’s been angry. Starling wants your attention, that’s why she’s been provoking you, although I’m not sure you’ve even noticed, you’ve been so determined not to pay any attention to her.”

      “You guys just need to fuck it out or something, I’m getting sick of seeing my sister’s ass,” Evan laughs.

      Inside I’m smirking, but on the outside I keep my expression neutral and shrug. “I’m not sure, I think maybe we missed our chance. Mom and Dad have mentioned how advantageous an alliance with the Eadberht Corporation would be. They have a daughter, she’s just turned eighteen, if I’d never met Starling I’d probably already be engaged by now, so…” I trail off deliberately. Of course it’s all utter bullshit, the Eadberht’s do have a daughter, but even though they only knew Starling for a short time, my mom and dad are still fully intending to have her for a daughter-in-law; they’d never suggest I sacrificed love for a political marriage.

      “No,” Hunter growls in his quiet, purposeful way. “You’d make that poor girl miserable because it will only ever be Starling for you. You fucked up with her, I think if maybe you’d have acted like a normal seventeen-year-old when you first met and not some megalomaniac millionaire, she would have liked you for you. You pushed too hard and she ran, then you fucked up again bringing her here the way you did. But she wants you, maybe not the way you want her yet, but if she was completely lost to you, she would have left and she didn’t, she stayed. This is your chance, don’t give her a reason to run again.”

      Hunter is usually quiet, so when he has something to say, we listen. Of course I already know everything he just spelled out so eloquently, but it’s nice to know he’s exactly where I want him to be, which is firmly on team make Starling fall in love with me.

      “He’s right,” Clay agrees, as Evan nods. “You need to figure out how to win her back, you love her, you can’t just walk away from that.”

      I take a moment, forcing a pensive look to my face as if I’m carefully thinking about what they’re saying, then I nod. “I love her.” It’s the first honest, true thing I’ve said since we started this conversation. I love Starling and it’s more than just my obsession with her, she’s everything. I want to be her north, but she’s the needle on the compass, without her, all directions are meaningless.

      A hint of guilt permeates into me, I shouldn’t be manipulating my friends, the men I consider my brothers, but I need them on board with helping me do whatever I need to do to tether my little bird to me again.

      “Any idea how I can get the ball rolling?” I ask.
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      The feeling of the tequila humming through my veins makes the music seem louder and more all-consuming, and I love it. My hands are in the air, while my ass is pressed up against the front of a very aroused guy, his arm curled around my waist.

      With my eyes closed, I try really hard not to notice how wrong it is to have some random guy’s hard-on pushing into me. I want to be able to embrace this moment, my first real college party—the first party the guys dragged me to doesn’t count. But even though I’m doing all the right things, it just feels so wrong.

      The guy, whose name I don’t even know is slightly behind the rhythm, his arm around my waist is floppy and neither claiming or supportive it’s just sort of hanging there. I can feel his hardness pressing into me, but I’m not feeling even an ounce of arousal and I think I’m supposed to be. Isn’t that the purpose of dancing like this, to simulate sex, to see how well you’d fit together? If it is, then the answer with this guy is not that well.

      I want to push him off, but I don’t know the etiquette. Is it really insulting if I ask him to remove his limp arm and his underwhelming-sized cock away from me? It feels rude, so instead I just go with it, throwing back what’s left of my drink and trying not to cringe when the guy nuzzles into my neck.

      Sammy is immediately across from me, apparently she has the etiquette down, because her tongue is down the throat of a pretty blond boy with messy surfer-style hair, her hands groping his toned chest beneath his unbuttoned shirt.

      Pulling free of the guy—whose name I really wish I knew, if only so I didn’t keep having to refer to him as the guy in my head—I smile and wave my empty cup at him, signaling in the general direction of the bar. Nodding, he smiles, but thankfully doesn’t offer to come with. Pushing my way through the throng of people, I join the back of the line, exhaling slowly and watching the people around me who all seem so much more comfortable than me. I’m used to being alone, but even when I was in Maine I felt Sebastian’s phantom eyes on me, even though I knew he was hours away in a different state. Knowing he doesn’t care enough to watch anymore makes me feel bereft.

      Stepping up to the bar I order myself another Long Island iced tea. Whoever organized this party made it a free bar, but I push a tip into the jar and then move off to the side, standing on the edge of the dance floor with the shadowy trees behind me.

      A prickle of awareness washes over me and I tense, suddenly feeling like I’m being watched, but there’s no way Sebastian is here. If he cared enough to come, he’d already be laying claim to me, making sure everyone around knew who I belonged to.

      “Where’s your friend?”

      Gasping, I turn toward the sound and find Sebastian standing placidly at my side, his hands in his pockets.

      “She’s dancing,” I tell him.

      “I meant your male friend.” His face the picture of unassuming placidity.

      “Oh.” Sudden panic floods me, but why am I worried he might have seen me dancing with another guy, I’m not his and he is most definitely not mine. “I needed another drink.” I lift my glass and he smiles.

      “I see, he didn’t really strike me as your type.”

      “My type? What would that be exactly?”

      “Someone who provokes a reaction a little stronger than confusion and discomfort from you,” he replies, leaning in so I can hear him over the volume of the music and the roar of the party going on around us.

      “Maybe I’m just not used to dancing with strangers at parties, I’m not exactly a social butterfly.”

      “Hmm, maybe. Or maybe he just didn’t do anything for you.”

      I nod noncommittally. “You’re right, redheads aren’t what I’m craving, I’ll try a brunette next time.”

      His laugh sounds menacing even through the volume of the music and the sounds of the party going on around us.

      “By all means, don’t let me stop you.” Lifting his arm, he gestures to the mass of dancers.

      I don’t want to go back out there, dancing with Sammy was fun, but allowing guys to touch me feels… wrong. I’ve avoided all human contact for so long and now that there’s no little voice warning me he’ll find out, I can’t stand the thought of anyone’s hands on me but his. But I don’t want him to think I’m stopping myself because of him, so I lift my glass into the air and offer him a silent toast, forging forward into the crowd until I find Sammy. She and her friend have come up for air, now he’s curled around her back, grinding to the dirty bass line while he nibbles on her neck.

      “Starling, where did you go?” she asks, her voice a little slurred.

      “To get a drink, you were busy or else I’d have gotten you one.”

      Smiling drunkenly, she waves me off. “It’s fine, Rob.” She stops, and glances over her shoulder to the guy who’s dry humping her butt. “Rob?”

      “Ross,” he smiles.

      Laughing, she turns back to me. “Ross is going to get us drinks.”

      When Ross detaches himself from her, she throws her arms around my neck and hugs me tightly. When she leans back, she leaves one arm curled around me and starts to grind with me in the way that girls do when they want guys to look at them.

      Not wanting to push her away I go with it, but having her hands on me feels almost as weird as the redheaded guy’s hands did. I’m relieved when Ross gets back and she enthusiastically launches herself at him, locking her lips with his and kissing him passionately.

      My body sparks to life a moment before a familiar arm encircles my waist. “She’s an affectionate drunk, isn’t she?” Sebastian asks.

      “She’s definitely friendly,” I say, holding myself stiffly against his hold, not wanting to give in to my craving and relax into his touch.

      “I’d like us to be friends,” he breathes against my ear.

      My feet stop moving and I freeze to the spot. His arm falls away and I slowly spin around, narrowing my eyes the moment I’m standing in front of him. “What did you say?”

      “I’d like us to be friends.” The small shrug he offers me is the thing that pushes me over the edge and before I can even think about what I’m doing, my hand is in the air and slapping against his cheek.

      His eyes widen in shock and I swear there’s an audible gasp from the people around us, but I don’t stick around long enough to see how they react. Pushing my way through the crowd, I text Sammy as I go to let her know I’m leaving and ask her to text me when she gets home.

      “Asshole,” I mutter, my gaze focused on the ground, trying to watch where I’m going and not trip over a tree root. “Friends, fucking friends.”

      I’m so focused on not falling and angrily ranting about Sebastian that I don’t notice someone’s following me until I’m plucked off the ground, dragged off the path and pressed back against a tree.

      “Calm down, Starling, it’s only me,” Sebastian says as I’m parting my lips to scream. The sound dies in my throat and the fear that has turned my blood cold all morphs into unrestrained anger.

      “What the fuck are you doing? I thought you were attacking me, you fucking asshole.”

      “I called your name several times, I’ve been following you since you stormed off, but you were too busy calling me an asshole to notice,” he says calmly.

      “You are an asshole,” I shout into his obnoxiously beautiful face.

      “I know,” he smirks.

      “Stop smiling.”

      “I’m sorry, I just forgot how cute you are when you’re angry.”

      “Why are you here?” I ask.

      “Because it’s Friday night and there’s a party.”

      “No, I mean here, now,” I clarify.

      “Because you stormed off upset, I wasn’t sure how you were planning to get back to the house.”

      “I hate you so much,” I snarl.

      His lips twitch a moment before he leans forward and breathes against my ear. “You don’t hate me.”

      My lungs stop working, my heart stills and my sex perks up in excitement at how close he is to me right now. Leaning back, he pulls his full lower lip between his teeth and watches me, waiting for something, but right this second, I have no idea what.

      “I think you wish you hated me, but you can’t, because I’m the only one who makes you feel.”

      I try to shake my head to deny his words, but the only noise I can make is a pathetic whimper.

      “Do you need it?” he asks, his voice a whiskey-tinged rasp that makes me swallow down a moan of desperation.

      “Need what?” I practically pant.

      “To feel.”

      I try to shake my head, to say no, but I don’t. I can’t. I want him and it’s not some animalistic urge, it’s a need, a want, a choice. My body isn’t overruling my head, I’m not unaware of what’s happening here, even though a part of me wishes I could use that as an excuse for what he makes me feel. I’m angry at him, furious that he has the audacity to suggest we be friends, but I want him. I need him and I hate it, or maybe I just hate that I don’t hate it.

      For weeks I’ve yearned to feel the way he makes me feel. I tried to replicate it with rebellion, but it didn’t work. I sought it out from others, but I stayed cold in the face of replacing his touch with someone else’s.

      “I need it too,” he confesses on a whisper.

      My lips part as I lift my gaze to his. He’s so beautiful, his face regal and austere, sometimes almost sinister with how perfect he is.

      “You can have anything you want, all you have to do is reach out and take it,” he taunts.

      My eyes fall down to my hands that are gripping the fabric of his shirt tightly. I assumed he was holding me in place, imprisoning me like he usually does. But he’s not touching me, his arms are hanging loosely at his sides. I’m the one keeping him here, the one holding him captive.

      “You’re usually the one who takes whatever you please,” I say breathily.

      “I know. I took too much, now I’ll only take what’s offered freely.”

      Swallowing thickly I glance guiltily around us, but we’re alone, everyone else is busy at the party. Relinquishing my hold on his shirt I lift my left hand and place it on his right arm, slowly sliding it down until I reach his hand. My skin feels alive, tingles of power and sensation building until I feel like I’m vibrating with nerves and excitement. Slowly I lift his hand up, guiding it to my breast.

      “Just for tonight,” I tremble.

      “Spell it out for me, Starling, I want to hear you say exactly what you think this is.”

      “Make me feel, Sebastian. Just for tonight, I’m…” I pause, then inhale. “I’m offering myself to you.”

      For the longest moment of my life, he just looks at me, his palm still pressed against my breast. Then he lurches forward and collars my throat while his lips plunder my mouth. In an instant my body comes to life, exploding with need and want and desire. The night is both brighter and more immersive, lighting up the world around me even as the darkness presses in on us.

      His lips devour mine, his tongue forcing mine to submit as his fingers squeeze just enough around my throat to remind me that each breath I take is because he’s allowing it. I want more. I want his hands on me, his fingers in me. I want him to make me come and then force me to do it again and again. I want him to take away my choice and make me accept whatever he wants to give me, and I want it all right now.

      Blindly reaching for his hand that’s not around my neck, I try to drag it downward, needing him between my legs, but instead of doing what I’m silently asking, he tenses his arm, making it immovable as he grips my neck, then releases me, stepping back and assessing me coolly.

      “What? Why are you stopping?” I gasp.

      “I’m not sure this is a good idea,” he admits, rubbing a hand over his hair.

      “What?” I snap. “Are you serious?”

      “I’m not sure you’re thinking straight, you’ve been drinking.”

      “I’ve had two shots and one and a half cocktails, I’m more than capable of making my own decisions.”

      “And you want this?” he questions, his expression mostly calm with a hint of something I can’t quite identify.

      “I want you, Sebastian, I need you and I’m offering you me. So what are you waiting for?” I taunt him.

      A second later my feet leave the ground and my back hits the trunk of a tree as the skirt of my dress is shoved up and he rips my thong clean off me. Two thick fingers slam into me and I let out a long, low moan of pleasure as he pumps them in and out. I’m so wet I can hear the sound of my own arousal and feel the way it coats my thighs.

      “This is going to be fast and quick; I’ll take my time on round two,” he smirks a second before his fingers are replaced with his rock hard and much bigger than I remember cock.

      I open my mouth to scream, but Sebastian shoves my thong between my lips, gagging me with the underwear that he just tore off me. The taste of my own arousal fills my mouth, but I don’t have a chance to decide how I feel about that before he starts to fuck me.

      My legs are curled around his hips and I lock my ankles at his back, holding on to his shoulders while he slams his cock in and out of me, not giving me a second to get used to his sheer size.

      Unadulterated bliss hits me when I combust; an orgasm wrenched from me as I scream around my panties, feeling the sound in the back of my throat even if nothing more than a muffled cry escapes my lips. I’m barely moving, simply holding on while he fucks the ever-loving shit out of me against a tree no more than fifty yards from where a college party with hundreds of guests is raging. It’s hot and dirty and brutal and I love it. I’m on the verge of coming again when he pulls out of me, spins me around and then slams into my pussy again from behind as I struggle to find purchase on the tree I’m now facing.

      Delivering a sharp slap to my ass, he sets a frantic pace as he drills me from behind, his hold on my hips tight enough to bruise and I want it to. We barely had a day together before he freed me, but not until he gave me a glimpse of what it means to be truly owned by him. In that twenty-four-hour period he gave me more pleasure than I’ve ever known and then it was gone, and I’ve been craving it ever since.

      A sense of loathing hits almost in unison with my second orgasm, but Sebastian doesn’t even pause, fucking me as I scream and writhe. His thrusts become deeper, harder until he grips my hips to the point of pain and comes deep inside of me.

      For a moment, neither of us moves. My cheek is pressed against the tree I’m holding, my legs are spread wide, my dress bunched at my waist, Sebastian’s cock still inside of me. We could be discovered at any moment, but neither of us tries to move. Somehow the sounds of our panting breaths are louder than the raucous noise of the party behind us.

      Sebastian loosens his grip on my hips and I whine in protest when his dick slides out of me, the heat of his cum dripping out of my sex. Lifting my head, I glance over my shoulder and find Sebastian with his cell in his hand, the camera focused between my thighs.

      “Seriously?” I croak, pulling the fabric from my mouth.

      His eyes lift to mine and he smirks, completely unrepentant. “Let’s go.”

      “Go where?”

      “Don’t you remember? I already told you this was only the first round. You didn’t think this was it, did you?”

      I push my dress down, covering myself, and he scowls.

      “I’m not done with you yet, Starling. You gave yourself to me for the night, so you’re mine until the sun comes up. Now let’s go.”

      Wrapping his fingers in a tight grip around my wrist, he drags me back onto the path until we reach the same spot we parked our cart in for the first party. Smiling, he lifts me off the ground and places me into the front of the cart, following me in and immediately pulling away.

      “Won’t the others need the cart?” I ask, glancing back toward the woods that we’re speeding away from.

      “They’ll be fine, I texted them to let them know we were leaving and to ask them to keep an eye on your friend.”

      “What? When?”

      “While you were running away.”

      “Presumptuous much?” I snip.

      “Get your head out of the gutter, sweetheart. I just wasn’t about to let you wander about on your own at night.” His palm is resting on my bare thigh and as we get closer to the house, he inches his fingers higher until he’s playing with my folds, massaging his cum that’s still coating my thighs into my skin.

      The gates open for us the moment we reach the house and instead of parking the cart around the side, he abandons it right in front of the entrance. I expect him to drag me inside, but instead he turns me to my side, and slides me along the seat until my legs are dangling outside and I’m lying along the bench.

      Parting my legs, Sebastian pushes my dress up until I’m bared for him, naked from the waist down, my panties gripped tightly in my hand.

      “You’ve got the prettiest pussy I’ve ever seen,” he murmurs, parting my lips with his finger and thumb as he stares down at me. “So pink and wet and perfect.”

      Keeping me spread wide, he pushes two fingers into me then pulls them all the way out. He does it again, dipping into me then withdrawing and again until I’m squirming on the seat as he fucks me with his fingers in the open where anyone could see.

      “I wonder if I can make you squirt for me?” he muses, adding a third finger and curling them upward until he finds my G-spot, and I moan wantonly in pleasure.

      “We only have tonight, just fuck me. I want you to fuck me again,” I beg.

      Laughing, he lifts his eyes and smiles at me. “Don’t worry, after I play for a little while I’m going to fuck you until you scream. But first I want to see if I can make you come so hard you cover me in your arousal the way your cunt’s coated in mine.”

      His fingers start to move again and I see stars as he circles my clit with his thumb while he works my G-spot with his talented fingers. I come almost immediately, screaming out my release while he continues to work my pussy, fucking me with his fingers until a pressure unlike a normal orgasm starts to build. “Sebastian,” I say cautiously.

      “That’s it, sweetheart, come again for me, how does it feel?”

      “Like I want to pee, in a really, really good way,” I whine, the thong I’d been gripping in my hand forgotten as I writhe against the bench seat, my fingers clenching tightly to the leather.

      “Perfect, baby, fucking perfect. Come for me, just let go and I promise it’ll feel so fucking good.”

      I try to hold it back, horrified that I might pee when I come, but his fingers are relentless and when I can’t hold on anymore, I orgasm, and it’s not like anything I’ve ever experienced before. The orgasm implodes inside of me, but it’s more than just coming, it’s like a full-body release as all the pressure he’s built up inside of me squirts out of me.

      “Fuck, that is the hottest thing I’ve ever fucking seen. I’m soaked, Starling, you gushed all over me.”

      My eyes fall closed and I let my head drop onto the seat beneath me, my arms flopping to the side.

      “Oh hell no, we’re not done. My dick has never been so hard.”

      Scooping me off the seat, Sebastian flings me over his shoulder, marches into the house and up the three flights of stairs to the floor we share. I expect him to take me to his room, but instead he pulls my key card from my purse, opens my door and carries me upstairs.

      Lowering me to my feet, he unzips my dress and shoves it to the floor, his wet shirt and pants follow suit and then we’re both naked.

      “I want you to ride my dick while I suck on your nipples,” he says, sitting on the edge of the bed and pulling me down into his lap. Stradling him, I grab his cock and guide him into my soaked sex. I’m literally dripping with a mixture of his cum and my own and his dick slides easily into me until I’m full of him and my ass is pressed against his thighs.

      “Offer me your tits, sweetheart,” he orders, but right now I’ll do whatever the fuck he wants, so I lift my breasts with my hands and lean toward his mouth. Capturing them in his hands, he sucks first one nipple, then the other into his mouth, rolling the tip with his tongue. “Ride my cock, baby, make us both come, else I’ll pin you face down over the end of your bed and drill your pussy until you’re begging me to stop.”

      For the first time, possibly ever, I’m not scared of him, or his threats. He won’t hurt me, not in a way I won’t enjoy, and knowing that is freeing and powerful. Moving slowly to start off with, I slide myself up and down his cock, teasing him with shallow glides that feel nice but won’t lead to us screaming with ecstasy.

      “Faster,” he chides, scraping his teeth over my swollen nipple as I moan. I lift almost all the way off him, before sliding him all the way to the hilt, getting deeper with each thrust.

      It almost feels like I’m in control, like I’m using him for my pleasure, but he’s definitely topping from the bottom, caressing and lapping at my breasts when I’m doing what he’s telling me to do, punishing me with nips and bites when I’m not.

      When I finally do come, it’s a hot burn that starts in my toes and moves steadily upward until my sex is clenching his dick so hard I can barely move.

      “Motherfucker,” Sebastian growls from behind gritted teeth, gripping my waist and lifting me up and down his length, forcing my pussy to milk him until we’re both panting and covered in sweat.

      After our breathing has slowed, he carries me to the shower and washes me. Then he pulls the showerhead from the wall, messes with the flow by twisting the top and forces it between my legs.

      The heat and pressure of the water startles a low moan of shocked sensation from me. I knew that you could use a showerhead to get yourself off, I’ve just never tried it until now. Why have I never tried it? Teasing me, he uses the jet on my clit, never allowing me to focus on his probing fingers against my tight asshole while the water is like a hundred tiny hands massaging me all at once. And when I come again, it’s with the water spraying directly onto my clit, and two of his fingers filling my ass.
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      Rolling off Starling, I flop into a boneless heap on the mattress beside her. My dick actually feels chaffed from the amount of sex we’ve had tonight, but I don’t care. She offered herself to me for the night. She gave herself to me, because no matter what she says, or how hard she fights, she’s mine, and no one will ever make her feel or react the way I do.

      After I got her off in the shower, I ate her pussy for nearly an hour, making her come again and again until she begged for my cock. When I finally gave it to her, it was with her face to the comforter, her hair in my fist and her ass in the air. After the fourth or fifth round, she fell asleep and I woke her up with my dick, rolling her to the side and lifting one leg while I fucked her. I haven’t let her clean up since and right now her pussy is a sopping mess of my cum. I’ve lost count of how many pictures I’ve taken of her cunt overflowing with me.

      She hasn’t mentioned us using condoms, but we haven’t been careful, I love seeing the mess I’ve made of her too much to ever use anything. Twisting to the side, I take in her ravished appearance. Her neck and breasts are coated in bite marks and hickeys. Her nipples are swollen and red from me sucking on them and her cunt is puffy and so fucking well used she’s going to feel me for days.

      I want her again, but honestly, I’m not sure I can get another erection even if I wanted to. Her eyes are closed and her chest is moving rhythmically up and down, I’ve fucked her into an exhausted stupor. Grabbing my cell, I turn on my camera and take a picture of her, naked, well used and fucked beyond exhaustion. Switching to video, I pan it up and down her body, zooming in on her kiss-swollen lips, her nipples, the hickeys on the inside of her thighs and finally her cunt and tight asshole.

      Like this, ravished and exhausted, she’s utter perfection and now all I need is for her to open her eyes and tell me she loves me. She’s not there yet, but tonight has pushed her a massive step closer to my ultimate goal.

      The sun is just starting to peek over the horizon as I grab my clothes and force myself to slip from her bed. I don’t want to leave. I want to take her to my room, slide my cock into her and chain her to me, but I tried that and it didn’t work. I need her to wake up alone. I need her to question why I’m not there, to feel sad, to crave me and my touch, my cock and my attention. Her body will remind her of me with every step, but I want her thoughts to be consumed by me too.

      I know it’s an asshole move, but as I lean down and press a kiss against her lips, I make a silent promise that once she’s mine, like she’s always meant to be, I’ll never let her wake up without me again. That I’ll never let her question how I feel about her, how much I want her, how I don’t want to exist without her.

      “I love you, little bird,” I murmur against her lips then I leave, hating each step that takes me away from her. “Give yourself back to me soon.”
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      My body slowly comes to life and I groan as my muscles protest against the movement. Taking stock of what hurts I realize it’s all of me. I feel weak and yet it’s not a bad pain, more of an exhausted bliss.

      Blinking my eyes open, I stare up at the vaulted ceiling above me. There’re tiny stars painted into the rafters that sparkle in the sunlight. Twisting my head to the right I expect to find Sebastian, peaceful and almost soft in sleep, only the bed is empty. I’m alone. Reaching out I touch the sheets beside me, they’re cold, he’s been gone a while.

      He left.

      He fucked me all night, waking me up with his dick every time I fell asleep and then he just left. I rack my brain, trying to decide if he woke me up to say goodbye, but the last thing I remember is him draping my legs over his shoulders and fucking me. He held me immobile, not able to do anything but take him pounding into me over and over until I screamed my release. I must have passed out after that and instead of sleeping beside me, he left.

      Sitting up, the sheet I must have pulled over myself at some point slips to my waist and I see the remnants of our night all over my skin. My nipples are swollen and red, not their usual pink, there’re bite marks and hickeys all over me and from the tenderness in my neck, it’s received the same treatment.

      There’s dry cum on my stomach and as I lift the sheet my thighs are covered in it too. I’m honestly not sure how many times we had sex last night, but it must be at least nine, or ten. Curling my legs upward, there’s a pull between them that I know will linger for at least the rest of the day, maybe longer.

      My bladder protests, so I carefully climb out of the bed and pad slowly to the bathroom. When I’m done, I wash my hands and stare at my reflection in the mirror. I look well and truly fucked. Ridden hard and put away wet. Ravished. But instead of basking in the afterglow of amazing sex, I feel hollow and empty.

      I expected him to be here, I expected to have to deal with his domineering ways, to have to kick him out and remind him that what happened between us was just a one-off. But instead I’m alone. He didn’t even care long enough for the sheets to cool before he was grabbing his clothes and any other evidence of him being here and leaving me like I was nothing more than a girl he met at a party and spent the night screwing.

      Is that what I am? Am I a one-night stand? Is that what last night was? From the moment he tore into my life and smashed it to pieces he’s called me little bird, but last night he never used the pet name even once. Should I have known I wasn’t special to him anymore?

      Tears fill my eyes and instead of trying to fight them, I let them fall. I cry for myself, for an amazing night that’s been ruined by his absence, and I cry because as much as I hate it, I wish he was here. I wish I was fighting with him; I wish he was here so I could tell him he was an asshole and that he doesn’t own me. But he’s not and I hate it.

      More tears roll down my cheeks and I’m not sure why. I don’t want to care about him, but the moment he put his hands on me last night, all the unanswered questions I’ve been asking myself over and over again didn’t seem to matter, because he was the answer to them all.

      The boy who blew my world to pieces, is the only person who can put me together again, but I gave myself to him last night and this morning he was gone. He’s spent years chasing me but the moment I stop running he turns and calmly walks in the opposite direction.

      My own confusion wars with the anger Sebastian always seems to provoke in me. Half of me wants to storm downstairs and kick him in the balls for leaving, the other half refuses to ever chase him.

      A beeping sound calls me back into my bedroom and I flop onto the bed, grabbing my cell from where I apparently put it on charge last night. There’re three texts from Sammy and a missed called from my dad.

      I feel too ragged to speak to my dad right now. He knows Sebastian is here. I didn’t tell him that he orchestrated me being here too or why he did it, I just told him that Harry had arranged for me to be in the same house as Evan and that the others had all decided to transfer here to be together for their junior and senior years. Dad was furious, he tried to get me to leave, to come home to Maine, I refused. That was a week ago and both of us have been too stubborn to contact the other until now.

      Clicking into my messages, I promise myself that I’ll call Dad later.

      
        
        Sammy: Where did you go?

        Sammy: Clay (OMG how hot is he!!!) told me Sebastian took you home. AHHHHHHHHH I really hope he’s fucking you into the mattress right now. I want to hear ALL the dirty details tomorrow.

        Sammy: Are you alive? Did he wear your pussy out???

      

      

      A bark of laughter falls from my lips and I type out a reply.

      
        
        Me: I’m alive, not so sure about my pussy.

      

      

      She replies almost instantly.

      
        
        Sammy: YES GIRL!!!! So are you and the stalker back together?? Is that what you want??

        Me: **Shrugging emoji** he was gone when I woke up.

        Sammy: WTF what a douche!!! Want to go get breakfast off campus? We can drink mimosas and bitch about beautiful boys.

        Me: Do you have a car?

        Sammy: Of course. Get dressed I’ll come grab you in our cart.

        Me: KK see you soon.

      

      

      I try to jump up from the bed, but my limbs protest and I groan, pushing my hand between my thighs and gripping my battered pussy. Rolling more sedately off the mattress, I head back to the bathroom for a much-needed shower. When I’ve washed all the dried cum off my body, I get dressed in a pretty pale-blue sundress and then use concealer to cover the worst of the visible hickeys Sebastian gave me. I’m pretty sure I left some on him too, so it won’t take a genius to figure out what happened between us last night.

      When I’m as presentable as I’m going to get this morning and walking as tenderly as I can, I descend the stairs hoping to avoid my housemates—especially Sebastian—until I can decide what to do about him.

      “Morning, sis,” Evan says, walking out of his bedroom door just as I hit his landing. “Rough night?” he asks with a wink.

      “Urgh,” I groan, “You’d have thought with as much money as your families have, they’d invest in some soundproofing.”

      “All the bedrooms are soundproofed, all except yours. Normally I’d be totally down for a free porn soundtrack to fall asleep to, but then just as I was drifting off you’d go again and again and again. If I’m honest I’m impressed with both of y’alls stamina. I’m actually surprised you can walk at all today.”

      “Oh my god, Evan,” I cringe, punching him in the arm as we walk down the stairs side by side. “Did you even consider just not telling me you heard me having sex last night?”

      He wrinkles his brow for a second as he thinks, then he turns and smirks. “No.”

      “God, I hate you.”

      Dropping his arm across my shoulders he pulls me into the kitchen. “Having a sister is fun,” he laughs, only releasing me when Clay and Hunter both jump up from their chairs, turn their attention to me and start to clap.

      “Fuck you,” I hiss, rolling my eyes as I flip them the bird, ignoring them as I grab a bottle of water from the drink cooler.

      “Where’s Bastian?” Clay asks.

      I shrug. “No clue.”

      “Has he seen how short that dress is?” Hunter asks with a raised brow.

      “He bought it, so I’m going to go with yes, but as he’d gone before I woke up this morning I’m also going to suggest he wouldn’t care either way.” I have no idea why I’m telling them this. We’re not friends and they’re firmly team Sebastian, they’ve proved that over and over. But a part of me wants to know what they think. If they’re as shocked as I am that he ghosted me this morning, or if this is standard operating procedure for him.

      “What do you mean?” Evan asks, walking to stand beside me.

      “I mean, we fucked, then I fell asleep with him in the bed and woke up alone.”

      “Did he leave a note? Maybe he went to get coffee or breakfast or something,” Clay suggests, but I can tell by the expression on his face that he doesn’t believe it.

      “No note, and he’d been gone a while. I mean, it doesn’t matter, we agreed it was just for the night, he honored that. Suppose there’s a first time for everything.”

      “Wait, so you guys didn’t make up? You’re not back together?” Evan asks.

      “No,” I shake my head. “No, we didn’t even… No. Last night was just about sex.”

      “Do you want to get back together with him?” Hunter asks, in that quiet way of his.

      I shrug, avoiding any of their eyes, because the truth is I really don’t know how I feel about Sebastian. “You can’t get back together with someone you never agreed to be with in the first place.”

      The sound of a golf cart horn beeping from outside breaks the strained moment between me and Sebastian’s friends, and I shake off the weirdness of discussing this stuff with them. “That’s Sammy, see you later.”

      “Where are you going?” Clay asks.

      “Off campus to get breakfast.”

      “Take my car, don’t ride the bus,” Evan says, holding his keys out for me to take.

      “Oh, I can’t drive.”

      “But you have your permit,” Clay says.

      “Having a permit and knowing how to drive are two different things. Mom can’t drive either, we planned to learn together, but then… well you know what happened and I left. But it’s fine, Sammy has a car. Bye.”

      All three guys stare at me a little shocked, but I don’t ask them what the problem is, I just leave, eager to get some space and some time away from campus for the first time since I got here.

      “Morning, girl, you look surprisingly fresh for someone who was being fucked all night,” she says in greeting.

      “You don’t look too perky. What happened with Ross?”

      “Who?” she grimaces.

      “The guy you were making out with?”

      “Wasn’t his name Rob?”

      “No,” I laugh.

      “Oh. Well your housemates are serious cockblockers. After I got your text to say you were leaving, they decided to come play security to me. They scared Rob off.”

      “Ross.”

      “Yeah, him. They scared him off and then kept giving every guy who came near me death stares until they left. My lady balls were so blue by the time they dropped me off at home that I had to bring out my BOB to save the day.”

      “If you weren’t up all night having sex, why do you look so tired?”

      She grimaces. “Because my orgy-loving roomies were. I walked in on a full-blown sex show. The triplets. Did I tell you the girls were identical triplets?”

      “Er, no,” I laugh.

      “Yep Amie, Amelia and Anastasia Attingham. They’re either nymphos or they are looking to get knocked up before the end of the first semester. We’ve only been here a few weeks and Amie is already engaged and pregnant. I assumed that might make her and Tim take a step back from the constant orgies, but no, now she’s jumping from cock to cock, warming them up for her sisters. I really, really need to move out, I’ve got to the point where I’m frightened to touch anything in case it has someone’s fluids on it.”

      “Ewww that is gross. I wish we had a spare room in our house, I’d love another girl to balance out the testosterone in that place.”

      We chat away until we reach one of the valet stations and a familiar face steps out. “Starling,” Angelo says with a bright smile. “How you doing?”

      “Hi, Angelo, I’m good thanks, this is my friend Sammy.”

      “Hey, Sammy,” he nods, glancing at her briefly then turning back to me. “I haven’t seen you around, I thought you might come visit me.”

      “Er, yeah, it’s been a hectic few weeks, settling into school, making friends.” I shrug.

      “Yeah, that’s cool. Maybe you’d let me take you out some time?” he asks.

      “Ohhh, er.”

      “Ahh someone snapped you up already, didn’t they?”

      “No, I don’t have a boyfriend, it’s just.” Wrinkling my brow I try to decide what to say. “Er, it’s complicated.”

      Angelo nods, his smile dimming. “I get it. But if things uncomplicate themselves, or you change your mind, you let me know.”

      “I will,” I nod, offering him a small smile.

      Another valet arrives with Sammy’s car and I climb into the passenger seat, not glancing in Angelo’s direction as she pulls away from the curb.

      “He was cute, why did you say no?”

      “I don’t know, he is cute, but he doesn’t really do anything for me.”

      “Hmm,” she says, smirking knowingly at me as we drive through the entrance gates and onto the road.

      “This is the first time I’ve left campus since I got here.”

      “What?” she gasps. “How come?”

      “I don’t have a car and the closest bus stop is like twenty minutes’ walk from here.”

      “You ride the bus?” she asks appalled.

      For the first time in years, I remember how ignorant of the real world the wealthy and entitled are. “Yeah, that’s how normal folk get places when they don’t have a car.”

      “Wow, I sound like a stuck-up bitch, don’t I? I’m sorry, there’s just no way my parents would let me take a bus anywhere, they think I’m too young to even be in school, they wanted me to defer my place at Kingsacre and stay home for another year.”

      “It’s fine, it’s just been a few years since I was around the überwealthy. The tiny town we lived in, in Maine was just full of fisherman and their families, the nicest car in town was the shiny new school bus.”

      “But your mom married Daddy Warbucks, so you’re like rich now too. Also, fuck you very much for not telling me exactly who your stalker and your housemates were. The Lockwoods, Morrises, Rossbergs and Jansens are like American royalty, they’re not just rich, they’re next level rich and insanely powerful. To be honest, if I’d known you’re basically a Morris I think I’d have been too intimidated to speak to you that first day.”

      “I’m not a Morris. I’m a Kennedy, just the plain old normal daughter of a fisherman from Maine, Starling Kennedy. My mom married into all that, not me.”

      Sammy mouths “Ohh,” then falls silent for a few minutes until we reach a small row of shops, bars and restaurants.

      “I literally had no idea this was here,” I admit.

      “Have you been eating on campus this whole time too?”

      “Mainly. The last couple of weeks since I started trying to piss Sebastian off, I’ve been eating more at home, the guys like to cook, which I find odd, but the refrigerator is always stocked and the food in the cafeteria at night is truly awful.”

      Sammy parks the car and we climb out. She heads toward a cute restaurant with comfy-looking sofas out front in beachy pinks and oranges. We sit and a waitress takes our orders.

      “Has he texted you yet?” she asks.

      “He hadn’t before we left. I’m not sure he will, he’s not the wait three days type, he’s the slide an engagement ring onto your finger while you sleep kind of a guy.”

      “Oh my god, I love him. You make him sound like such an asshole.”

      “He’s the biggest asshole.”

      “With the biggest dick by the looks of it, don’t think I haven’t notice how you’re walking this morning.”

      “I’m actually in pain, my thighs are chaffed and I think I might need to take some Tylenol, my pussy has a pulse.”

      “Oh my god,” she cackles. “Tell me everything, how did it even happen? Last thing I remember was you dancing with a sexy ginger, then we danced, then you were gone.”

      “Urgh, I don’t even know. He said he wanted to be friends.”

      “Friends?”

      “Exactly, I mean what the fuck? So I got really angry and I just wanted to leave, so I texted you and then he followed me and caught up to me, and the next thing I know we’re fucking against a tree.”

      Her mouth falls open and then twists into a grin. “Just like that? He suggests friends, you suggest some alfresco sex?”

      “It’s all a bit of a blur, he did his Sebastian Jedi mind trick shit and said he wouldn’t take anything from me anymore, said that I had to offer; and oh my god, I think I kind of begged him.” Covering my face with my hands I groan.

      “You like him, don’t you?” Sammy asks, her tone serious now.

      “I hate him.”

      “Okay, just for a minute, take away all the stuff from the past and just think about what’s happened since you got to Kingsacre. You like him.”

      “The problem is I can’t discount the stuff that happened, it shaped me and fundamentally changed me as a person. I might and it’s a really big question mark, like this version of Sebastian, but how can I forget everything he’s done to me?”

      Our waitress arrives with our food and I fall silent, thanking her as I lift my mimosa to my lips. “Why didn’t she ask for ID?”

      “None of the bars along this strip bother asking for ID from the Kingsacre students,” she says, waving my concern away. “Okay, so let’s take it one offense at a time. You guys met in high school?”

      “Met probably isn’t accurate, I never spoke to him before the day he announced I was his. But yeah, according to him and the others, he saw me when I was a freshman and decided I belonged to him.”

      “That’s when Clay, Evan and Hunter started watching you for him? This is the bit I don’t understand, why didn’t he just come say hi?”

      “GAA, the school we went to, has these weird rules. Every freshman has a year to prove who they are, and that means for the first year they don’t really interact with the older kids and the older kids aren’t allowed to mess with them. It’s supposed to give you a year to find your place or some shit.”

      “And Sebastian and the others were like prefects?”

      “The Elite, yeah. There’s a tradition that the graduating Elite seniors pick their replacements from the juniors, but the guys were picked as freshmen. It was a whole thing, but basically it meant they were royalty, they were Elites for three years, not just one, and their word was law.”

      “So they were the kings and Sebastian wanted to make you his queen, but he didn’t make his move until your sophomore year?”

      A bitter laugh falls from my lips. “Yeah, it was the first day of classes and I had a shift at the diner I worked at straight after school. By the time I had my uniform on, they were sitting in a booth in my section. I was so scared, I thought they were there to tell me I was getting kicked out of school, but instead Sebastian told me I was his and that I had to quit my job. Clay went and spoke to my boss and came back with my final paycheck. I’m not entirely sure what they threatened him with, but he told me not to bother coming back.”

      “Wow.”

      “Oh that’s not even the worst thing they did that day. They forced me to get into their car and then he just started telling me I was his. God, I think he even mentioned us getting engaged. I freaked the fuck out and must have passed out, because when I woke up I was in a bedroom at his house. He had a doctor there for me and he called my mom out and she stayed the night. I still don’t know how he managed to convince everyone that I was there willingly, but no one ever questioned it.”

      “Your mom never thought it was weird?”

      “No. Mom drank the Kool-Aid from day one, she loves Sebastian, I told her what he was doing and she just brushed it off as teenage drama. When I went to Maine I had a complete fucking meltdown. I told my dad everything and he never questioned it. He hates Sebastian, well all of them really.”

      “But apart from that first few days, Sebastian hasn’t been a total psycho, right?”

      I exhale slowly. “No, not really. He scared the crap out of me that first day, he said all this shit about cages and clipping my wings and loads of other fucked-up stuff, but then he just changed his mind and set me free.”

      “Wow,” she says again.

      “Half of me thinks he’s still fucking with me, but I just don’t know anymore. I want to walk away, to leave and forget about him, but it’s like he’s infected my thoughts. He’s been the monster under the bed for so long now, I just don’t think I can just pretend he’s not a part of my life.”

      “And the sex?”

      “Well I’ve got nothing else to compare it to, but it was phenomenal, completely out of this world. I came so many times I actually thought about asking him to stop making me orgasm at one point. I don’t know what it is about being with him, our past is so toxic and even when he’s not messing with me, it still feels like he’s messing with me. Last night when I was dancing with that guy, all I could think about was that it felt wrong, him touching me. I got asked out a couple of days ago and I felt nothing but an icky guilt, like if I agreed I’d be cheating. When Sebastian touches me, even after all our fucked-up history, it feels right.”

      “Oh my god, this is some next level messed up,” Sammy laughs.

      “Tell me about it. I’ve never even kissed anyone but him.”

      “We need to change that. You can’t make an informed decision about Sebastian if you’ve never experienced anything else. There’s a block party tonight at Bufford Row in the town houses, we’re going to go and you’re going to find a cute guy to kiss. If it’s good then great, you can explore what boys are like away from Sebastian and his mind fuckery. If it’s bad, or it feels wrong, then maybe as messed up as he is, Sebastian is the one, and you need to figure out a way to forget the past and move forward.”
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      It’s been hours since I left her room and I can still smell her on me. I need to shower, but the thought of washing her off my skin is repellant. My cell is at my side, I half expected her to text me this morning, but she didn’t, instead her and her friend went out to breakfast and haven’t been back since.

      When her security team advised me that she left campus I almost followed and dragged her back. I’m happy to allow her the illusion of freedom in the confines of Kingsacre, but if she tries to actually leave me, I won’t be able to allow her to go.

      As hard as it was to leave her this morning, I’m confident it was the right thing to do. I know she was confused and a little pissed, she even spoke to the guys about it, but making her mad is completely worth it if it forces her to deal with the way I know she feels about me.

      My dick starts to harden the moment I let myself think about how it was between us last night. I never forced her the first time we had sex, but there was definitely some coercion, manipulation and heated emotions that fueled it. Last night was all about want and need. She offered herself to me and that gift made everything better.

      For me there’re several types of sex. There’s sex for sex’s sake, no emotions, not repeats, just the fun of shoving your dick in someone until you get off. Then there’s fucking, usually fun, sweaty and enthusiastic, sometimes repeated, but never taken too seriously. What Starling and I have done is angry fucking. Hot, intense, insanely good sex that you want to do again the moment you finish. It’s the kind of sex that you never forget, that changes you and bonds you to the other person for the rest of forever because it’s fueled by emotions that are so strong they may fade, but they’ll never go away.

      Last night changed things for us. We’re still playing this game we’ve been playing since the first time I saw her, only now we’re in the final round with only a handful of turns left to take, winner gets it all. She doesn’t know it yet but I only ever play games I know I can win. I want her back in my bed by the end of the week and my ring on her finger by the end of the month. The best thing is that she’ll come to me willingly, admitting that it’ll only ever be us and that her future doesn’t exist without me in it.

      My cell beeps and I grab it hoping it’s from her, but it’s from her security team.

      
        
        Sec1: Just returned to campus.

      

      

      They’re more discrete now, watching her from a distance, but no matter what I told her and the guys, there’s always eyes on her when she’s not with me. I wait on tenterhooks for her to get back to the house, but thirty minutes later she’s not back so I contact them again, asking for her location.

      
        
        Me: Location?

        Sec1: Alistern House.

      

      

      She’s at her friend’s house. I don’t like it, but it’s not as if I can go and retrieve her without confessing that she’s being followed, so instead I head downstairs and find the guys playing Xbox in the living room. “Hey,” I say, sliding onto the couch next to Clay.

      “Hey,” Evan says, not looking away from the TV screen and the game he’s playing.

      “What’s up with you and Starling? Her room’s not soundproofed, we could hear you making her scream all fucking night long,” Hunter growls.

      I smirk. “Yeah, sorry about that. You hearing I mean, not me fucking her all night long.”

      “She told us you bailed before she woke up?” Evan asks, a challenging gleam in his eyes.

      “We agreed it was just for the night, so I booked before the sun came up and I broke her rules,” I shrug, feigning nonchalance.

      “I thought you were gonna try and work things out with her. How is fucking her, then making her feel like shit by ditching her before she wakes up fixing things?” Clay asks accusingly.

      “Hey I’m trying to make things right, I stayed away until she came to me. Last night I asked her if we could start over, try to be friends and she suggested we fuck. It was her idea; she made the rules, I’m just trying to follow them,” I say, holding my hands up like I’m surrendering.

      “She was upset that you weren’t there,” Hunter offers.

      “You hoping to see her tonight? Maybe you could ask her out on a date or something?” Evan suggests.

      “Nah, I’m going to give her some space, respect those boundaries she’s always saying I cross. We live in the same house, it’s not like we’re not going to see each other,” I tell them with a shrug, forcing my expression to stay neutral while I spew bullshit to my best friends.

      I spend the next few hours playing Xbox and resisting the urge to text Starling and demand she get her ass home. But by the time the pizza we order for dinner arrives, I’m starting to get more than pissed. Pulling my cell from my pocket I text her security team again.

      
        
        Me: Location?

        Sec1: Party – Bufford Row.

        Me: Who?

        Sec1: Starling, Sammy and three unknown males.

        Me: Have they touched her?

        Sec1: Negative. Shall we intervene?

        Me: No, I’m on my way.

        Sec1: Copy.

      

      

      “I don’t want to stay in tonight, this is our junior year and since Starling got here I’ve been a moody motherfucker. Anyone know any parties happening tonight? Let’s go be social and get some beers,” I suggest.

      “Bound to be a party somewhere, let me send a few texts,” Evan says, pulling his cell out.

      Resting my hand on my knee to stop my foot tapping impatiently, I force myself to eat while I wait for one of my friends to tell me there’s a party at Bufford Row.

      “Chad says there’s a lacrosse party down on the field,” Hunter says.

      “There’s a block party at Bufford Row,” Evan offers.

      “Is that the town houses closest to campus?” I ask, already knowing exactly where it is.

      “Yeah, I forgot about it, they always throw a party a few weeks into the semester. Everyone in the row opens up their houses and chips in for a few kegs. They have the party in the street outside and each house has like a different theme. Last year they picked retro video games. One house was Pacman and they dressed up in these homemade costumes, it was awesome.” Evan laughs.

      “Sounds good to me, my balls are fucking blue, I need to find me some pussy tonight,” Clay laughs.

      Smiling to myself, I take another bite of my pizza, imagining all the things I’m going to do to my little bird when I get her into my bed tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY-EIGHT

          

          
            Starling

          

        

      

    

    
      Sammy wasn’t lying when she said her house was like a permanent orgy. When we got here, she steered me straight up the stairs to her room, but not before I spotted not one, but two couples going at it in the living room. When I reached out to put my hand on the banister, she slapped it, taking my hand in hers and pulling me to the middle of the stairs. “Fluids, don’t touch anything out here.”

      Cringing, I pull my free hand to my chest and cautiously follow her to the first floor, so glad that I never offered to take my shoes off when I came inside. When we reach her door, she unlocks it and we both step inside.

      “Wow, are they seriously like that all the time? When do they go to class?”

      “I’m honestly not sure that they do. The one that’s pregnant and her guy leave occasionally now, but the other four are at it like rabbits twenty-four seven,” Sammy says with a disgusted grimace. “I’m all for having a lot of sex and living your life with your own set of rules, but it’s common space and they don’t ever come up for air long enough to clean. The cleaning service refuses to come in because they keep walking in on them fucking. I had to pay one of the cleaners extra and then escort her to my room to get her to clean my bathroom.”

      “Oh my god,” I laugh.

      “It’s not funny,” she insists, “If my parents find out I’m living with six nymphos, they’ll drag my ass back home and I’ll be doomed to church on Sundays and knee-length tea dresses for the rest of eternity.”

      “There’s space in my room to add another double bed if you want to move in with me,” I suggest.

      “Considering you had a fuckfest with your hot psycho ex last night, staying with you would probably be jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire.”

      I roll my eyes, then shrug, conceding she might have a point. Sammy convinces me to borrow something out of her closet to wear to the party so I don’t have to go home and run the gauntlet of my nosy, overprotective housemates.

      The shorts I borrow are khaki green with big gold buttons. They look sexy paired with the cropped tank she thrusts into my arms. Our feet are the same size so I slide on the strappy gold sandals she insists look amazing and pray that I don’t fall over and break my neck in heels this high.

      Twisting my hair up into messy space buns on the top of my head, I keep my makeup light and add a bright-red lip. By the time we’re outside her house and dousing our hands in liquid sanitizer, I’ve almost forgotten about Sebastian and how conflicting my feelings are for him.

      Hooking her arm through mine, Sammy leads me around the side of the house to where she parked the cart earlier when we got back. “Best thing about having housemates who never go anywhere is never having to share the cart.”

      Climbing in, she backs out of the space and pulls away from her house, chatting nonsensically about boys and kissing and other stuff that I don’t pay attention to. Instead, I take the time to psych myself up to find someone to kiss tonight. Sammy is right, how can I justify whatever my feelings for Sebastian might be if I’ve never experienced anything different?

      Having a random guy at a party with his hands all over me felt all kinds of wrong, but that doesn’t necessarily mean that all guys are wrong for me. Maybe he was a creeper or something and my body unconsciously figured that out when his hands were on me.

      Five minutes later, I hear the first signs of the party as the dull thud of heavy bass hits my ears. There’re so many more people at this party than the one in the woods and the throng has a tension-filled vibe that sets my nerves on edge. Sammy parks the cart at the end of the row and we climb out, holding hands so the dense crowd doesn’t separate us when we push into it.

      The smell of body odor and weed fills the air and I wrinkle my nose. You’d think with this many rich kids in one area they’d be able to afford to buy decent deodorant, but apparently money doesn’t equal personal hygiene. Trying really hard not to touch anyone, I follow Sammy through the mass of people until we reach a row of kegs where a huge guy who looks more like he should be a bouncer rather than a student is standing with his arms crossed.

      “Evening, ladies, cups are ten dollars each, you can refill as many times as you like, but if you lose your cup you have to buy a new one.”

      Sammy and I shrug, then pull out money and hand it to the guy, who passes us each blue plastic cups with the Kingsacre logo on them.

      “Kegs are tapped, always pump your own, don’t take a drink unless you fetched it yourself,” he warns.

      “We will, thanks,” I say, offering him a smile for the safety talk, but not wanting to think about why he feels like he needs to warn us.

      As we fill our cups, I feel like I’m at a real college party. The party in the woods with its cocktails and bartenders felt too rich kid to be a real college experience, but drinking beer from a plastic cup I just paid for feels much more authentic.

      “Dancing or checking out the houses first?” Sammy asks. “The houses all decorate to a theme, this year it’s Hawaii so expect some sand, grass skirts and coconut bras.”

      “Let’s dance a little first, get a few drinks into us, then we can check out the houses with a bit of a buzz,” I suggest.

      Sammy smiles brightly then lifts her cup into the air, I tap mine against hers and we throw the foul beer back, turn and fill our cups again before making our way into the crowd to dance.

      An hour later, I’m a little drunk and loving life. My hands are in the air and I’m dancing like I don’t have a care in the world. Sebastian has barely managed to enter my thoughts at all since that first beer.

      “Shots time,” Sammy shouts, pulling a flask from her purse and waving it in the air giggling. Unscrewing the top she lifts it to her lips and takes a drink, grimacing slightly before handing it to me. I take a drink too, gagging when the sour hit of tequila coats my throat.

      Some guys approach us and we’re all dancing when a large body moves behind me, not quite touching me but close enough that I can feel them. Glancing over my shoulder, I’m surprised to find Chase smiling at me.

      “I thought it was you, you look seriously hot,” he says with a wink.

      “Hey, Chase, yeah this is probably better than the drowned rat look I was wearing at the track,” I laugh.

      He laughs too, dancing behind me without making a move to get any closer. Turning my head back to Sammy she shimmies closer to me, leaning in until her mouth is pressed against my ear. “He’s hot.”

      “That’s the guy who asked me out the other day,” I confess.

      “Perfect, you know he’s interested, kiss him and see how it feels,” she urges.

      Shrugging I try to imagine leaning in and pressing my lips against Chase’s lips, but the moment I start to think about it, Sebastian’s face replaces Chase’s and my body starts to heat.

      No. This isn’t about Sebastian, I know my body reacts to him. Kissing another guy is about figuring out how it reacts to someone else, and to do that I need to pretend that Sebastian doesn’t exist.

      We all dance for a bit longer, then I feel Chase move closer, tentatively placing his hands on my hips. When I don’t push him away, he moves closer still until my ass is practically sitting in his groin, our bodies moving as one to the beat of the music.

      “Let’s go check out the houses,” Sammy shouts. The group of guys that I’m now realizing must be Chase’s buddies all agree and we move as a group, topping up our cups on the way. This is the first time I’ve been in Bufford House, the place I would have been living if Sebastian hadn’t manipulated things to get me where he wanted me.

      The row of houses are all connected by a long hallway with doors opening off into each house and the living space beyond. The floor of the hall is covered in sand and my heels instantly sink into it. Stopping, I pull my sandals off and carry them as we walk as a group to the end house and enter into it. The living room has been decorated with plastic palm leaves and we’re offered flower leis as the sound of tropical music greets us. A hula contest is in full swing and we shuffle past it and into the kitchen area, where a row of guys are being soaked in water for a wet-Hawaiian-shirt contest.

      “Hell yes,” Sammy hoots, and three of the attractive athletic guys grin at her.

      We spend a little time in the house, joining the other girls to judge the wet shirt contest, by stepping up to feel the pecs and abs of each guy in turn until a winner is crowned.

      The next house is underwater themed, with snorkels being used as funnels to down tropical punch. In the third house, Chase and the other guys all dart forward to take part in a limbo competition, and I’m laughing my ass off when Bruce, one of Chase’s friends, shuffles along the floor like a crab to get under the limbo stick.

      The crowds are even thicker in the fourth house, and Sammy and I lose hold of each other as we shuffle toward the kitchen where some kind of competition is happening. I try to keep sight of her, but there’re so many people and without my heels I can’t even see over the shoulders of people ahead of me.

      “Don’t worry, I can see them, just hold on to me and I’ll get us back to them,” Chase says, offering me his hand.

      Nodding, I take his hand and let him push through the crowd, creating a path for me to walk along. Meandering in and out of people, it seems to take forever, but we finally reach the wall, only instead of being at the door that will take us to the kitchen, we’re at the doors that lead to the ground floor bedrooms. This is wrong. Chase said he’d get me back to Sammy and the others, but instead he’s led me away from them and toward bedrooms. Panic seizes me, but before I have a chance to scream or run, Chase’s hand closes over my mouth, his arm banding around my waist like a steel bar as he drags me kicking and screaming into a bedroom, closing and locking the door behind us.

      “That’s better, just the two of us alone at last,” Chase says with a sinister smile.

      “What are you doing, Chase? We need to go and find Sammy and the others,” I say, trying to stay calm.

      Tilting his head to the side, he takes in my appearance, letting his eyes scan over me, rubbing his thumb over his bottom lip. “No, I don’t think so,”

      “I want to leave,” I say, moving to unlock the door.

      I’m not expecting the brutal backhand that explodes on my cheek, knocking me to the floor. “Do you know who I am?” he asks, a manic gleam flashing in his eyes.

      “We have gym together,” I say, clutching my cheek.

      “I’m Chase fucking Lawrence. I’m the starting quarterback for the Kingsacre Royals, I’m going to the NFL. Pussy lies down and spreads itself in front of me and you… You,” he shouts, “You say no to me. No one says no to Chase Lawrence.”

      Shuffling away from him, I glance behind me, trying to find an escape route. I’m trapped. Other than a window on the other side of the room, and the bathroom that I’d have to get past him to lock myself inside, there’s nowhere to hide.

      “You’re just like all the other rich bitches who think they’re too good for the guys here on a football scholarship, but I’m a god, on the brink of becoming a legend. You don’t get to say no to me, you’re nothing but a cunt to be used and I’m going to teach you a lesson. So be a good fucking bitch and take your clothes off and maybe I’ll go easy on you,” he snarls, spit flying from his mouth with each angry word.
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      The sheer quantity of people at this party is unbelievable. There’re probably twice as many people here as there was at the party in the woods last night and unlike last night, there’s no bar or bartender, just kegs lined up on the floor with a guy taking money for a cup to drink from. It’s like the great unwashed came to Kingsacre overnight and all decided to congregate here, dancing to terrible music.

      I expected to be able to find Starling straight away, to be able to “bump” into her and then mindfuck her into coming home with me again, but instead I’m pushing my way through the crowd aimlessly, trying not to lose my shit and start picking people up and throwing them out of my way until I find her.

      My little bird is tiny, if she’s in the middle of this crowd and gets pushed, she could end up being trampled. Pulling my cell from my pocket, I text her security team.

      
        
        Me: Location?

      

      

      I expect an immediate response back, but two minutes later I still have nothing. Evan, Clay and Hunter are all here with me, but they look as pissed off as I am about having to push through the hoard of people. I text again.

      
        
        Me: Location?

      

      

      Again, I receive nothing in reply. I’d call but the music is so loud I can barely hear myself think, so there’s no way I’d be able to hear anything they say to me.

      
        
        Me: Where the fuck is she?

      

      

      When I finally receive a response, it makes my heart stop beating and panic surge potently through my gut.

      Sec1: Location unknown. She entered the 4th house in Bufford Row with Sammy and a group of four men. We had eyes on her until they got separated in the crowd. Sammy and three men are in the house’s kitchen, Starling’s location is still unknown. We have backup heading to the area.

      My emotions collide in a mixture of fear and anger. This is the first time in over two years that I don’t know where she is and what she’s doing. She could be in danger; she could be fucking that guy that she’s with. I did this, I pushed her too far again, expecting her to act in the way I anticipated she would, always feeling like I know when to zig to her zag.

      I can’t let this happen. She’s mine and I refuse to let another man touch what always has and always will belong to me. Stopping, I turn to look to my friends, letting them see the panic on my face.

      “What’s up?” Clay shouts.

      “Starling is here.”

      “Cool, let’s find her,” Evan smiles.

      “Her security lost her, they know she went into one of the houses with Sammy and a group of guys, but the group got separated and they don’t know what happened to her and one of the guys.”

      “You still have a security team on her?” Hunter growls angrily. “You told her, and us, that you told them to stop watching her.”

      “I lied,” I confess.

      “What the fuck, bro?” Clay says angrily.

      “I know, okay? I know I’m an asshole and you can punch me or do whatever the fuck you need to do after we find her.”

      “Who is the guy?” Evan asks.

      “I don’t know,” I say, pulling at my hair agitatedly.

      “Are you worried because you think she’s going to fuck this guy, or because you think she might be in danger?” Hunter asks.

      “Both. I can’t. She’s mine.”

      “Her tracker,” Evan yells, his eyes almost as panicked as mine.

      “Fuck,” Clay hisses, shaking his head and spinning slowly in a circle.

      I consider it for a minute, before opening the app on my cell phone that has the ability to show me the location for the trackers all of us have implanted in the skin at the back of our neck. None of them have ever been activated, including Starling’s. I select her icon and change the tracker status to active and wait as a red dot appears on the screen, then I quickly move forward as the app advises the distance to the tracker’s location.

      It feels like it takes forever to push our way through the throng and into the hallway that runs along the front of all six houses in the row. According to the map, she’s still in the fourth house, and I angrily barge past people, shoving them out of the way as her location counts down.

      Five hundred meters

      One hundred meters

      Fifty.

      Thirty.

      Twenty.

      When it reaches ten meters, we’re standing outside a row of doors that lead to bedrooms and I see red. Lifting my foot up, I kick in the first door, finding the room empty. I do the same to the second door, not caring about the gasps from the people still partying in the house that are now watching me. It’s empty too. When I reach the third door, I can hear muffled sounds. Wasting no time I kick open the door, only to find Starling on the floor beneath a huge guy. She’s kicking and screaming, frantically trying to push him off her as he rips at her clothes.

      Blackness engulfs the edges of my vision and all I see is her face and the terror that’s etched into her beautiful features. I don’t realize I’ve moved until I’ve ripped him away from her, pinning him beneath me as I’m slamming my fist into his face over and over.

      “Sebastian.”

      The sound of her voice pulls me from my murderous rage and I stop, my knuckles split and covered in a mixture of his blood and my own. His face is a mess, his hands lifted, trying to protect himself from my fists.

      “Sebastian,” she calls again, her voice cracking.

      Pushing off him, I turn toward her, moving a step closer, watching her intently, not wanting to scare her. Scrambling off the floor she runs to me, launching herself into my arms as gulping, broken sobs burst from her shaking body.

      The next hour is a blur. Starling refuses to release me, even as the police take her statement and she tells them how he dragged her into his bedroom and attempted to rape her using the party noise to cover the sounds of her screams.

      The moment I tell them who I am, the police barely question why Chase Lawrence’s face looks like hamburger meat. With Starling’s statement, the bruise on her cheek from where he hit her and the video from the camera he’d set up to record him raping my girl, it’s a pretty open and shut case for the cops who haul him away handcuffed to the stretcher in the back of an ambulance.

      Sammy, Evan, Clay and Hunter are all standing around us, watching as Starling clings to me. “Let’s go home,” I whisper into her neck, supporting her weight with my hands beneath her ass as I stand up and carry her out of the now-empty house.

      The others follow us out, but no one speaks as we make our way back to the carts. I climb into ours with Evan and Hunter, While Clay gets into Sammy’s with her.

      “Bring her back to ours, she can stay the night in case Starling needs her,” I tell Clay, who nods.

      No one speaks as we drive back to the house until I unlock the front door and step inside. “Little bird, do you want Sammy to help you get cleaned up?” I ask.

      “No,” Starling says, her face buried in my shoulder.

      “Will you let me help you?” I ask quietly.

      I feel rather than see her nod, glancing at the others before I slowly climb the stairs to the third floor. Pushing the door open to my room, I carry her straight into the bathroom and turn on the shower.

      “I need to put you down so you can shower, okay?”

      “No, don’t leave me,” she begs.

      “I’ll stay in here if that’s what you want.”

      “Get in with me.”

      Nodding, I lower her to the floor and carefully help her remove her clothes. “Get rid of them, I never want to see them again,” she says, her lower lip trembling.

      My own clothes are covered in blood so I quickly strip and then throw both her and my clothes onto the landing to deal with later, before rushing back to her.

      She’s still standing where I left her, her arms wrapped around her naked breasts, her eyes closed.

      “What do you need me to do?” I ask, completely at a loss as to how to make this better.

      “Help me wash his touch off.”

      Nodding, I slowly approach her, carefully rubbing my thumb over the darkening bruise on her cheek. I expect her to flinch, but instead she leans into my touch, a silent sob breaking from her lips.

      Lifting her, I help her beneath the water and between us, we wash her skin, until she’s pink and her sobs have changed into soft tremors. Once she’s clean, I grab a cloth and get all of the blood from me, then turn off the shower and grab a towel for her, wrapping it around her as I lift her out, placing her on the floor.

      Wrapping a towel around my own waist, I carefully dry her skin while she stands still and just allows me to take care of her. If this wasn’t the most fucked-up situation ever, I’d be loving the way she’s giving her trust to me.

      When we’re dry, I grab one of my T-shirts for her and pull it over her head while she pushes her arms into it. It falls to her knees, but I still grab her a pair of my boxers and offer them to her. She shakes her head, sitting down on the edge of the bed.

      “I don’t know what to do,” I admit, feeling useless.

      “I’ll be okay, he scared the shit out of me, but he didn’t actually do anything before you found me.”

      Exhaling a slow breath, I try to stay calm and not let the rage that’s still simmering below the surface boil over.

      “How did you find me, Sebastian?”

      Exhaling slowly, I think about what to do. I could lie to her, tell her that it was all just chance. I could use this to my advantage, twist this awful night into another game, but that doesn’t feel right. I love her and tonight she was almost hurt, almost raped because I played games with her and sent her spiraling into the arms of a rapist. I don’t deserve her, I never have. It’s time to tell her the truth and then actually let her go, it’s the only way I can stop hurting her.

      “I lied when I told you I called off your security detail. I didn’t.”

      “What?” she asks.

      “I lied. There’s been someone following you all the time since you got here, they never stopped, even though I told you they had.”

      “Why?” she breathes.

      “Because I couldn’t bear giving up that control over you,” I confess.

      “So they found me?”

      I shake my head, “No, they had eyes on you when you first went into the house, then when you split from Sammy, they lost you.”

      “Then?” she trails off.

      This is it, this is the moment I make her hate me forever. “Can I touch you?”

      She nods and I reach for her hand and then bend down, placing her fingers on the back of my neck right at the base of my hairline. “Do you feel that?” I ask, moving her finger back and forth over the microchip about the size of a grain of rice beneath my skin.

      “What is that?”

      “When I was a kid someone tried to kidnap me, Evan, Clay and Hunter. They knew our families were close and that we traveled to school together every day, so they planned to hijack our car, take us, then ransom us back to our families.”

      “Oh my god,” she gasps.

      “Somehow, our families found out and the person was stopped, but afterward, a doctor came to the house and injected tracking devices into us. We all have them, our parents too.”

      “Okay,” she says slowly.

      Lifting her hand, I take it from my neck and curl it around, placing it on the back of her own neck, positioning her finger over her own tracker.

      “How?” she pants.

      I don’t want to, but I let go of her hand and exhale as I prepare to tell her everything. “The day we came to you at the diner, you passed out in the car on the way home. I had our family doctor come to check on you. He gave you some water to drink that I had him lace with a sedative. While you were asleep, I had him implant that into your neck.”

      Her hand trembles as she lifts it to cover her mouth.

      “I swear to you that I have never activated it, not before tonight, but when you went missing and your security didn’t know where you were I freaked out. I’m not sorry that I did this to you, because it got me there in time to protect you, but I am sorry for how I went about having it fitted in the first place.”

      Her eyes are wide and she’s looking at me like she has no idea who I am, like I’m as big a monster as the man who had her pinned to the floor tonight, and maybe I am.

      “I’ve never felt anything like the obsession that consumed me the day I saw you for the first time. I’m not saying that to excuse everything that I’ve done, I’m just trying to explain it maybe. Being an only child and coming from the family I do, I’m used to being spoiled, it doesn’t hurt that I look the way I do. Until you, I’ve never met anyone who didn’t fall at my feet and agree to do whatever I wanted just to please me. As conceited as it sounds, it really never even crossed my mind that you wouldn’t want to be my girlfriend.”

      Swallowing thickly I look at her, knowing that after tonight she’ll never be mine again, but knowing that I need to tell her anyway.

      “I thought you were playing hard to get, that the push and pull was all just a game. And then you ran. When I first assigned the security team to you, it was out of hurt pride. If I couldn’t be happy with you, then I wouldn’t let you be happy with anyone else either. It wasn’t until I got you here that I saw the damage I’ve done to you. A part of me wants to lie and say that I’m sorry, that I wish I could go back and stop myself from falling in love with you on the first day of your freshmen year. But I don’t. I will never regret loving you, because even though you were barely mine for a few weeks, they were still the best days of my life. I lied when I told you I was setting you free after you got to Kingsacre, I never intended to leave you alone. I told myself it was just another game to let you think you were free, so when you did come back to me, it would be willingly. But I fucked up and because I’m an asshole I pushed you toward that guy. I’m so fucking sorry, Starling. You got hurt, you were nearly raped because I’m an asshole who can’t deal with the woman I love not loving me back. But I promise, I fucking promise that I’ll leave you alone from now on. I’m gonna pack a case and tomorrow, I’m going to transfer back to Harvard. I’ll make this right.”
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            Starling

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian starts to stand and I reach out and grab his arm, halting his movements. He’s thrown so much information at me in the last five minutes that I barely know where to start to work through it all, but the thing that sticks out the most is that he loves me.

      “You love me?” I question. It’s not the first time he’s told me, but it’s the first time I actually believe him.

      “More than anything else in the world, more than I realized it was possible to love another person.”

      “I have a tracker in my neck?”

      “I can arrange for it to be removed, there’s normally a tiny scar, but I can get a plastic surgeon to make sure you can’t see anything.”

      “Why are you so obsessed with me, Sebastian?” I ask. “I need more than you seeing me and knowing I was meant to be yours.”

      His laugh is low and sad. “It started because you were beautiful, but then you said no to me. It was like you lit a match against a tinder, you fought, you bartered, you challenged me and I love it. And now it’s because I broke you and you came back fighting. You are singularly the strongest, most stubborn, resilient, beautiful person I have ever met. You refuse to do as I say, ignore my rules, flout my threats and laugh at my ultimatums. You make me fight you, for everything, and I have never needed anyone the way I need you. In the world we live in, all I have to do is say my name and problems just fall away. I beat the shit out of that guy tonight and if I were anyone else, I’d have been arrested, but as soon as I told them who I was they were shutting up their little notepads and walking away. I love you, because you don’t give a crap who I am. I love you because the moment I touch you it feels like my skin is set on fire. I love you because you are the only person I know I’ll never ever get bored of.”

      “So you love me because I’m a pain in your ass?” I laugh.

      A soft chuckle reaches my ears and I can’t help but stare at him. “You are everything I’ll never deserve.”

      “You took over my life in high school.”

      “I know.”

      “You turned my best friend against me.”

      “In my defense, she confessed really early on that she was only friends with you because she saw me watching you and she thought you might help her get to me and the others.”

      “You destroyed my relationship with my mom.”

      “I know,” he says, bowing his head.

      “You stalked me.”

      “I did,” he nods.

      “You sabotaged my college plans to get me here.”

      He silently agrees.

      “You had a tracker implanted in my neck and had a security team follow my every move?”

      “Yes.”

      As I list his crimes, I feel a smile start to form on my lips. Nothing about what he’s done is funny, but I can’t help it and by the time I’m finished, I’m giggling. This boy, this man has put me through so much. But he’s also protected me in his own fucked-up way. He’s cared for me, made me feel more than I realized was possible.

      He orchestrated the destruction of my relationship with my mom, but if I’m honest with myself, wasn’t it fractured before he came into my life? Before Sebastian I was more of the parent than she was. I worried about and paid the bills, I did the grocery shopping and cooked our meals. I was the adult, while she hid from the world behind her keyboard and the worlds within her books. Sebastian might have hammered the final nail in the coffin, but I can finally admit that what happened between me and her wasn’t solely his fault.

      I was numb until he brought me here and jump-started me again. Now I’m living, with a new friend and possibilities. His love is a hurricane that hurts and destroys but when you’re in the eye of the storm with him, it’s calming, peaceful and beautiful.

      For the very first time, I allow myself to be honest about how I feel about him. I don’t disguise my feelings with hurt or anger, I just let them flow out and think about how I’d feel if he was gone.

      “I love you too,” I blurt.

      “What?” he gasps, leaning into me, crowding me, before he inhales sharply and leans back, putting space between us again.

      “I’m in love with you,” I say, trying the words out on my tongue and liking the way they feel.

      “No you’re not. You hate me, you should hate me.”

      “I do, and you’re right I should hate you. I don’t really understand why, but I love you too, no matter how fucked up it is.”

      With the words out there, I exhale and relax. Saying it out loud is like taking a weight I hadn’t realized I was carrying around off my shoulders. “I love you,” I say it again.

      “You can’t love me,” he says, shrugging with that austere look he gets that makes me want to slap him.

      “I can’t?” I question.

      “No, you can’t. I’m an asshole, I’ve done terrible things to you, ruined your life, ruined you. You hate me, you don’t love me.”

      Scoffing, I crawl across the bed and into his lap, straddling his legs until my butt is sitting on his thighs. “Sebastian,” I whisper against his lips.

      “Yeah,” he gasps, his hands curled into fists at his sides as he tries to stop himself from touching me.

      “Shut up and kiss me.”

      

      The end
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          ONE MONTH LATER

        

      

    

    
      Since the attack and me confessing my feelings for him, everything and nothing has changed between us. He insisted that I hated him and couldn’t possibly love him after everything he’d done and I agreed, then I stripped naked and convinced him that I could both love and hate him in equal measures. After that I think he decided not to look a gift horse in the mouth and just accept that I want him in spite of our tumultuous past.

      For the first two weeks he was on his best behavior, not demanding anything from me and waiting for me to offer whatever I decided to give him, but after two weeks of taunting and torturing him, it got old and I found I actually missed his over-the-top, crazy, jealous, obsessed, stalkerish ways.

      When I confessed this to him, he refused to believe it. He was absolutely convinced that I was playing with him, getting revenge for all the mind-fucking he’s done to me over the years. I can kind of understand why he felt like it could all be a cruel joke, and I’ll admit seeing him insecure and unsure of himself was an incredibly gratifying experience, but as much as I might be tempted to, I’ve never played those kind of mind games with him.

      It wasn’t until I went deliberately AWOL that he lost his shit and the real Sebastian finally came out to play. After he tracked me down and fucked me so hard I screamed loud enough to make my voice hoarse, we sat down and talked about which of his stalker behaviors I could tolerate and which were hard limits for me. Then he spent the whole night forcing orgasm after orgasm on me, to try and get me to agree to things I told him were deal breakers.

      No matter how normal Sebastian pretends to be, I know that his obsession with me is as potent and out of control now as it was the day he decided I was his. And a month down the line I’ve discovered I enjoy pushing his buttons until he loses control and turns into the snarling, angry, threatening man he was the day he revealed he was my cage and that he’d never let me go.

      I know I still have a full-time security team following me around, but I’ve never seen them and most of the time I forget they’re even there. As much as Sebastian likes to pretend he doesn’t want to keep me locked up, he confessed that he would struggle to not know where I was at all times and I came to the conclusion I could tolerate being followed as long as I didn’t have to see it, or feel the eyes on me.

      The tracking device is still beneath the skin in my neck, but he promised he’s never activated it unless I was actually in danger. He did activate his though and from the app he installed on my phone, I can know exactly where he is at all times, not that I’ve ever thought to look.

      The messed-up history we share hasn’t just disappeared since we admitted our feelings for each other, and it’ll be a long time before my dad will ever accept that Sebastian and I are together. He doesn’t understand how I could possibly forgive him for everything he’s done to me, and I get it, some days I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to totally forgive him completely either. But what my dad is starting to understand is that even with all the awful things that have happened between us, we love each other, and sometimes love doesn’t make sense and it isn’t always kind. I’m hoping at some point in the future they can become tolerantly cordial toward each other, and possibly, eventually Dad could maybe learn to like him. My mom is over the moon that Sebastian and I are trying to work things out, she even turned up at Kingsacre thinking that mine and her relationship would be instantly fixed too. Just like my dad isn’t willing to forget Sebastian’s sins, I’m not ready to pretend that my mom didn’t abandon me when I needed her the most. Perhaps we can reclaim some semblance of a friendship in the future, but for right now I’m still keeping her at a distance.

      Mine and Sebastian’s relationship is our own special brand of fucked up and even though it shouldn’t, it works for us. I do whatever I want and he fights me on it, trying to get his own way. Sometimes I win, other times he manipulates me until I give in and give him what he wants. It’s probably not healthy and it’s definitely not normal, but it is us. It’s love and hate and complete, out of control, beautiful obsession.
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      Wow, this book didn’t want to end!

      I’ve really enjoyed being able to explore a new world and add a darker twist on a sexy story. Sebastian is all kinds of fucked up, but I really fell for his unapologetically psycho behavior.

      When I was asked to be a part of the Filthy Elites Anthology, I saw the lineup of other authors and instantly thought I’d been invited by mistake. My next thought was to say yes before they figured out I was the wrong person LOL. Impostor syndrome is a real thing and this was probably the first time I’ve really experienced it, but no matter how I got here, I’m so thrilled to have my book be in a set with such outstanding authors.

      The last few years have been all kinds of messed up (thanks, COVID), and I think more than ever we’ve needed the escapism of a good book, so I really hope you’ve enjoyed this chance to step out of your own life and into my characters.

      I’m really hoping my wonderful editor Sarah Goodman likes Sebastian, I have a sneaking suspicion she will.

      Like always, my bestie Sarah gets a mention, because I love her and she rocks.

      My wonderful fellow author and friend Sybil Bartel, this book has an ending because you listened to the ten thousand messages I sent you and helped me end the book that just wouldn’t end. You inspired me to write in the first place and you’re always there when I need you, thank you.

      To the wonderful team at Hudson Indie Ink, you guys rock, thank you for having my back.

      Finally to all the fabulous people who’ve read this story, I hope you enjoyed it and I have lots of other OTT JP heroes to read if you want more.
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      Erica

      The only thing Chase Archer hates more than me is how much he wants me.

      Day and night, he punishes me for crimes I didn’t commit, making me bear the weight of my mother’s sins.

      Then he decides to change the rules of our twisted game. After what he put me through, he thinks he can claim me? I’ll never give in, even if I have to destroy my heart along with his.

      

      Chase

      So, I might have messed up. I didn’t have all the facts. If I’d known then what I know now, I would have claimed her the first time we met, and never let go.

      Instead, I tried to break her.

      Not that any of my mistakes matter. Erica will be mine, even if I have to destroy my heart along with hers.
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      If you’re usually reading books I write under May Sage, thanks for the support. Now ask yourself if you’re ready to read something three times hotter and a lot more fucked up. If the answer is yes, you’ll love Emm Darcy titles.
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      The essential thing when standing up to a bully is to know, in your heart of hearts, that they’re talking shit. 

      Pretty hard to do in my case, because Chase Archer happens to be right. Mostly. 

      He corners me again on Monday. After three months of this treatment, I’ve come to expect it. I straighten my spine and fake confidence with an ease entirely due to habit. 

      I’ve had to posture for years, long before moving to the riverside of Thorn Falls. In my old school, you had a choice: having balls of steel or going home in tears every night, with shaved hair and no lunch money. Riverside Academy might as well be a world away from Thorn Falls West.

      Come to think of it, the dichotomy is a good representation of my hometown. On the west side, where I was born, there’s barely a patch of green. Our neighborhood is made up of tall, cheap buildings and dodgy warehouses, but as soon as you cross the highway, there are parks, terraces, skate ramps, ice rinks, music and dance studios for the leisurely rich kids living in mansions with green grounds. 

      In the west, no one expects us to want hobbies; we work for a living after school. Some wait tables, others deal drugs or work on their backs to bring rent money home. 

      I’m lucky to have transferred in my senior year. Graduating from Thorn Falls West means shit to colleges. With a shiny diploma from Riverside, I might have a better shot at a future. Admission somewhere. Maybe even a scholarship. 

      Chase catches me on my way out right after school, pinning me against my locker. His hands are flat on the metal doors, braced on either side of my face, and he leans in. 

      “Why so fast?” His amber eyes shine with malice. I hate how fucking beautiful the asshole is. If he wasn’t the literal worst, I’d pay to be this close to the dirty-blond, tall, muscular Adonis. “You have work to do?” 

      I do, actually. 

      “Gonna suck cock for a living like your whore of a mother?”

      See, it’s hard to not take that to heart. While I’ve never sucked cock for any reason other than wanting to, my mother absolutely has a history of wrapping her mouth around her employers’ dicks. 

      She did it at the drugstore where she worked five years ago, and at the strip club where she used to dance a couple of nights a week to make ends meet, and now she’s absolutely doing it for her current employer, Xavier Archer. Chase’s dad. It’s like she can’t help herself. It’s not that hard. See a cock? Don’t suck it.

      I get why Chase’s pissed. Hell, I’m a little pissed. I may not approve of my mother’s actions half of the time, but I’ve been able to dissociate myself from them, other than the couple of times I’ve had to deal with angry wives or caught her in the act. Now, I don’t have that luxury. Not only is she most definitely fucking her employer, she’s also moved us into his house. 

      Well, not his actual house, just the two-story brownstone across the grounds, on the farther edge of their gated property. It used to house the Archer staff, but after their last housekeeper retired, they transitioned to day staff who don’t live on the estate. Now, it’s our place. Mr. Archer even told us we’re welcome to use his pool as much as we want. 

      Yeah, right. 

      Mom must be pretty great at the whole cock-sucking thing, because he also enrolled me in this fancy school. A few years ago, I might have protested, kicking and screaming, but I needed a break from my usual crew. Vince, my friend since kindergarten, decided to notice that I had boobs, and was an asshole last year because I wasn’t interested in showing them to him. The fact that I had been quite interested in showing them to Damian, a senior known for toying with girls, hadn’t helped. 

      I can’t help it. Vince is gangly and awkward. Damian has abs, an eight-inch cock, and that little V every woman raves about. I’m not superficial enough to like Damian. I just liked his tongue flicking my clit. The idea of Vince does nothing to my lady bits. 

      Anyway, it was time for an escape. 

      Of course, had I known Chase was going to be such a dick, I wouldn’t have been as eager to agree to the move. 

      I didn’t expect to make friends here. I knew better. I’ve lived in this godforsaken town my entire life, and I know how the riverside kids see us. We’ve lived on each other’s periphery. We go to the same waterfall in the summer. They’ve always treated us like we’re dirt underneath their expensive shoes. I didn’t think that would change just because I suddenly donned the same uniform; but I figured I’d have a nice, quiet, drama-free senior year that was going to pad my transcript so I could get the hell out of this town and never come back. 

      Chase had other ideas. We moved at the end of summer break, and he’s humiliated me every day since school started, one way or another, making sure I became the school pariah. No one would be caught dead giving me the time of day after the reputation he gave me. I’m a whore. I’m a drug dealer. I have all the STDs in the book. I suck teachers’ cocks. I’ve taken every hockey player’s cock in my ass. I fuck his father. I fuck him. At least, according to him. 

      He’s incredibly unimaginative. 

      Too bad for him, I have a spine. I’m not going anywhere. At least, not without a college acceptance letter and a full-ride scholarship.

      “Why, no, darling. I only take them in my ass, haven’t you heard?” I bat my long lashes, taking one step forward so I’m flush against him, my mouth so very close to his chin. 

      I look at his mouth, and bite my lower lip. 

      Chase hates me. He wants me gone—preferably along with my mother. That doesn’t change the fact that he wants me, period. I throw it in his face daily. It’s the only weapon I have, and I know how to make use of it. 

      His eyes flash with a familiar mixture of anger, disgust, and desire. I wrap my arms around his shoulders, get onto my tiptoes, and whisper in his ear, “I’d take yours if it wasn’t so minuscule, pencil dick.”

      He moves to push my arms away, but I’ve already brought them down to my sides. I take a step back, wink, and get out of the school.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve told this story wrong. It doesn’t start with bloody Chase Archer. It starts with Audrey Willis, a beautiful, naive British girl who got herself knocked up at sixteen. A common enough story, but the thing is, Audrey was raised by her very religious grandparents, and they kicked her out the moment she confessed about her oopsie-do. 

      Audrey went to the baby’s father, a mildly talented guitarist in an irrelevant boy band that dissolved a couple of years after their first tour. In a shocking surprise twist, the guy actually decided to “do the right thing” and marry Audrey. When he returned to America, he brought his new knocked-up bride along with him. Barry and Audrey Simons soon gave birth to a beautiful baby girl Audrey named Erica. 

      Except Barry was black and Erica ended up being white as snow, so he asked for a paternity test, and promptly dumped both mother and daughter. Which was fair. 

      I like that story because it tells you everything you need to know about my mother. She’s flighty, impulsive, forgetful, and immature—even now, at thirty-five. I can’t exactly blame her; I’m older than she was when she gave birth to me, and I sure as fuck can’t imagine raising a kid. Alone. In a foreign country. 

      She could have gone back to the UK, but what for? Though her marriage was short, she got a green card out of it, so she decided to stay. 

      My mother is fun, sweet, and loves me more than anything in the world. And I love her back. I just don’t respect her much. 

      With me in tow, it took her forever to finish her degree, but since she finally earned it five years ago, our lives have been more stable. She got a slightly better job that allowed her to stop stripping, and spend more time at home. We were not rich by any stretch of imagination, but the lights stayed on, and I no longer went to bed hungry. I took a mind-blowingly boring job at a florist when I was sixteen and started saving and helping with the bills. 

      Around the time she started a cushy assistant position, a new guy entered the picture. I noticed the gifts—flowers first, then pretty shoes and dresses, jewelry, and last year, a freaking Audi. A brand new one, red and shiny. I was glad for her because she seemed more relaxed. Happy. 

      Then the other shoe dropped. One night, when I snuck back in through the window, I saw her kiss a guy in the foyer, and recognized her new boss, Mr. Archer. She’d worked as his assistant for a year by then.

      Xavier Archer of Archer Resorts has an executive assistant at the office, but apparently, he also needed one to coordinate his personal life. When she explained it to me after getting the job, I didn’t blink. What did I know about Thorn Falls blue bloods? Maybe they needed to schedule time to piss or whatever. After seeing that kiss, with his hand squeezing her ass, I understood the parameters of said job. 

      Hey, I do not judge. Judgement-free zone here. I like a good ass squeeze myself. Unfortunately, Xavier Archer is married to Lisa Archer, Chase’s mom. 

      I ignore it. It’s none of my business. I didn’t even say anything when he offered us the brownstone. Chase doesn’t see it the same way. He very much believes our parents’ sordid little affair is his business. And instead of making my mother suffer for it, he’s opted to take out his anger on me. 

      Which is fine. I can deal with shit a lot better than Audrey. Audrey cries when she’s upset. She ugly cries. Then I feel like stabbing someone, which is never much fun, because I have to stop myself since it’s illegal. Besides, blood is so hard to clean up. 

      I run all the way to the florist where I sweep for a living. Located on Main Street, Manny’s Bouquets claims to be the first establishment in Thorn Falls, which is its only selling point given the fact that the Flower Pot across the street is cheaper and trendier. 

      “You’re late,” Ginny claims, hands on her wide hips. 

      She’s Manny’s granddaughter, and owner of this joint now that Manny’s six feet under. I don’t know why she never changed the name to Ginny’s Bouquets. Probably because then she couldn’t claim to be the first. 

      I’m not late—I start at four, but she wants me in at three, so she says that every day. 

      “Let me get changed and I’ll start.” 

      I’m wearing my ridiculous Riverside uniform, a gray and blue pleated skirt with a matching blazer and a freaking checkered bowtie. We can technically wear the guys’ pants if we want to, but they suck more.

      Before school even started, I asked mom to help me cut three inches off of all of my knee-length skirts. Below-the-knee is so not my style. I was relieved to see that chopping off most of the fabric seemed like common practice at the academy.

      I’m wearing leggings under my uniform, so I remove all the crap and just put on the long black top dropping to my mid-thighs I’d stuffed in my school bag. I add Manny’s Bouquets’ horrid green apron to the ensemble and start sweeping. 

      And sweeping. And sweeping. 

      After a while, I mop. 

      I’d much rather be sucking cocks, as Chase likes to accuse me of. Except if I sold myself, I’d only want hot johns. I’m pretty sure that’s not an option, so I keep sweeping. 

      When the store closes at six, I quickly mop for the last time before running back home. 

      The Archers live high on the hills, close to the waterfalls the town owes its name to, where the biggest, gaudiest houses are tucked away. After four months, you’d think I’d be familiar with the area, but I still feel completely out of place. I walk as though I’m expecting someone to stop me and demand an explanation for why I’m here.

      I reach the biggest, gaudiest mansion of them all and punch the entry code in at the gate. Rather than follow the paved path to the Archers’, I skirt the border of the gated property, walking on slate stone to avoid ruining the grass.

      I’ve never lived in a nicer house than the two-story brownstone. It’s too big for the two of us, especially since Audrey doesn’t spend many nights here with me. I like it a lot, though. My room has a TV and a freaking minifridge. 

      I’m just fishing my keys out of my bag when the door opens in front of me. I look up with a smile, expecting my mother. 

      Then I groan. 

      Great. 

      Just fucking great.
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      “What are you doing here?” I ask Vince. 

      We used to be friends. Great friends, in fact. He knew all my secrets and I knew his. We played videogames together and got sick on candies and booze when we were fourteen. 

      We also explored each other, as heterosexual kids of opposite genders tend to do.

      I guess our situation is partially my fault thanks to the time we kissed at twelve, to practice on each other. A few years ago, when we were bored, he shoved his hand in my pants and fumbled, presumably looking for my clit. I didn’t like it much, seeing as I did a better job of that myself. That’s when I figured out I wasn’t into him. I told him so and thought the matter was settled.

      Last year, he made a big declaration at homecoming. I explained I didn’t feel the same way. And then he was a dick. 

      Chase’s insults roll off my back. I quite simply don’t give a shit about him, so his opinion of me is irrelevant. But Vince had been my friend. His betrayal stung. 

      “Pauline told me you lived here now. I couldn’t believe it.”

      “That’s not an answer, Vincent.” I purposely use his full name, because the guy who was Vince to me is gone, as far as I’m concerned. Buried under a year of lies and duplicity.

      “Your mom let me in. She told me to let you know she won’t be home until midnight.”

      Naturally.

      “She shouldn’t have. You and I aren’t friends. I’m not comfortable having you in my house. Please get out.”

      I’ve heard my friends say I can be a cold bitch, and I haven’t seen my Ice Queen mask for a while. I’m too sassy to be cold toward Chase. I like to toy with him, if only to show him that his bullshit isn’t affecting me. But speaking to Vince, I see it. I also feel it. Ice. It’s all around my mind, my body, and my heart, like a protective shield.

      He hurt me once. He won’t get the chance again. 

      “Please, Erica. We’ve been friends forever.”

      “Then you blew it. The end. Get out, Vincent.”

      His jaw ticks. “Why are you like this?”

      I can only laugh. 

      Because he called me a slut when I was a virgin simply because I didn’t want him. Because he’s turned half our friends against me and made the other half appeal to me on his behalf, as though I owed him a chance. It’s like he believes he bought the rights to my body with years of friendship. 

      I think I might have fucked Damian simply to make a point. And then, I was officially the slutty bitch who broke the good guy’s heart. 

      Funny to think that Damian, a dude known for only doing casual hookups and moving from girl to girl, is one of the only three friends I had after that mess. Sure, we fucked, but we also chatted, in and out of bed. I didn't feel used or objectified by Damian. We fucked because we wanted each other. If my mother taught me one lesson, it was not to be ashamed of my desires. And to wrap it up.

      Damian and I might not have been serious, but we were on the same page, honest and open. To Vince, I was only valuable as a person so long as I was willing to spread my legs for him, regardless of my feelings. I didn't want him, and he didn't care. 

      Lesson learned. I’ll take a Damian over a “nice guy” any day of the week.

      "I didn't blow our friendship, Erica, you did that when you kissed me." 

      Oh, for Christ's sake. That argument again? "We were twelve."

      I honestly don't remember if I had been the one to initiate the awkward kiss, but I sure as fuck know I was the one ending it when I realized it didn't feel all that nice. 

      "We weren't twelve when I had my hand down your pants."

      I sigh. "No, we were fifteen. And curious, which is natural. That curiosity proved to me that I have no interest in you." At the time, I’d believed I wasn't into sex as a whole. But it hadn't quite computed because I had gotten tingly and interested in other guys, yet Vince’s awkward fumbling had done nothing for me. 

      I don't get why he can't get it through his thick skull. We have zero chemistry, at least on my end. It's not like I strung him along, dropping my pants at the first opportunity. After that incident three years ago, I removed his hands from my pussy, laughed, and told him it wasn't working. I haven't initiated—or accepted—anything more than friendship after that. 

      "You're not giving us a chance."

      Urgh! "There's no ‘us,’ Vincent." I push past him and walk inside the house, leaving the door wide open. "Please go."

      I'm physically and emotionally drained because I’ve had this discussion so many times. And because I expected not to have to go through it again after moving.

      Fucking Pauline. How did she even know where I live now? Lola, her cousin, might have let it slip. I make a mental note to tell her to keep it to herself in the future.

      I've only taken a couple of steps when he grabs my wrist and pulls me in, then to my horror, he lowers his face to mine and kisses me. 

      Fucking kisses me. 

      I draw my knee back, intending to hit his fucking junk as hard as I can, but I don't get the chance.

      Before I can move, Vince is thrown away from me in a blur of blue and black. Then he's on the floor, and Chase Archer looms over him in his letterman jacket. He kneels on top of Vince and punches his face. Again and again. After the third hit, Vince's nose is bleeding, but Chase doesn't stop. 

      I'm too stunned to move. And once I regain my composure, I don’t tell him to stop because I’m enjoying the show. Chase is relentless, each punch harder than the last. Vince screams like the little bitch he is.  

      Finally, regretfully, I tell Chase, "You're probably going to kill him if you continue." He keeps punching. I don't think he even hears me. 

      I suppose he’s enjoying himself, too.

      I do what I do best. I talk shit. "I mean, I guess I could give you an alibi, but we'd have to get all the blood out of the rug and that would seriously suck."

      Chase glances over his shoulder at me. He's frowning, as though he doesn't understand what I'm saying, or maybe what he's doing here, punching a guy for forcing his attention on a girl he loathes. 

      I smile at him, knowing this is my chance to distract him. "Who would have thought you had a white knight in you?"

      His confusion disappears, morphing into his usual snarl. 

      That's better. He's focused on me now. 

      I saunter over to Vince, examining Chase's handiwork. Under all the blood, I can see his nose must be broken. Good.

      "You might have been my friend once, but after last year? You're nothing to me. Actually, given what you just did, you're less than nothing." I kick his flank. Not very hard. The dude's already broken. "Never show your face in my house again, understood? Oh, and if you report Chase for battery? I'll tell the police the truth. You. Assaulted. Me."

      That might be a bit of a stretch, but I'm happy to sing this song loud and clear. 

      Chase might be a dickhead, but today, he protected me. I’m a simple gal. That’s enough for me to be on his side.

      Just for today.
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      I tilt my chin towards Chase's hands. "Let's clean that up."

      I doubt he wants to go back home with blood all over his hands. From what I've seen of Lisa Archer, she's a warm, caring wife and attentive mother. She'd be highly distressed if she saw her baby boy with a boo-boo.

      He hesitates, and I go to the closest bathroom, ignoring him. He'll either be here or gone when I come back.

      We have plenty of first aid kits stashed all over the place, given my favorite hobby. I often come home with scratches, bruises, and the occasional busted lip.

      I'm surprised to find Chase still in the hallway, glaring at everything in the vicinity.

      The house was empty when we moved in at the end of the summer. Everything here is new. His dad paid the bill for it. Mom decorated this place with everything she loved but could never afford—plush rugs, a large leather corner sofa, an egg chair, and a tree trunk coffee table. It looks girly, and a little ridiculous, like houses in TV soaps. On the walls, pictures of us are on display. Just the two of us, none of her many exes. In our old apartment, we used to have pictures of my old friends and me, but I asked her to remove those.

      Nothing escapes Chase's intense eyes. He's judging my entire life.

      I jiggle the first aid kit to get his attention, open it up on the sideboard, and get cleaning products out first.

      He lets me touch his hand. He doesn't even wince when I clean the cuts.

      "So, the story is that you passed in front of the house and saw my old friend, Vince. You'll say he doesn't seem like a nice guy. You will tell that to your parents, your friends—anyone who will hear you. If they ask why, you change the subject."

      "I don't take orders," he replies, glaring at me.

      I ignore him. "That way, if he chooses to bitch to the police about it, you can expand—explain you heard me scream and came to investigate. You got him off me and defended me. He came at you, and you had no choice but to protect yourself and me. Understood?"

      I know this dance a lot better than he does. 

      After seeing this property, Vince might decide to cause trouble just to get a paycheck out of it. Or for revenge. 

      Chase’s jaw is tight. 

      "I'll mention Vince to my mother, making it categorically clear he was out of line today so she doesn't let him in again. I'll also leave it at that. But that way, in case he does mess with you, we have the work halfway done."

      "Have you always been such a conniving bitch?" His accusation doesn't have much heat. 

      I smile. Conniving is another word for getting what you want out of life. I'll take it. "Always."

      "Who was he?" Chase asks as I finish with his left hand. "Your ex?"

      I snort. "He wishes. Literally. That's his problem. He wants me, I don't want him. We used to be friends."

      He looks at me up and down, and snort. "Did you use to be a cock tease when you were friends? Poor guy. I should have gone easier on him."

      I kick his shin without much force. 

      Chase looks down at my foot, then his eyes glide up along my body until he reaches my eyes. “Hit me again,” he says slowly, his upper lip curling. “See what happens, Erica.” 

      One thing about me? I’ve never been great at resisting dares. Even the ones I definitely should ignore. So I kick him a second time, in the same spot. 

      Chase’s eyes flash, as his fist wraps around my neck. I grab his arm with both hands, attempting to break free, but I might as well try to bend metal. His bulging muscles are ridiculous. No eighteen-year-old kid should be that ripped. Fucking football. 

      I bring my knee to his crotch, but he anticipates the move and blocks it. 

      His hand’s still firm on my throat. Uncomfortably so, for various reasons. “You’re a fucking dickhead.” 

      He tightens his hold and smirks. “I thought I was your white knight.” 

      I laugh. “Yeah, right. Knights don’t get off on torturing girls.”

      One of his eyebrows hitches up. I’ve always wanted to do that, I’ve even practiced in front of the mirror, but when I try, I look like I’m having a seizure. 

      “Does this feel like torture, Erica?” He flexes his arm, bringing me closer to him. I’m less than a foot away. My chest brushes the front of his ridiculous blue and gray letterman jacket. 

      “Let me go.” 

      “Oh, no. I don’t think so. See, I helped you get rid of the idiot and, spoiled brat that you are, you haven’t said thank you yet. That’s the least you can do, don’t you think?” 

      “Thank you,” I parrot, glaring up at him. 

      Naturally, he doesn’t let me go. I struggle against his hold again, but it’s pointless. 

      “That wasn’t sincere at all, was it.” It’s not a question. His free hand rests under my chin, and his thumb caresses my lower lip. “I suppose if you can’t say it nicely, you’ll have to show me how grateful you are.” 

      “Never, asshole.” I attempt to wiggle out of his grasp, and he tightens his fist, fingertips digging into my neck. 

      Slowly, his steel arm drags me down, lower and lower. I bend at first, but I soon don’t have any other choice but to get to my knees. 

      My eyes widen as he moves his hand from my face to his belt, and opens it. 

      Oh my god. 

      “I’m going to scream,” I warn. 

      “Not with your mouth full, you won’t.” 

      “I swear to god, I’ll bite your dick off if you try that shit.” 

      “Now, now, Erica. Don’t say the lord’s name in vain. You won’t. You know why? Because if you do, I’ll get you and your whore of a mother kicked out.” 

      My eyes narrow. “Like you don’t already try to do that every other day.” 

      “Oh, I certainly tell my father what I think of his housing the woman he cheats on my mother with right across the lawn. But see, my father doesn’t truly own this place. He doesn’t own the company he heads.” He smirks, leaning in. “My grandfather does. And if he hears that dear old Dad is risking a scandal, he’ll put his foot down. What do you think Dad will do then? Choose a billion-dollar inheritance, or a warm cunt?”

      I blink up at him. 

      Everyone knows his grandad. He was mayor of the town a few years back, before he ran for Congress. Like all politicians ever elected in Thorn Falls, he was all for making the riverside flourish and letting the rest of us struggle. 

      “You’re disgusting.” 

      Chase is done with his belt, his button, and the zipper. With a chuckle, he lets go of my neck. “Says the white trash on her knees. Now be a good girl, darling. Say thank you properly.” 

      I look from his crotch to his eyes and glare. 

      He’s left me no choice and he knows it. Still, I try to wiggle out of it. “My mother could come back.” 

      He tilts his head. “Do you think I care?” 

      He wouldn’t. He’d probably enjoy it if she walked in on us, actually. 

      I hate him. I hate him so deeply it burns. 

      “You make your dad and my mom’s affair sound so sordid, but you have a girlfriend and here you are, wanting to cheat on her.” 

      He snorts. “I have a girlfriend?” 

      I frown. The cheer captain, Jade, is always hanging on his arm. I assumed they were together. 

      “Even if I did, I’m not married. Your mother is a homewrecking slut.” 

      “Well, your dad’s a cheating jerk. You don’t see me crying to you about it.” 

      “Because you don’t have the slightest idea what’s right or wrong. You’re going to end up just like her.” 

      My greatest fear, laid bare.

      My jaw tightens. The fact that I made it to eighteen without getting knocked up proves I won’t. I won’t, I won’t, I won’t. I’m going to get out of this town and make a life for myself.

      “Go fuck yourself, Archer.” 

      I get to my feet, and turn on my heels, head high.
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      I’ve only taken one step when he grabs my wrist and pulls me back to him. I fall right into his chest, his mouth close to my forehead. He’s so much taller than me. And stronger. 

      “So, you’d rather pack your things and go back to the rathole you crawled out of than suck my cock, trailer princess?” He seems amused. 

      Then he lets go. Chase could force me to do just about anything, but he doesn’t want to. He’d rather I debase myself of my own volition, to make my humiliation even worse. 

      Pride won’t get me anywhere. I don’t want to be kicked out of Riverside Academy, or return west. At Riverside, I’m ignored and insulted by irrelevant strangers. At Thorn Falls West, my old friends talk shit about me and put Vince on a fucking pedestal. I know which torture I prefer. At least, last year I had Damian, Lola, and Morgan, but the first two graduated. Morgan’s a senior like me, but she spends every night waiting tables at a local strip joint, and she’s dead on her feet during the day. Hardly sparkling company. I wouldn’t survive another year there with zero support.

      Chase might have made me a pariah here, but it still beats dealing with Vince and his friends—my old friends—everyday. I used to be popular. Everyone liked me. And if there’s one thing teenage kids like more than to suck up to a queen bee, it’s to see one fall.

      I make my mind up. Chase is out of this world hot. I can just ignore the fact that I hate his guts and focus on that for a little while. “I’m not sucking you in here, with the door open. You can come to my room or get your ass out of here.” 

      I walk out of the lounge and up the stairs to the first floor. I don’t look back, not even when I don’t hear movement behind me. I’m halfway up the stairs before the sound of his footsteps joins mine. I don’t have much negotiating room, but making him follow me is like reclaiming some control over the situation. 

      I’ve never had a room as nice as the one I walk into. Mom ordered me a white double bed, and Lola painted black filigree all over it. My bed is unmade, the silver and purple comforter scrunched up to the side. I’m not the tidiest girl out there. My uniform from yesterday hangs off my loveseat, and there’s a can of beer on my desk. It could be worse, though. 

      My palms are sweating when he enters the room, his amber eyes scanning everything. 

      “Did you paint that?” He tilts his chin to the bed. 

      Like I’d have that kind of talent.

      I ignore his question, pushing against his chest. He lets me, and walks backward until his legs hit the bed. Then he sits. 

      I push against him again, and after resisting for a few seconds, he lies back, crawling toward the headboard. His head hits it so hard I hear the thump, and I laugh. Then I climb over his lap. No way am I kneeling for him again. He’d enjoy that too much. If I’m doing this, I’m going to be on top. In charge. 

      He hasn’t bothered to fasten the button of his pants or redo the belt. I lower his zipper, refusing to look at him. My eyes focus on the bulge in his white boxers. I lower my mouth to it and lick along the length through the fabric, feeling it twitch. 

      I pull down his boxers and his cock springs free, hard and quivering. 

      I’ve only taken one cock in my mouth: Damian’s. He was patient enough to let me know what felt good, show me the ropes, so to speak. I don’t think I’m bad at this, but I’m by no means an expert. I refuse to let him see that. I open my mouth and wrap it around the head of his cock like I eat a different one for breakfast every day of the week. My tongue runs along the tip, flicking, teasing. He winces and I smile around the mouthful. 

      Then I lift my head and lower it to his balls, taking one in my mouth, then sucking. My hands grasp the cock and twist it softly, in different directions. 

      Chase groans. I let go of the balls and move my lips back around his cock, letting it deeper inside my mouth this time, moving one hand to cup his balls as the other pumps his dick. 

      I suck him. I suck him like my life depends on it, because in a way, I suppose it does. I don’t want to go back to my old school. I don’t want to go back to my old apartment. The local MC gang met up a couple of doors down, and I didn’t feel safe walking home half the time. 

      Riverside is many things. One of them? A safe haven. 

      I also suck him because I enjoy having him at my mercy, under me, and out of words; hissing, grunting, and moaning because of me. He just demanded a blowjob. I could have done a terrible job and called it a day. Instead, I blow his fucking mind.

      He moves his hand to my hair in an attempt to seize more control, and I slap it away. Rather than push the issue, Chase lifts his chest, sitting up on my bed, balanced on one hand, and slides the other one to my breast, through the uniform. 

      This, I allow, because it feels nice. My core tightens and heats up in arousal. It seems sucking him off makes me wet and horny too. 

      I can tell he’s close. His voice is hitching, his legs are shaking, his dick feels bigger in my mouth. I finally move my eyes up to meet his, because I want to see him come undone. 

      I wish I hadn’t. 

      I don’t like seeing him like this, eyes on fire, mouth open, so fucking beautiful it makes me want stupid things I shouldn’t even think about. Like kissing him, the asshole who blackmailed me into blowing him. Like climbing on his lap and riding him until the ache inside me eases.

      My core tingles as he grunts hard one last time. My mouth fills with his hot, bitter, salty cum. 

      I open my mouth and let it drip onto his crotch. Fuck if I’m swallowing for him. “Ew.”

      Chase moves his hand from my chest to my hair. I slap it away again, but he tightens his grip, pulling my ponytail. 

      I spit in his face, a mixture of cum and saliva. 

      He laughs and shifts to his knees. No longer needing his hand to support himself, he moves it to his back pocket, and pulls out his phone. I open my mouth to curse him out, but not before he snaps a picture. 

      He laughs, letting go, strands of my reddish-brown hair between his fingers. 

      “You’re a fucking asshole!” 

      “And you’re a dirty slut.” He looks at his phone, laughs again, and turns it so I can see the picture. 

      Oh fuck. Oh fuck. 

      I can see my face clearly. My red mouth and chin are covered with cum, and from the angle, I can even see his cock, as well as some of his black and blue jacket. 

      My expression is distressed, and with his hand on my hair, it’s clear I’m not enjoying this. But it’s still a fucking porn picture. 

      “Delete that. Right now.” 

      “Nah, I don’t think so.” 

      “Delete it!” I scream. 

      Chase wipes his face with my comforter and zips his trousers. 

      I try to take his phone, but he stops my hand before it gets anywhere close and pockets it again. 

      “I’m keeping it, trailer princess. And if I want to show it to the entire school, I could. There’s nothing you can do to stop me.”
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      I sleep like shit, as anyone with the sword of Damocles over their head might. I don’t know if I’ll wake to find a picture of me covered in cum available everywhere online, or perhaps plastered to my locker. I’m thoroughly under Chase’s power—more so than I was when his family was employing my mother and housing us.

      And to think that for one microsecond, I’d actually thought he was a decent-ish guy. No one truly wicked would have instinctively come to a girl’s defense when seeing her in trouble. But turns out he only chased off Vince because he doesn’t like to share his toys.

      I’m still watching my clock at sunrise. At some point after, I drift off. It’s no wonder I sleep through my alarm. I glance at my phone’s screen when I finally wake, and I sigh into my pillow. It’s nine fifteen. I’ve missed most of AP biology and even if I somehow manage to be ready in the next ten seconds, I’ll still be late for calculus. 

      I opt to take my time. Chase is in my calculus class and I’d much rather avoid his smug-ass face for as long as I can today. 

      I showered right after he left my room yesterday, and again before bed, but I still feel dirty. I had sex in exchange for something—security—and it’s nauseating. I wonder how Lola does it every day.

      Lola’s the eldest in a family of four, with two lazy, drunk parents who rush to spend any money they make on booze and drugs. She’s supported her siblings by selling pussy for years. I don’t judge her, but I’ve always pitied her, now more than ever.  

      I shower and wash my hair thoroughly, lingering under the steaming jet.

      I’m as confused about the whole thing as I was yesterday. I’m angry, frustrated, and worried, but most of all, confused.

      I hate Chase. I genuinely believe he is, by far, the worst boy I’ve ever had the displeasure to meet. The sheer amount of power he has because of his wealth and his family’s connections is terrifying. And now he has direct power over me. For all that, I don’t hate him as much as I should. Not as much as I despise Vince. Vince had something Chase never could gain: my trust. And he broke it. Chase is merely acting exactly how I’d expect him to. 

      My level of hatred for either one of my tormentors is irrelevant. Right now, only one thing matters. I need to get that photo somehow, no matter the cost. 

      In my towel, in front of my mirror, I scrutinize my reflection. I don’t look like myself, not yet. My face is pale, my hazel eyes, hollow.

      I brush my teeth before putting my mask on: bloodred lipstick and a touch of eyeliner. That’s it. I don’t bother with blush, foundation, or eyeshadow. All of the attention goes directly to my mouth.

      Look where that got me.

      I’ve worn red lipstick since ninth grade and I don’t even recognize myself without it, but I grab a cotton pad and remove the layer of makeup. 

      “Audrey!” I call, crossing the hall to her room.

      No answer. She might have gone to work already. 

      Inside, her bed’s made. I don’t think she’s slept in it for a while. Shaking my head, I make my way to her dressing table and open drawer after drawer.

      Unimaginative as usual, she keeps her weed stash between the blushers and the eyeshadows. I roll my eyes, taking one of the plastic bags to teach her a lesson. 

      I find what I’m after underneath: a dozen different lipsticks. My mom’s not married to any color, so I try them one after the next. Pink, purple, brown. 

      I apply a shade of purple so dark it’s almost black, and I like the reflection staring back at me. It’s perhaps a little less sensual than my usual red, but far more badass. 

      That girl looks like she can take on anything—even high school bullies.

      I claim the lipstick and head back to my room to get dressed in my uniform, leggings, and heeled black Timberland boots. 

      As I trek all the way to school, I reconsider my stance on cars. I’m not a particularly good driver, and I can’t really afford the expense, but I frequently dream about owning one on the daily two-mile walk up and down the hill leading to the falls.

      I drop my books in my locker and make it just in time for Spanish—a class I share with Jade Montgomery, Chase’s not-girlfriend. I don’t know if I believe him. They’re always together. Plus, she’s the cheer team captain to his football quarterback. They’re basically peanut butter and jelly. 

      If Chase is member number one of my hate club, she’s a close second. 

      Jade isn’t the stereotypical high school queen bee. She’s a little emo around the edges—black nails, a bad dye job, and a worse attitude. Amusingly, the rest of the in crowd copied her. They look like the cast of The Craft outside of school. 

      She shoots me a glare. “I suppose the sheep can’t help but follow.” 

      I don’t even understand what she’s talking about until her friend Lara says, “Black lipstick is totally your thing—everyone knows that.” 

      Oh, god, are they twelve? 

      I’m spared any more nonsense when the teacher starts the class. 

      Spanish isn’t my best subject. In fact, the majority of the classes I’m taking this year aren’t my best. Most people get the annoying requirements out of the way freshman and sophomore year, but I stupidly procrastinated on them. 

      Unless I can logic or calculate my way out of it, I suck at it. Languages, history…I avoided them as long as I could, hence why my schedule’s packed with stuff I don’t want to study but am required to take if I want to graduate. 

      In my dreams, I’d make it into MIT. My science grades are good, verging on great. But I know that my attendance and my extracurricular activities aren’t where they need to be. I’ve never had the time to do track, swimming, or, god forbid, cheerleading, because I had to work to help out with the bills. Now I suppose I could, but no team would want me, courtesy of Chase.

      I can’t afford to go anywhere without a killer scholarship in any case. 

      Any school will do. Any place that’s not in Thorn Falls. 

      We have an exclusive, expensive, state-of-the-art college here—Rothford U—but I wouldn’t attend even if they rolled out the red carpet for me. Which they won’t. 

      We get a surprise test and I do as well as I can, which means I can’t decide where to shove most of the accents. I think until it feels like my skull splits open, and I end up marking them arbitrarily until the bell rings, releasing me. 

      I eat lunch at random tables, wherever there’s room away from everyone. Today, that’s close to the windows, because it’s raining now so no one’s interested in the view. 

      The food here is considerably superior to what it was at my old school, but breakfast was only a couple of hours ago, thanks to my late start, so I just pick at my curry, doing my best to ignore the boisterous A-list table behind my back. 

      The jocks and their princesses don’t do anything quietly. I don’t want to look. I’ll have to deal with most of them in PE—thanks to my stupidass decision not to take it sophomore or freshman year. That’s soon enough. 

      I jerk when a tray slams on the table, right in front of me. 

      A girl I can’t place sits, her face determined. “We gotta talk.”
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      The girl who disrupts my solitude has thick golden blonde ringlets and glasses. If I researched “wholesome,” I’m fairly certain her picture would be right under the definition. She might just have been the only girl wearing the uniform’s skirt as it was designed, knee-length.

      Another girl joins her, a short, long-haired pretty thing with dark eyes and bronze skin.

      “Rose is in two of your classes,” the curly-haired blonde tells me.

      I glance at the other girl, and I do vaguely recognize her. “AP biology,” I guess. The second, I’m not sure about.

      They nod in unison. “And calculus.”

      “You’re killing it,” Rose says.

      I’m aware, so I shrug.

      Audrey informed me our midterm report cards arrived last week. I did exactly as I expected: great in science, good enough in gym, shit at everything else. I should scrape by in history with my C-, but I only managed a D in Spanish. That would have been okay in my old school, but D’s a failing grade here. 

      In AP bio and calculus, I have an A+ and each teacher made a note to let us know that I'm top of the class. Not that I care. Audrey was proud, though. 

      “Rose has never come second on any test. She tells me you’re kicking her ass.”

      I sigh. Am I going to have to deal with nerd bullying now? Is that a thing? “I guess.”

      I chose to take those classes to pad my transcript, and to guarantee at least a couple of hours won’t be complete torture every day this year.

      “Listen, so, we’re part of the science club. The thing is, most of our members graduated last year, and because we just have six now, we barely have any budget. We asked for a raise and the faculty would only consider it if we have seven members—that’s how many students it takes to form a club,” the blonde gushes, barely even breathing. “They’re not disbanding us, but they’re also not giving us any money. So, I was wondering if you’d consider joining us this year.” 

      Both the offer and my eagerness are unexpected. I wouldn’t say I have much in the way of team spirit—my junior year disillusioned me of anything done with other people. But nerds don’t count. They’re pariahs, like me. 

      At Thorn Falls West, after the Vince thing, I gravitated toward Lola, the well-known hooker, and Morgan, the taciturn weirdo either asleep or zoning out, for that very reason. We used to live in the same trailer park a few years prior, so I already knew them a little. They gave zero shit about the opinion of the rest of the school.

      Maybe I could hang out with the nerd squad. Not always eating by myself would be nice. 

      Before I can accept, Rose decides to try to convince me. “We only meet once a week—Wednesdays, after school. Sometimes we go out on other days, but it’s not required. It wouldn’t take much time.”

      “It would be good for your trans—” the blonde begins. 

      I decide to interrupt them before they pull out an alphabetized list of benefits. “Sure. Thanks for thinking of me.”

      The girls exchange a look, both gaping like they’d expected the opposite.

      I manage not to roll my eyes. Great. More people judging me based on rumors.

      “That’s…great.”

      “Amazing,” Rose adds.

      “I don’t work on Wednesdays, so it works for me.” And I’d rather stay away from home as much as possible, given that my new house is a few yards away from my tormentor’s. I don’t have anything to do until six at night. Plenty of time for him to make my life hell. “Are we starting tomorrow?”  

      “Yes!” Rose practically squeals. "That's great! Thank you so much." 

      "I'm Bella. Belladona, not Isabella. I'm the club president. Not that we're really one cohesive club as such—we kind of just work on our own things separately while in the same room. But it's cool, I promise." 

      I snort. This adorable curly-haired nerd wouldn’t know cool if it hit her in the face. The science club couldn't be further from anyone's definition of fun. Still, I do, in fact, need an extracurricular. Besides, these two don’t seem to know I’m public enemy number one. If they know, they don’t care. Nerds can be as cliquey as everyone else, but they don’t tend to concern themselves with the opinion of the majority of the school. 

      They tell me about their current projects as we eat.

      Bella’s a sophomore, and Rose, a senior, like me. Bella’s here on a scholarship—she’s from a small town a few miles south, near Lake Crowley. I envy her for not being raised in this shitty town.

      “My parents work for the Hunts,” Rose says. “They pay for my tuition. We could never afford a place in this school.”

      “Same. My mom’s employer pays mine.” I doubt her parents fuck the Hunts, but you never know.

      I know of two Hunts: the real estate mogul whose face is plastered on every other billboard in town, and his son Camden. I’ve never met the father in person. The son, I’ve had the displeasure of glancing at numerous times. He’s part of Chase’s posse. Enough said.

      “Do you live east or west?” I ask Rose.

      “East. Only just, though: we have an apartment on Main Street, close to the big ice cream parlor, you know?”

      So, she might not be wealthy like the rest of the school, but her parents still get by. 

      “Yeah, I work around there—at the florist.”

      “The old one or the one that sells those pretty, almost black roses?”

      I snort, imagining Ginny’s face if she heard that. “The old one. It’s a miracle it hasn’t gone out of business yet. No one in their right mind would pick Manny’s Bouquets over the Flower Pot.”

      “Maybe they’re laundering money?” Bella speculates.

      With her greasy salt-and-pepper hair always tied in a bun and that godawful green apron she insists on wearing, Ginny looks like a cranky old spinster. The most exciting thing that’s ever happened to her is probably the delivery guy losing his balance and touching her tits as he fell down last year. 

      I start to laugh, when someone pulls out the seat next to me. My entire body tenses at his approach and my chuckle dies in my throat. I know who it is before he sits. I can feel him.

      My face heats, as unbidden memories flash before my eyes. 

      “Look at you, making friends,” Chase drawls, shooting me his most infuriating smirk.

      Two of his friends crowd our table, Roman Stone and the aforementioned Camden Hunt. They’re standing behind Chase, ready to back him up. “Do they know you suck cocks like a porn star?”

      I can feel myself turning red, shame and anger taking over.

      “Do your friends know you get off forcing women who don’t want you?” I shoot back with a snarl.

      Roman and Camden laugh like it’s the funniest thing they’ve ever heard. 

      “Erica,” Roman says, his tone reasonable. “Every woman with a pulse wants Chase. You’re not fooling anyone.”

      Fucking asshole.

      His jet-black hair falls to his shoulders, and his face is too pretty for a guy’s—especially one as ripped as him. Tall and lean, he’s built like a runner. Objectively, he’s beautiful. It’s easy to imagine him strumming chords on a guitar, and playing wayward pussies just as well. But he repels me. Anyone this casual at the mention of violence against women should have his balls cut off. 

      Camden’s no better. Six foot two of gorgeous, tanned trash. 

      I get to my feet, take my empty tray, and make my way to drop its content in the garbage can close to the exit.

      I’m not surprised Chase follows me. His friends remain behind, chatting with Rose and Bella. After the incident, I doubt they’ll want me in their club.

      “So that’s your play? Screaming assault?” Chase smiles at me. “You’re not that bright, are you? I could share that delightful picture with everyone.”

      “You won’t.” I sound adamant, certain of myself. I’m not, but damn if I won’t fake the hell out of it. 

      “Oh?”

      Free of my tray, I stroll up to him and whisper, “You like my mouth too much, and you know you’ll never feel it again if you do that.” I’m close enough to feel his breath on my forehead. His nostrils flare.

      “Which is why you haven’t gone to your grandfather about kicking us out either.” I grab his jacket and get on my tiptoes, tilting my head to reach his ear. My voice drops lower yet. “You. Want. Me.”

      I’m flush against him and feel his cock harden on my stomach. His heart is beating so fast. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t speak. I know he’s trying to control himself. Before he manages, I let go of the jacket, pivot, and head to the library for the rest of my lunch period.
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      After work, I walk to the ice rink, my bag heavy on my back. 

      There’s a freestyle session from seven to nine three days a week. I rarely miss it, heading over here every night right after work. 

      The moment I first slid onto the ice, I fell in love.

      Audrey never had the money for lessons, let alone a coach, so I just watched people and tried to replicate what they did. Fast forward six years and many, many falls, I’m still not particularly good at figure skating, but this place feels like home. More so than the Archer brownstone, or any other place I’ve ever lived.

      I can’t tell how long I’ve been skating, turning, and jumping, when I hear my name called out.

      I beam. “Damian!” 

      He joins me, skating backward to be as slow as me. “Damn, you were lost in thought, girl. I called you five times.”

      I tend to tune out the world when I’m on the ice, and he knows it. “Aren’t you supposed to be on campus?”

      He graduated last year and now he’s attending Rothford U. The college is north of town, on the east side, of course. Students can get all necessities on their vast campus, without ever taking a step into town, so I didn’t expect to see him for quite some time. 

      “I needed a prison break,” he replies with a wince. “You wouldn’t believe the bullshit coach is putting us through.”

      I roll my eyes. “Well, you wanted to play hockey with one of the best teams in the country. That’s what you get.”

      Damian’s skilled on the ice, but he’s often told me he has no intention of going pro. If that’s the case, I’m not sure why he’s with the Rothford Monsters. 

      “I can always count on you for complete apathy.” He winks at me. “Fancy making me feel better after the session?”

      I tilt my head as I consider his offer. He’s made it quite a few times, and my answer generally is yes. Sex is simple, particularly with a good friend who knows my body like the back of his hand. I’ve always liked it with him. I enjoyed the shape of his body, the feel of his mouth on mine, on my skin. I can’t remember how many times we let off steam in the back of his car last year. Sex with Damian is fun and easy. 

      I don’t know why, but I shake my head. “Pass.” 

      “Roger that,” he says, unbothered. “I’ll give you a lift home if you’d like, though.” 

      “That sounds great, thank you. Now leave me alone. I want to skate.” 

      Laughing, he starts to pick up speed, and I return to my practice, letting the world disappear.

      At nine, I follow Damian to his car, chatting about our respective classes. 

      “You should try for Rothford. The science department is great.” 

      “Too rich for my blood.” I wrinkle my nose. “And too close to Thorn Falls.” 

      “It’s not that bad.” 

      He would think that. Damian might have attended Thorn Falls West, but he has money. His car, his clothes, and his acceptance to Rothford U prove it. 

      “Agree to disagree.” 

      “Do they still cause you problems?” He’s frowning. “Vince’s friends.” 

      I think about the previous day, but decide not to mention it. Chase took care of the issue. “Nah. Most people don’t even know where I am, and I deleted all my social media. I haven’t been west of the river since the move. Turn left. So, do you still plan on getting an MBA?” I never quite understood why he wasn’t attempting to get drafted. He’s NHL material, and he clearly loves the sport. 

      He’s silent for a while. “It’s complicated.”

      In other words, he doesn’t want to tell me, and it’s none of my business, so I drop it. I love how effortless things are between us. I don’t feel the need to push, nor does he. Our friendship is completely shallow, but still warm. 

      The ridiculous Archer mansion comes into view. “Slow down, we’re almost there.” 

      He stops at the gates, and whistles. “Damn. That’s an upgrade from the old place.”

      “One of the perks that comes with Audrey’s new job. Thanks for the ride, Damian.”

      “Anytime. Catch you soon, sweetheart.” He kisses the top of my nose and I slide out of the car.

      I’ve just crossed the gate and started to walk on the lawn when Chase storms out of his house, making a beeline for me. His amber eyes flash with a degree of fury I hadn’t yet encountered.

      I wish that it didn’t make him look hotter, but his dark edge calls to me in a primal way. I fight my instinct to speed up and get in the house, choosing to stand my ground to show him I’m not afraid. A bald-faced lie. “What do you want now?” 

      I sound bored. Perfect. 

      “Who was that?” he demands.

      “None of your business, that’s who.” 

      His mouth is a thin line, and he’s glaring down at me like he’s hoping I might burst into flames. “It seems being a slut is hereditary. Are you so desperate for cocks, Erica?” 

      My mouth opens and closes. 

      It’s dark. How would he even have known a guy dropped me off? He must have been watching. Closely. 

      I can feel a smile curl at the edges of my lips. “Oh my god, Chase. You’re jealous.” 

      His brooding silence and his foreboding scowl tell me I nailed it. He probably saw Damian kiss my nose. In the dark, from a way away, that might have looked like more. It’s downright hilarious. Laughter bubbles out of my throat. 

      Chase steps towards me, threatening as ever. “No one feels possessive of the school urinal, and you’ve seen just as many dicks. You’re nothing but trash.” 

      “Am I? Damian doesn’t think so. He loves my mouth as much as you do. And my hands.” My voice drops to a whisper. “And my dripping wet cunt.” 

      I know exactly what I’m doing: waving a red flag in front of a bull. 

      Chase hates that he wants me as much as I do, so he fights it, which always gives me plenty of time to escape. 

      I flee inside and lock the door.
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      I have fun at the geek club. At the start of the session, Bella introduces me to the four members I don’t know, Benjamin, Oscar, Penelope, and Sandra. They’re confused, but not openly rude, if only because my presence means their budget will be increased. 

      “What aspects of science do you enjoy most?” Oscar demands haughtily. 

      In my old neighborhood, his tone would have been asking for a right hook, but I let it slide. I tend to prefer words to fists, and my goal today is to be accepted by this band of misfits. “Marine biology. The Little Mermaid was my favorite growing up, and I’ve always been fascinated by water. I went snorkeling a few times.” When I was young, my mother used to date a surfer from LA. He cheated on her constantly, but he let me use his family discount. “But I’m better at applied physics than anything else, really.” 

      “She’s beating my grades in two classes,” Rose chimes in excitedly. 

      Their surprise is predictable and more than a little insulting, but to be fair, I don’t look like a nerd. I look like Audrey’s little sister, with darker hair. My mother was never one of those parents who tried to make their teens stay as young as possible. When I wanted to wear nail polish, she showed me how to apply it, and promised to do my right hand for me until I learned how to do it myself. 

      It’s more than parenting choices, though. The westside makes us grow up faster. No one questioned Morgan’s claim that she was eighteen when she started working at the strip club two years ago, but most of the boys and girls in front of me look like, well, kids. 

      I wonder what it says about Chase and his pals, with their ridiculously broad and tall frames. As soon as it occurs to me, I banish him from my thoughts. Why the hell am I thinking about him right now? 

      “You’re joining late, but maybe you could still present a project at the science fair?” Sandra looks around at the other members. 

      “There’s a science fair?” That’s news to me. 

      They nod eagerly. “Every January. It’s not just our school, dozens of schools in the states participate, and we get visits from colleges and big companies looking for bright minds to follow. It could make your future.” 

      My jaw drops. Why haven’t I heard about this before? I’m pissed my biology or calculus teachers didn’t bother to say a word. But I know why. I’m the girl from Westside, and no one thought I’d care about anything but blowing cocks and snorting coke. “What are the requirements?” 

      “You can present solo or group projects. There aren’t requirements as such—it just needs to be innovative. We’ve been playing around for the last three months, so most of us have a project in mind now. You’re a little behind, but there’s still time.” Bella smiles kindly. “It’s less important for us sophomores and below, but college recruiters pay attention to what seniors do.” 

      Everyone discusses their ongoing projects, and then get going at their various work stations. 

      The science club commandeers a physics lab. Benjamin and Oscar slouch in front of two laptops, typing code at the speed of light. Bella and Rose work together on an equation, arguing the validity of each other’s conclusions every other minute. Sandra is mixing a chemistry solution under a hood I opt to stay far away from. Benjamin’s soldering something at the end of the room. Occasionally, a teacher pops in, glances at us, and heads back out without a word. 

      The whole science fair thing was thrown at me without any notice, and my mind wanders in various directions. I seriously need to think about it, especially since everyone else has worked on their presentation for three months already. I have a couple of months to get ready. I research ideas online, frustrated nothing comes to mind. 

      When Bella announces we’re at the end of the session, I’m surprised. The time has flown so fast, I would have sworn we spent less than twenty minutes in the room, not two hours. 

      We head out together, and I can’t help wincing as I watch Oscar awkwardly flirt with Sandra. “Why does your experiment stink like feet every time?” 

      “I think your mouth is just too close to your nose,” she shoots back.

      “She’s got you there,” Benjamin quips. 

      I smile because it feels like I have something close to friends again. At least, they could potentially become friends, unless Chase ruins that for me, too. 

      I’ve avoided him as much as possible today, sitting right at the front of my calculus class. Ms. Santos took it as a chance to make me participate, but that was worth it. Chase was right at the back. I could feel his stare, but he couldn’t do anything to me from that distance. I had lunch in the library, sneaking in a cereal bar and an apple. In PE, he was running with the guys while I played volleyball against his not-girlfriend, Jade, who kept aiming the ball at my head. Still, I know that eventually, he’s going to catch me. Make me pay for sassing him yesterday. 

      Something has to be done about him. He’s not like Vince, who wasn’t directly doing much to me. He stole my friends and turned the school against me, but that’s not a crime. Chase is actually bullying me, because he hates that he wants me, and because he believes he can with impunity. 

      The main problem is that I fear he’s right. 

      To make him stop, I have to prove that attacking me has consequences. Chase isn’t used to paying for his actions. I doubt running to the faculty for help would do much good, given the fact that his father’s paying for my tuition. Besides, it’s not my style, and my goal isn’t to get him kicked out of school. I just want to even out the power balance. 

      Perhaps I could turn to Mr. Archer himself. I don’t like that idea, though. Too much potential backlash for me. And if Chase is to be believed, Grandaddy Dearest holds all the power anyway.

      I’m ruminating over the dilemma when I hear laughter at the end of the modern, sleek hallway we’re walking in. 

      Seconds later, they appear. All seventeen members of the football team. They’re a sight to behold, every one tall, well built, and wearing their blue letterman jackets. Chase’s at the front, right next to the captain, Camden. 

      Oh, shit.

      “I need to go.” My throat feels dry when I speak. 

      Bella looks between the seventeen boys and me, frowning. “I thought we were going for ice cream?” 

      Shit, shit, shit.

      I should have guessed their practice is at the same time as the science club. 

      “Another time. I forgot I need to…” I’m not much for lying, or I would have finished that sentence. Instead, I attempt a weak smile, wave, and run away. 

      It’s not until I reach the parking lot at the front of the school that I realize my mistake, spotting Chase’s shiny Jeep. 

      I’m on foot, and we’re heading in the same direction. 

      I start to sprint, wishing I’d opted for more practical shoes than my Timberlands. They’re comfortable, but the three-inch blocks aren’t exactly made for speed. Not that my choice of shoes would mean much given the fact that he’s driving.

      I’m rushing up the road leading to the hills, willing myself not to glance behind me to see if he’s following, when his light blue Jeep flies past me. 

      My jaw falls open. He doesn’t so much as spare me a glance. His attention is entirely focused on the girl on the passenger side: fucking Jade. 

      I can’t believe that asshole. I just can’t. Especially after his tantrum yesterday, simply because an old friend gave me a ride.

      When I get home, his car isn’t in the courtyard. The Archers have a garage, but Chase always leaves his car in front of the house, ready to roll out at a moment’s notice. And it’s not there. I took over half an hour to reach the house on foot.

      I refuse to analyze why, exactly, I am so fucking angry at him. 

      Fuming, I get my ass inside, flinging the door shut on my way in.

      “Well, that’s quite the welcome after three days. Who pissed in your Cheerios?” Audrey’s lounging on the pink chaise in the front room, in her dressing gown, with wet hair and blue foam nail separators between her toes. 

      I grunt, joining her, and throw my bag on the plush fur rug. “Don’t get me started,” I reply, taking her pink nail polish from her and applying it to the seven toes she hasn’t done yet.

      “Boyfriend, girlfriend?” she guesses.

      “Neither. Just some asshole who need to be taught a lesson.”

      Her grin shows all her pearly white teeth. “Ah. The best kind of fun.”

      Her face is flawless as usual—mine, but fairer, firmer, with perfectly smooth skin, and a dusting of freckles on her nose. I always pass for her little sister, mostly because she doesn’t look a day over twenty-five.

      “What makes you think I’m having fun?”

      She shrugs. “Last year, you were all gloom and doom, barely saying a word. Now, you’re annoyed. That’s more like you. That temper of yours comes from my mother, you know. You’re more Irish than I ever was.”

      I don’t know much about her parents. They died when she was young, and her grandparents kicked her out the moment she decided to keep me, so my extended family has never been relevant to me. “What color for your hands?”

      “Red, I think.” Her sculpted eyebrows knit. “Is that my lipstick?”

      “It was.” I stick my tongue out. 

      “Well, it suits you. I like the change.” Her hand cups my chin, and she brings her lips to my forehead. 

      I paint her nails blood red, enjoying the comfortable silence until she asks, “You’re doing okay here, right?”

      “Yeah. The school’s better than Thorn Falls West, for sure. I figured, if I have decent grades, MIT might spare me a glance.” I tell her about the science fair, and my frustration about finding a project months after anyone else in the club while her nails dry under her UV lamp. 

      Audrey’s completely relaxed. “You’ll find something, sweet. You always do.” 

      She inspects her flawless manicure, and glances at her pretty, diamond-studded rose gold watch. 

      “That’s new,” I say.

      “Hm? Oh! Yeah.” She hands me her wrist so I can observe it.

      “He must like you very much.” I don’t want to say Mr. Archer’s name.

      She beams. “He does. I have ten minutes, so I can do your nails, then he and I are attending an event tonight. I left lasagna and a salad in the fridge. Don’t wait up for me, all right?”

      Like I ever do.
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      I’ve never liked the way those people observe me. Like they’re trying to decide what I’m made of. Like I have something to prove.

      I’m not blind. I know how things work in Thorn Falls. The Thorns might have founded this town a hundred years back, but they are the ones running it. 

      The Heritage golf club popped up when my father was about my age, not so long ago, and right after, a bunch of newcomers started to buy properties in Thorn Falls—the riverside, of course. My grandfather, Leon Archer, and his friend Gallad Thorn, owned the majority of the land and made their fortunes selling it to a bunch of big players. The Hunts, the Stones, the Crosses, the Montgomerys, the Fullers, the Cushmans, the Cornwells…old families from New York, mostly. They can trace their ancestry as far as we Archers, but at the time, they had much, much more money.

      Thanks to the cash their purchases infused into our finances, my grandfather built a property empire. 

      There’s something strange about them. I’m close enough to Camden, Rhys and Roman to see that. We might be friends, but I’m the odd one in the quartet, the one at the periphery of things. Sometimes, they speak in low voices and stop altogether when I enter the room. 

      I don’t doubt the three of them have my back, on and off the football field, but what they have is more. They’d bury a body for each other. Mine, if necessary. 

      Yet whenever I encounter their parents, they watch, always assessing, judging.

      I intended to just drop Jade off at her house, but her brother, Aryan Montgomery, spots me from the poolside, where he’s downing shots with his college friends, and waves me over. It’s unseasonably warm, and they’re making the most of it. 

      I should have begged off. I would have, if not for the distinct memory of Erica’s expression when she saw me leaving with Jade. That’ll teach her after yesterday. 

      The game we play is utter torture, but fuck if I can stop myself. She’s right, I want her more than I want my next breath. I don’t even want to fuck her. I want to own her. It’s sick. She’s a carbon copy of her whore of a mother, my father’s mistress. I’ve heard them fuck almost every night, although my father’s room was in another wing of the property. I begged mom to let me move into the pool house last spring just to escape them. And now, I jack off to thoughts of the daughter. Talk about incestuous. 

      What Erica will never admit is that she wants me right back. If I have to torture myself, she sure as fuck is going to suffer along with me.

      I have to stay away from the house for long enough—and there are eyes and ears everywhere in Thorn Falls. If she hears I was at Jade’s all this time, all the better. 

      I join Aryan by the pool, declining a shot but accepting the joint he just rolled. 

      “How’s it going, man?” he asks me.

      Aryan graduated two years ago. He was pretty cool to me, even when he was a senior and I, a little fucker getting into too many fights. That was about the time when I discovered Father Dearest with his cock deep into Audrey Simons’s throat.

      Why bother to marry a decent woman if you’re going to humiliate her like that? My mother’s amazing. She’s beautiful, smart, supportive. Unlike the average affluent wife of the neighborhood, she actually bothers to move her ass and go to work every day. 

      I mean, I get it, Audrey’s fucking hot. I thought so from the first glance. But he could do the fucking right thing and actually divorce my mother, rather than letting her live a lie, happy and blind.

      I hate him. I hate myself, sometimes, too, for my sick fantasies about the daughter of that bitch. 

      Audrey has the gall to smile at my mother and plan garden parties with her, when she takes her husband’s cock in three holes every day.

      The joint hits, and I start to relax enough to get out of my own head. That’s when I notice the stares. 

      Aryan’s friends are anything from eighteen to twenty-five. Most of them attend Rothford U, I think. I know almost all of them by sight. It’s not the first time I’ve seen them watch me like this.

      All of them wear jewelry embossed with an H. Fucking Heritage members. What the hell do they want from me?

      Aryan’s cool, despite the gold signet ring on his middle finger. 

      “That hit the spot,” I tell him.

      The guy grins. He has messy hair as dark as his sister’s, and his tongue and eyebrow are pierced. His black shirt’s open, so I can peek at the top of some tattoo that must run along his back. Despite the show of teenage rebellion against the typical look our parents expect us to maintain, he’s wearing Gucci shoes, a Dolce & Gabbana belt, and I have the same white jeans as him. “You look like you needed it. If you’re tense, might want to try something else, too.” He lifts his chin toward a couple of girls staring at us from the pool.

      They’re hot, no mistake. One’s a buxom redhead with green eyes and a tiny bikini barely covering her nipples. The other’s black and skinny as fuck. Her monokini leaves nothing to the imagination. They’re both gawking like I’m a candy they can’t wait to swallow. 

      Jesus. I see how most girls at school look at me; they’d lift their boring old wool skirts if I crooked a finger, even those who are taken. This is different. The girls aren’t just into me, they expect me to take what they’re offering.

      “Pass,” I say, sadly finding the stupidass dick in my pants limp as hell. Downright flaccid. If it’s not a contrary, dark-haired bitch with annoying cat eyes that can’t make their mind up what color they are, it’s not interested.

      “Damn. You have it bad. What’s the girl’s name?”

      I laugh out loud. Like I’m gonna tell him. I’m not even telling myself, most of the time. 

      Jade walks out of the veranda to join the pool party, wearing a black suit and with a cocktail in hand. 

      “Not my sister, then,” Aryan gleans, watching me. 

      My indifference must have been obvious. 

      “We’re just friends.” Jade’s always been around, like the guys. We’ve frequented the same parties since we wore diapers. Sure, she’s tried to get into my pants a couple of times, but it’s been years. 

      “Chase, tell me you’re not dumb enough to think that a man and a woman, both straight, can ever be just friends?”

      I shrug, my mind on the dickhead I punched for attacking Erica a couple of days back. I should have hit him harder. The only one who gets to torment her is me.

      “Aren’t you friends with the girls here?” I ask.

      There are about thirty people around the pool, and a good half are women. 

      Aryan laughs good-heartedly. “Sure. And I also fucked all of them at one point or another. I’ll likely marry one of them, one day.”

      Shit. The guy’s, what, twenty-one? He’s already thinking that far ahead?

      “Wouldn’t that be awkward? If you’ve fucked all their friends.”

      “Far from it. You’ll find it removes all awkwardness.” His smirk is all teeth, and I understand him perfectly.

      He’s planning to get himself a Stepford wife who’ll bat her long lashes on demand and never say a thing about his infidelities. Someone who knows and accepts his behavior. 

      I suppose that’s the fashion among the wealthy, but I’d hate it. I want someone who’d expect respect from me. Who’d demand it. Someone who’d fight me every day for it, tooth and nail. Who’d make me feel.

      I hate that Erica’s face comes to mind. 

      I hate my dick for finally deigning to twitch in my pants.

      I hate the way my brain short circuits and makes me see her wearing white and my rings on her finger. 

      Fucking hell. Someone should punch some sense into me.
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      Nine. It's nine by the time he fucking comes back home. I see his car slow to a stop from across the grounds, and he strolls to his house, not sparing a glance at the brownstone. 

      I swear, the next time his dick gets anywhere close to me, I'll bite it off. 

      I'm not jealous. I haven't decided what I am, yet, but jealous isn't it. I don't envy Jade. I bear the bitch no ill will. At least not over Chase; the way she's targeted me at PE is another matter entirely. It's Chase I want to strangle. 

      Thankfully, I've been productive over the last few hours. I've come up with a way to get Chase off my back entirely. Plus, I got some work done.

      I was reluctant to wait until next Wednesday to get started, when I’m so many weeks behind the other club members, so I spent the last few hours working on the fair project. Not to distract myself from the fact that Chase wasn't back, naturally. I was merely concerned about catching up to my peers.

      I'm full of shit. But seriously, why the fuck would he spend four hours with Jade, after claiming she wasn't his girlfriend? 

      He could just be fucking her, I suppose. God, I need to get tested for STDs. Who knows how many holes he’s dipped his cock into before my mouth.

      I save my work and head downstairs to heat up my lasagna and eat it in front of the TV, frying my brain with a stupid show about girls getting screwed over by some ugly dude on Tinder, until I fall asleep.

      "-rica?" 

      I blink, utterly confused. 

      Ouch. My neck's knotted in three different places. Audrey's choice of sofas might be pretty, but they're torture devices.

      When my vision stops blurring, my mouth gapes. "What are you doing here?"

      Chase stands in front of me, unfairly gorgeous in his school uniform. A stupid blazer and black pants shouldn't fit him like that. 

      "Are you skipping school again? I suppose education doesn't matter, if you plan to just keep sucking cocks for a living." 

      "Get out of my house."

      He tilts his head. "Your house?" 

      I stand up and push hard against his chest. "Out. Now." 

      I might as well try to lift a car, for all the good that effort does me. 

      Chase sighs. "I didn't see you leave. You normally go around seven forty to get to school on time."

      Shit. What time is it?

      "If you get ready quickly, I'll give you a ride."

      Yeah, right. "At what price?"

      A smile curves suggestively at the corner of his lips. 

      "Thanks, but pass. I'll catch an Uber."

      I rush past him up the stairs, to take a three-minute shower, during which I brush my teeth. I tie my hair up in a messy, wet bun, gather my stuff, including my phone, and rush back down. 

      "Shit, shit, shit," I chant down the stairs. The stupid phone's completely out of battery. So much for calling an Uber. I'll have to run. 

      I'm surprised to see Chase is still downstairs, on the doorstep when I burst out of the house. 

      "I'm not fucking you for a ride to school."

      He rolls his head. "Get your ass in the car, Simons. It's ten to eight."

      I hesitate, but I know I don't have much of a chance, if I want to avoid a tardy, after skipping two classes yesterday. My attendance is historically shit enough as it is. I didn't particularly care about showing up to school when I was tired or hungover last year. And why would it matter? Thorn Falls West was leading nowhere anyway. This year, I have to look as good as I can.

      I follow him to his Jeep in silence, waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      Chase drives confidently—much more so than me. The leather interior is comfortable. I think I smell the remnants of a heady perfume that makes me think of piña colada—too much coconut. I remember Jade sitting right here just yesterday. 

      We get to the school in mere minutes. Though the parking lot is almost full, everyone left his parking spot alone, right at the front of the school, between Elliot Thorn's and Camden Hunt's cars. 

      "What a ridiculously elitist world you live in," I say, shaking my head. 

      "You really do have issues saying thank you, don't you?" 

      I clap my mouth shut. That's not true. I say thank you just fine to anyone who's kind to me without an agenda. 

      Except he hasn't demanded anything in exchange for getting me to school. Not yet. So I suppose I have to say it. I open my mouth, and try to get the words out. "I hate you."

      He laughs. "Right back at you." 

      I slide out of the car, slamming the door hard. 

      I really don't get him. Why the hell bring me to school without any demand? To unsettle me, no doubt. 

      At least I'm not late for my first period. Rose waves at me when I enter the AP biology class. The seat next to hers is vacant, because she's in the first row. I throw my bag at the back of the chair and flop down. 

      "Tired?" 

      I must have been obvious. "I had to rush this morning." 

      "You look like this when you rush?" She shakes her head. "I think I hate you." 

      Her friendly banter reminds me that I haven't had a chance to glance at the mirror. I might have toothpaste or drool on my face. 

      The bell rings, but the teacher isn't in the classroom, so I get my compact out of my purse and check the damage. I look fine, if a little pale. The dark lipstick I stole from Audrey is still in my pocket, so I pout and apply a layer. 

      "Ms. Simons, we're in class, not at a salon." 

      I'm not done, and I refuse to let the grouchy old lady shame me into rushing. If she doesn't want her students to play around, she should get her ass behind her desk on time like the rest of us. I doubt my peers were rereading their syllabi while waiting for her. 

      I finish with my lipstick, and put everything back in my bag. 

      Mrs. Leyland wears a crepe skirt that brushes her ankles and a black shirt under a shawl, all day, every day. I'm fairly certain she doesn't even change clothes. Her face is entirely painted—foundation two shades too light for her, bright red blush generously caked all over her cheeks, and pink lipstick that's often on her teeth.  She glares at me and tells me, "You will stay behind after class today. Now, about cell structure..." 

      I actually like biology, but I tune her out, knowing she's just repeating our textbook word for word. I had to read up for this class, because Thorn Falls West's curriculum isn't what one would call challenging. I wanted to make sure I wasn't behind when I enrolled here. And surprise of surprises, I realized on day one that Leyland is just a parrot. I don't mind. It gives me a chance to let my mind wander. 

      Leyland drones on for what feels like a day, and then surprises us with a test on nucleic acids, although we wrapped up the subject before the midterms. She's truly lost the plot. 

      The bell rings, and I wait, as I was told. Leyland stares me down wordlessly until the last of the student hands in their paper and leaves. Then, I give her mine. 

      She takes it and immediately looks down at it, red pen uncapped. Her eyebrows knit, and her frown deepens as she scans through it. 

      "Another perfect score." I don't imagine her reluctance to admit it. 

      I wait for her to add something, because she clearly has something to say. 

      "Hundreds of excellent students have graced these halls, Ms. Simons, and do you know how many have historically been this consistent?" 

      Why does this sound like a critique? She says it like I'm to blame. I just shrug. 

      "None. In three months, you've never had anything but correct answers. Why is that?" 

      "I study?" I say. 

      That's not quite accurate, though. Studying her stupid textbook and listening to her boring lectures wouldn't get me far. I've just looked up the subjects we're studying ages ago. 

      "Mm-hmm. If you're somehow cheating, getting the answers early…" 

      Naturally she'd assume that. "If that were the case, how do you suppose I would have known we were having a surprise test, Mrs. Leyland?” I'm batting my lashes and smiling at the troll. 

      Her lips thin. "I'm watching you." 

      She dismisses me with a wave of her hand. 

      Gosh, I'm tired.
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      Calculus and Spanish suck as much as usual, but no one accuses me of cheating for my passable grades, so yay. 

      In the restroom, I stare at myself in the mirror long and hard, trying to see what they see. I see a heart-shaped face with a turned-up nose, a pouty mouth, big, round hazel eyes with endless eyelashes. My hair can look dark in spaces like the restrooms, but at the first ray of sunshine, I notice the red tint. I'm pretty. Not drop-dead gorgeous or anything, but pretty. More than that, I'm confident. I know exactly what I am: eighteen years old, with round perky tits and long legs. My life's ahead of me. I haven't done anything to completely ruin my future, like getting knocked up. I have every reason to hold my head high. Yet the world wants me to kneel. Everyone expects me to amount to nothing more than the side of the river I was raised in. Not just Mrs. Leyland: the kids from the science club, Chase. 

      Since the world is so consistent in its dismissal, the problem might start with me. 

      I take a paper towel, wet it, and wipe the lipstick from my mouth. I frown at my reflection. It’s not gone, as much as faded, but I don’t look much different. Just more vulnerable. That might be what the world prefers to see. 

      I shake my head and apply another dark layer before heading to the cafeteria. I’m famished. I didn’t get a chance to eat anything this morning. I pile my tray high, picking a salad, enchilada and sweetcorn, an apple, and a tarte Tatin. 

      At the counter, the lady ringing me up lifts an eyebrow. “That’s a fair bit of food.” 

      I press my phone against her card reader to pay. The school tuition includes one meal and one side, so when we want more, we have to pay for the difference—which seems highly ridiculous, given that this place costs five freaking figures per year. 

      The lunch lady’s probably waiting for a reaction on my part, but I ignore her entirely. I’m done being judged by assholes over nothing. I’m not allowed to be hungry now?

      I spot a half-empty table and start to make my way over there, when I hear my name. My first reaction’s to stiffen, but from the corner of my eye, I see Bella waving at me, with a big smile. 

      She’s sitting with Rose and Oscar, and there’s a space right next to her. She pats it welcomingly, so I make my way over there, forcing a smile of my own. 

      “How's it going?” Rose is as friendly as ever, but I notice Oscar’s looking anywhere but at me, although I do sit right in front of him. 

      “I’ve had better days. I overslept.” 

      “Urgh, don’t you hate when that happens?” Bella winces. “I always feel out of sync for the rest of the day.” 

      “It doesn’t help that the harpy made you stay behind,” Rose commiserates. “What did she want?”

      “The harpy?” Bella isn’t in AP bio, or she would have guessed immediately. Harpy perfectly describes our teacher. 

      “Leyland,” I answer. “She graded my test, and asked me if I cheat because I always get one hundred percent.” 

      Fucking bitch. 

      “Do you?” Oscar mutters.

      I’ve seriously had it for today. I don’t even think. I grab the salad I’ve just started, and chuck the contents of the bowl at him. He’s lucky I’m don't throw the bowl, too. 

      Both Bella and Rose gasp, looking between the dickhead and me as I stand. “You don’t speak to me. You don’t look at me. You keep your judgmental, spoiled micro-nose out of my face for the rest of your life, or I’ll show you just why you should be afraid of Westside kids. Understood?” 

      They are not empty threats. I’ve always kept my hands and my nose clean, but things were different at Thorn Falls West. The students of Riverside Academy might be just as toxic, but their idea of a bad day is a failing grade and their pocket money being reduced. I could give them a taste of the real world. It’d be a kindness, really. 

      I take my tray and make my way out to the terrace, where there's a dozen tables set up for sunny days. As it’s raining again, no one’s out there today. I sit at the closest one, down my food, and take my tray to the disposal area. 

      Now that I’m no longer starving, I accept that poor Oscar isn’t at the core of my anger and frustration. I shouldn’t have turned into the Ice Queen for his benefit, when there’s only one person who deserves my wrath. 

      My eyes fall right on him, lording over his court of sycophants. Four tables have been put together to accommodate all the jocks, and he sits at the very center, Camden, Rhys, and Roman at his right, Jade and her posse on his left. Their boisterous group’s constantly laughing, booing, clapping each other’s backs, and generally bringing as much attention as possible to themselves. I know the kind. I was that kind, before Vince. I don’t miss the backstabbing, the posing, the cheating and fake friends. 

      I do miss the power, though. 

      Time to do something about how vulnerable I've been for far too long. 

      Chase’s gaze gravitates to mine and doesn’t let go. I hate my reaction; a mixture of desire and defiance. If he’d been Oscar, I would have dealt with him months ago, but I’ve always had a weakness for pretty faces. 

      On my way out, I pull my phone out of my bag. It charged up nicely with my portable battery during class. I place a call. 

      “Yeah?” Morgan replies on the third ring, half yawning. 

      I wasn’t sure I’d get through. We must have the same lunch period.

      “Get your butt to my house tonight. I need help.” 

      “I’m working. Starting at eight all week.” 

      I should have seen it coming. “Saturday? I’m free all day.”

      “You got it. I’ll text you the time.”

      Good. This weekend, I’m taking Chase Archer down a notch or two.
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      Erica’s been on my mind all day. More than normal, that is.

      I usually see a peek of tits or ass, or legs, and immediately compare them to hers, finding any other woman lacking. How can I not? Erica’s assets are spectacular. Not even our stupidass school uniform can hide them. Her fitted white shirt strains against her breasts, threatening to let them spill out. Her endless, ridiculously toned legs would look good in anything, even the thick pleated skirt the uniform requires. The rest of the women here look like Girl Scouts to her nubile porn star. 

      I don’t really think about her tits, or her sinful mouth, or even her legs today, as much as what I saw in her eyes through the morning. 

      When I woke her up, she was defiant, and then confused by my offer to take her with me, like she was trying to understand what bargain I might have tried to strike, analyzing my motives. I like that about her. I like that she’s smart enough to look for traps and tricks.

      There’s no mystery to my giving her a ride, though. She skipped class yesterday morning, and I didn’t like it. My motives were purely selfish. I wanted to see her at school more than I wanted her to feel miserable.

      Something’s changed since then, though I can’t pinpoint exactly what. Erica doesn’t let much get to her, not even me, but she was downtrodden in calculus, hunched over her books, not even raising her head once. She likes to smile smugly at the teacher behind her textbooks, like she knows the subject better than Ms. Santos does—and she might, she tops this class. Not today. Then, when the bell rang, she was out like a flash, down the corridors before I had time to gather my things. 

      The show in the cafeteria didn’t escape my notice. I’m dying to know what happened, what made her snap. She doesn’t usually lose it at anyone—anyone except me. I like it that way. 

      I glare at the back of the gangly nerd who still has a lettuce leaf in his greasy hair. How dare he get under her skin? That’s my prerogative. If she’s to suffer, it’ll be by my hand. Mine. 

      God, I’m sick. 

      Then again, so is she. 

      I consider following her out, but I decide against it. Of all the things I’ve done so far, up to and including making her swallow my cock, the only thing that seemed to bother her was when she saw me ignore her. Ignore her and spend time with Jade. Freaking Jade, of all people. 

      I know Jade would drop her panties and spread her legs if I asked; she’s made her interest clear since eighth grade. I admit I was tempted a time or two, especially after a few shots. I’m a guy, and she has tits. Erica hadn’t started messing with my dick back then. I’ve fucked half the girls on the cheer team at one point or another. Jade, though? Pass. First of all, she’s a friend. I spent countless nights playing Xbox with her and the guys until dawn. Secondly, she has a habit of hitting on all of us. I think Rhys came first, but it could have been Roman or Camden. Or me. 

      She wants to keep us on her leash, her pretty little fingers wrapped around our dicks. It worked on the others. It might have worked on me if I hadn’t seen her fuck Rhys and Roman at the same bonfire party. I get that the cheer team tends to screw most of the footballers at one point or another, but the other girls just want to ride a ripped, popular guy every now and then. Jade? She wants power over us. I don’t like the thought of sex being used as a weapon against me. At least, not by Jade. Erica can use her pretty mouth any time she’d like. 

      Fuck. I’m hard again. 

      “I’ll head out first,” I tell Rhys. 

      “Surprised it took you that long.” His voice is a low rumble. “She left, what, three minutes ago?” 

      I despise how perceptive he is. Out of all my friends, Rhys is the worst. Mostly silent, only speaking when his words can deliver a sharp sting, he’s a snake in the grass, observant and ready to strike. I’m fairly certain he won’t turn his venom on me, though. I have pictures of him shitting in a wading pool, and he knows I’ll use them if he fucks with me. “Have you ever considered minding your own fucking business, Rhys?” 

      “Yours is so much more fun right now, though. The rich boy from a founding family, obsessed with a newcomer from the wrong side of the tracks? There’s a billion-dollar industry relying on that theme alone for a reason.” 

      “I’m not obsessed.” Not much. 

      He snorts. “Amazing, that you can say it with a straight face. Let me know when you need her background check, by the way.” 

      My jaw falls. “You had a background check done on her?” 

      “You’ll ask for it soon enough. I figured I could save everyone time.” 

      I shake my head as I get to my feet. “Burn it. Use it as toilet paper. I don’t care.” 

      If I wanted to know anything more than I do about Erica, I’d ask her. 

      I honestly don’t care to look further than the surface. What else could there be? She’s the daughter of a shameless homewrecker, and she uses her body like a weapon, just like her mother. I shouldn’t get any more involved than I already am. 

      And yet I make my way to the nerd’s table, and sit in the chair Erica vacated minutes ago, staring at the boy who upset her. 

      “Whatever Simons threatened you with? Know that I will do a lot worse.” 

      “I, I—" he stammers, “I just made a joke.” He’s practically pissing his pants. “That’s all it was supposed to be, a joke. I think I upset her. I didn’t want to, I promise. I just wanted her to feel included.” 

      I grimace. Jesus, the boy might end up crying. 

      “I don’t think Oscar was the problem,” the brunette seated next to him says. “I think our biology teacher said something. She was down already when she came to sit with us.” 

      The curly-haired blonde next to me nods. “Yeah, we messed up somehow. I don’t know what happened, exactly…but we don’t want to hurt Erica. She seems nice, you know. Smart, too. And she doesn’t have many friends here. I relate.” 

      “I enrolled before the science club was funded. I didn’t have anyone my first year,” the brunette adds. 

      I look at the three geeks who seem miserable they’ve upset Erica, and I nod tightly, once. “All right. Just don’t mess with her.” 

      Otherwise, they’ll have to deal with me.
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      The problem with Chase is that he’s convinced he has all the power. He sees me as a lowly nobody, a toy he can break with impunity. He's right, of course, but I need to convince him otherwise. 

      I ignore him for the rest of the school week. I set three alarms to make sure I wake up early every morning, and between work and the ice rink, I return home late every night. I practically run between the gates and the brownstone. 

      My plan is simple, and I put it into place bright and early on Saturday morning. I choose my clothes carefully that day and forgo lipstick, opting for a sheer lip balm instead. I don't look anything like myself, but that's the point. 

      Dressed in a cream pleated wool skirt with opaque tights and a pale blue silk blouse, with an ivory headband and my hair in loose waves, I head to the kitchen and start baking. An hour later, I cross the grounds in my mother's cream flats, and plaster my best smile on my face as I ring the bell. 

      The Archer housekeeper isn’t working on the weekends, and Chase is at football practice—his Jeep’s gone. Mrs. Archer opens the door herself. 

      “Hi!" I'm downright peppy. "I'm Erica, Audrey’s daughter.” We’ve met once or twice and we come across each other occasionally, but I don’t think we’ve exchanged more than a couple of words here and there, so the introduction is necessary.

      It's hilarious, but Lisa Archer's clothes match mine. Her skirt is pale gray, rather than cream, and longer than mine. Her silk shirt's white and she wears it with pearls. 

      “Erica, yes, of course.” She smiles easily. “It’s nice to see you again. You’re quite the vision.” 

      Lisa is a beautiful, elegant forty-something woman. She makes me think about vanilla: expensive, delicious, but also often overlooked and easy to get bored of. Men like Xavier Archer, or like Chase, tend to go for decadence—chocolate fondants with a raspberry sauce. But they marry vanilla cupcakes. Society demands it of them. 

      “I was baking this morning.” I lift the plate of blueberry muffins in my hands. “I ended up making way too much for just Audrey and me, so I figured I’d drop some off for you.” 

      Lisa half groans, half moans. “Oh my god, kiddo. I’m on a diet, but these smell so good.” She opens the door wide. “Come in, come in. I’ll make us coffee. Unless you’re in a rush?”

      Worming my way inside is easier than I’d expected. “No, I guess I have a few minutes…”

      The Archer house is nothing like ours. Everything is opulent, white, and bathed in light. "You have a beautiful home, Mrs. Archer." I mean it, though I also think it’s incredibly boring and impractical. 

      "Lisa, darling. Call me Lisa." She leads me to an open-plan kitchen that looks like it has never been used, and starts the coffee machine.

      I place the muffins on the counter. "Can I help?" 

      "I'll be done in a second, darling. But you could start by telling me how I can help you with Chase.” 

      My mouth opens and closes. That's not how this was supposed to go. I assumed she'd guess I was cozying up to her because of her son. Why else would an eighteen-year-old girl turn up at her door? But in my mind, she wasn't supposed to be so direct. Given her husband's affair, I assumed she was a meek, reserved sort of woman. Lisa Archer was supposed to be a little slow, maybe, if not stupid. Why would she have let my mother move in across the grounds otherwise? 

      Lisa snorts at my expression. “I’m old, not stupid, darling. Now, come on. Chase never tells me anything. Are you guys dating?" 

      I shake my head. “No, he doesn’t like me much.”

      One eyebrow inches up, and the corner of her mouth tilts upward. She doesn’t look much like him. He inherited her blonde hair, but other than that, he’s all his father. That smirk, though? It’s all Chase. "I sincerely doubt that, Erica." 

      I bite my lip, reassessing my approach. Lisa's too astute for me to play her. I will be best served by a degree of honesty. "Well, I think he doesn't want to like me." 

      Lisa's laugh is boisterous and infectious. "Now that I can believe. Milk? Sugar?" 

      "Both, please." 

      She hands me my coffee in a thick, off-white cup that’s simple, yet looks expensive, then she sits on the other side of the breakfast table. 

      Lisa moans at the first bite of one of my muffins. "Oh, Erica. This is delicious." She takes another bite. "Go on, then. What's Chase been up to?" 

      I have to consider what I’m willing to tell her. I could mention the bullying. I could even tell her he’s blackmailing me. I don’t want to, though. He might have started it by taking one look at me and deciding I wasn’t fit to lick his boots, but I'm not an unwilling participant in our games. I push him. I tease him. He reacts, but I'm the one getting the ball rolling, knowing exactly where it’s likely to lead. 

      "I'll spare you the details. I can handle it. But…I was hoping you could let him know I came by today? I wouldn’t actually ask you to intercede, or side against your own son. I just want to remind him that, well, I could.” 

      “Sneaky.” She nods appreciatively. “And wise. I think you might understand Chase rather well.”

      I manage not to snort at that. I don’t know anything about the boy, other than the fact that I quite like the way he looks, but he has to ruin it by opening his mouth. 

      Over our coffee, she asks me about school. “I do okay in science, but I’m not that great at languages," I admit. "I have to pass Spanish, somehow.” I wince at the thought. 

      “I could help with that if you’d like. I’m fluent.”

      The offer surprises me. “You’d do that?”

      “Of course. I should have some free time after the holiday.” Lisa crooks an eyebrow, reminding me of her son again. “Not for nothing, mind you. It’d cost you more muffins. And, bonus: I’ll let Chase know I’m tutoring you, to keep him in check, shall I?”

      I think I might love this woman.

      And suddenly, I feel terrible. My mother is fucking her husband. I’ve removed myself from that situation, telling myself it’s their business, but now that I know more of Lisa, I hate it. No wonder Chase is a dick to me.

      Not that it justifies anything. He might have started pushing me around in a noble quest to avenge his mother’s honor, but his motivations have since changed. He’s doing what he's doing because he wants to. Because he desires me, and doesn’t respect me. And I let him because I desire him, and I like naughty games.

      This balance doesn't work for me. I need more. I need him to look at me and see a person, not a toy. This week was too much. I can’t even pinpoint when he crossed a line exactly. It might have been the blowjob. It might have been Jade. I just know I’ve had enough.

      So I will spend today ensuring he understands I can fuck with his life if I want to. After setting up a tutoring schedule with Lisa, I start the second part of my plan.
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      Roman’s a dick. 

      Coach likes to torture us by making us switch positions occasionally. Some bullshit about understanding how hard the others have it and whatnot. I utterly suck as a wide receiver. They basically just run all the fucking time. He’s lighter and faster than me, and he can’t fucking stop giving me shit for being so out of breath after one game playing his position. 

      “Look, I’m just saying, if you want to get some more training in, I run most mornings.” Roman grins. “You could join me.”

      I shoot him the finger. 

      “Hey. Working on your endurance can’t hurt.” 

      “Another word and I’m chucking you out of the car, dick.” 

      I tense as we near the entrance of my house. It’s tradition for the team to eat at each other’s houses after training on Saturdays. Coach hosts the first week, and we alternate after that. I’ve done my utmost to delay my turn, though my mother loves an excuse to host. 

      My car slides along the paved driveway to the front doors. I leave the gates open behind me so that the rest of the team can drive in. 

      Mom opens the door with a bright smile and a platter of muffins in her hands before I can even get out of my car. 

      “Dude, your mother’s such a MILF,” Camden says from the back seat.

      “I will punch you.” He’s been singing that tune for the last three years at a minimum. 

      My mother is beautiful, but she’s still my mother. I’m duty bound to threaten his ass every time he decides to be a dick. 

      The rest of the team rolls in in four cars, and the gates close behind the last one, a shiny Maserati. It’s easy to see who’s old and who’s new money just by looking at the cars we drive. My granddad might have increased our family’s fortune, but we’ve been wealthy for generations. Nate’s dad made his money by designing apps; he’s as new money as it comes, and his showy two-hundred-thousand birthday present attests to it. I’m fine with my Jeep. I’ve had it for two years, and it still runs like a dream. For my eighteenth birthday, my grandfather gave me unlimited access to my trust fund, my father signed a check for a hundred grand that he recommended I invest, and Mom took me for pizza. All right, she flew us to Rome for that pizza, but we’re not nearly as flashy as the nouveau riche. We have a few fancier cars in the garage, for certain occasions, but I’m not about to use one to go to school every day. 

      I don’t mind Nate, though. He’s all expensive sneakers and gold jewelry, but he doesn’t take life too seriously. Outside of the school or football uniforms, he and I couldn’t look any more different. I wear loafers, and though I prefer jeans, I do own a pair of cream chinos. I’m basically about to become my father, minus the blatant, disrespectful cheating. So are Roman, Camden and Rhys, I suppose. Nate forces us to let loose. He throws a party every weekend, and drags us to the college campus north of town every other day. His messy dark hair needs a cut in my opinion, but girls love his style, his swagger.

      I only breathe easily when he and the rest of the team have crossed the courtyard and walked in the house without sparing a glance at the brownstone. I haven’t mentioned the fact that Erica lives on our property to anyone, and I don’t want them to find out. 

      “Thanks, Mom,” I say, taking one of her muffins as I walk in.

      I bite into it and moan in both pleasure and surprise. My mother doesn’t spend a lot of time in the kitchen, but she’s a decent cook. That said, she sucks at baking. She generally messes up the proportions, cooking time, or whatever. This muffin is perfection, though. Better even than the kind her caterer makes. 

      “Good, right?” She grins, closing the door behind us. “Erica made them this morning. You should have tried them warm. To die for.” 

      I practically choke. Swallowing thickly, I echo, “Erica?” 

      I blink at the ridiculously perfect muffin in my hand, completely taken aback. I don’t know why I didn’t see it coming. I suppose I didn’t think she’d go that far. Family’s supposed to be sacred, a line even I wouldn’t cross. If I have a problem with someone, I deal with them directly. 

      Only that’s not exactly true, is it? Otherwise, I would have bent my mind toward making Audrey’s life a nightmare, rather than latching on to her daughter. Audrey’s the one who’s fucking my dad, but Erica’s the one I have a problem with. 

      My jaw tightens. Erica is going to regret this move. 

      “Did she say anything?” I snarl, barely containing my anger. 

      “Nothing much. We had a nice chat about school, I mentioned the hospital. You know. We’re just getting to know each other.” Mom’s doing that thing where she’s pretending to be dumb, batting her long lashes. I’ve seen her do it to my father a thousand times. It might work on him, but I know her better. “Lovely girl, isn’t she? I’m so glad she stopped by. Another muffin?” 

      If Erica had done or said anything to upset my mother, I would have wrung her pretty little neck. I already suspected she didn’t, though; that’s not her style. Erica likes to make the men under her spell suffer. She came here to make a point, to show me she could strike a blow in my home, my safe space. Devious. Cruel. Efficient. I backed her into a corner multiple times this week. This is her retaliation. 

      Ballsy, I admit, but she should have known better. She doesn’t get to mess with my mother. No one does. Torn between heading over to the brownstone right this second and attending to my guests, I hesitate in the entryway. 

      Mom puts a hand on one of my shoulders to get my attention. “I don’t know what you’re doing with that girl, but be careful, son. She has claws.” 

      I force a smile. “Why would you think I’m doing anything?” 

      My mind goes back to Monday afternoon, when I looked down at her straddling my legs and wrapping her red mouth around my cock. I feel my dick harden, like it does every time I remember her out-of-this-world blowjob. It wasn’t the first time a girl took me in her mouth, not by a long stretch. But she’s so fucking good at it. I wanted her more than anything in the world. I don’t think I’ve ever done anything as hard as making myself leave her room, when all I wanted was to bend her over and fuck her into oblivion. 

      “Because I know my own son, Chase.” She pats my cheek and leads the way onto the veranda. “I’ve seen how you look at her.” 

      Oh for fuck’s sake! “I don’t look at her any differently than anyone else.” I start to make my way through the house to end the conversation. 

      My mother laughs. “Whatever you say, Chase. I do hope—” She bites her lip and shakes her head. “Never mind. Now’s not the time. I have to get to work. Let me just say a word to your friends before I head out, hm?” 

      The guys are already seated in front of a spread worthy of kings, waiting for us. 

      “You guys dig in, I’m about to head to the hospital,” Mom announces to the crowd. “Now, be responsible—if you happen to find the keys of the liquor cabinet, no one drives drunk this afternoon, understood?” 

      “Yes, Mrs. Archer,” my friends chant. 

      My parents know better than to try to force sobriety on teens, but their take is, if I am going to get drunk, they’d rather I do it safely, either under their roof or at my friends’.

      She marches on. “If you’re tipsy, sleep it off in one of the guest bedrooms upstairs.” 

      “You’re the best, Mrs. Archer.” Camden flashes her the smile he reserves for parents, one so full of shit I have to chuckle. “I hope your shift will be entirely uneventful.” 

      My mother’s a surgeon; she works part time at the ER. “Thanks, Cam. I’m afraid my work is never uneventful, but I appreciate the sentiment. Have fun, guys.” 

      She leaves us to ourselves, passing the host hat to me. I sit and pretend I’m not counting the minutes until they leave, so I can cross the lawn and remind a certain brunette where her place is.
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      Morgan Brown’s the best computer whiz I know. Well, the only one I know, I guess. 

      She used to use those skills to make a living, before her father was sent to jail for dealing, two years ago. Then, she figured she should keep her hands as clean as she could, to avoid ending up sent away. Someone has to take care of her little sister, Willow, and that won’t be her parents. So she started to wait tables at a strip club—the tips are much better than anywhere else in town. She lied about her age and used Lola’s ID, so it’s not exactly squeaky clean, but it’s less likely to result in a prison stint than her previous occupation. 

      I provide refreshment, ensuring I keep the genius fed and watered, and I let her work. 

      “She’s basically a robot when she gets like this,” Lola remarks, lying next to me on my bed. She invited herself today, and I’m glad to see her. She graduated in the summer, and she’s saving up to move, working a register at the local drug store during the day, and fucking whoever has enough cash to pay for a round at night. At least she’s telling herself she’ll move, but let’s face it, she has three younger siblings, and her parents haven’t paid a bill since she was fifteen. She’s stuck here, like so many kids from Westside. 

      “She’s too hot to be a robot,” I reply. Morgan’s a blonde with a statuesque body, and a mind to match it. Her fingers are flying over the keyboard at a speed that shouldn’t be possible. 

      “She still has ears,” Morgan quips, shooting a glare at Lola before focusing on the screen of code. “I’m almost through. Those rich kids’ networks are always tricky.” She wrinkles her nose in distaste. “Mommy-Daddy hooked them up on the company’s system.” 

      “I know you’ll get through,” I say confidently. I’ve seen her hack into secret government systems for kicks. Chase’s computer doesn’t stand a chance. 

      She already copied and wiped his phone of everything, picture of me included, but she wants to erase the backups, too, just in case. 

      I scroll through the folder including all of Chase’s old phone data, and sigh in disappointment. There’s nothing I can use, nothing compromising—other than that damn picture. I guess Chase hasn’t made a habit of recording his sexcapades. 

      There are memes, selfies, and goofy videos with his football pals, pictures of food, and wondrous, exotic sights. He’s obviously traveled a fair bit. I feel like a creep, looking into his life from the outside, but hell if I can stop. Know thy enemy and all that, I guess. I’ve scanned a couple of years when a picture makes me coo. 

      Lola scoots over to spy on my screen. “Have you ever seen anything cuter?” 

      A younger version of Chase holds an adorable, tiny puppy so fluffy I want to squish it. 

      I check the time stamp: 2019. He was sixteen, or somewhere around that, then. I can’t see it. The golden-haired boy in the picture is cute and sweet. What the fuck happened to make him this twisted? 

      “Is that their dog?” 

      I shake my head. “I’ve never seen one on the property.”

      “Oh my god, do you think it died? That could be his villain origin story.” 

      I bark a laugh and keep scrolling. The dog appears again, but only a couple of times. Before I know it, I’ve look at every single one of his pictures, like a demented stalker. 

      I don’t know much more about him than I did when I started, to my frustration. “You want a drink?” I offer, to have something to do. 

      Lola starts to accept, but Morgan shakes her head. “No, not quite yet.” She spins on my desk chair, offering one of her rare, blindingly gorgeous victory smiles. “We’re through.” 

      She brings up a window. “This is a clone of his computer. The idiot’s still logged into just about everything, his emails, his iCloud. I have the passwords—and I temporarily redirected his messages to my phone, so we can authorize log ins if the programs sense anything…which they probably won’t. You’re using their wi-fi, right?” 

      I nod. Mr. Archer just extended the reach of his signal strengh so Audrey didn’t need to pay for wi-fi or TV. 

      “Okay, it looks like he’s automatically backing his phone up…” Her tongue licks her bottom lip. “Done. I removed this week’s backup. Let me scan the system for recent pictures…” 

      I clap enthusiastically. “You’re the best, Morgan.”

      She snorts. “Please. You’ve slashed tires for me. This is nothing. He saved the picture, but I took care of it.” 

      “You removed it?” 

      Morgan grins again. “Nah. If he clicks on it, he’ll load a virus you usually get from porn sites. Tons of gross videos will launch and mess his system up. Those things are like cockroaches, too—so hard to remove.” 

      I could kiss her. “Let me pay you for your time, at least.” 

      She’s my friend, but I respect her work. She could have taken a shift today, or rested. Instead, she spent the better part of her morning and some of her afternoon cracking the Archer devices and online identities.

      “Fine. Ten per hour. Forty bucks.” 

      I grimace, knowing she’s undercharging me by a lot. “I’d feel like I’m stealing your kidney. How much would you have charged your old clients for that?” 

      “Five hundred,” she replies without hesitation. “But you’re not a client, and you’re as broke as the rest of us, despite the house upgrade.”

      I’m uneasy. She’s right and she’s wrong. I’ve kept what I earn since last year; Audrey’s job covers the bills, especially now since we don’t have to spend any money on rent or utilities. The fridge is full, the lights, heat, and AC stay on, and I haven’t had to help out in ages. My rink membership is fairly expensive, but other than that, I’ve been able to stash everything I make from the flower shop. My friends are the breadwinners of their households. 

      “I’ll transfer the five hundred, okay?” She opens her mouth, a protest ready. “No argument.” 

      I can’t afford to waste money—I don’t know where I’ll end up next year, and Audrey’s salary won’t stretch far enough to pay for my college expenses. But I asked for a service, and I’d hate to feel like I’m ripping off a friend who’s in more need than me.

      “I—”

      “Nope. Doing it right now.” I bring up my account. I already have her details—we’ve helped each other out many times. 

      “Half,” she puts in. “Send me half. I overcharge my clients ’cause they’re assholes wanting to spy on their mistresses or their rivals.” 

      Oh, that’s fair. “Half,” I agree, entering the amount on my app, and sending it over. “Done.” 

      She smiles and return to her screen. “Let me just copy his files and send them to you.” 

      “No need,” I say. 

      I’ve seen enough of his perfectly ordinary, picture-perfect life. Chase Archer is as normal as it gets. 

      Or he was, until me. 

      “All right, who wants a celebratory drink now? I feel Audrey’s secret stash of cava calling.”  

      "Already in the fridge," I announce.

      We get tipsy on bubbly wine and gossip for the remaining part of the afternoon, until both Lola and Morgan have to go to work. I'm tempted to head over to the rink, but ice skating is dangerous enough without adding alcohol to the mix, so I opt to bake space brownies with Audrey's weed, starting a movie while they cook. 

      I'm just turning the oven off when the doorbell rings. I remove my oven mitts and go to answer. The bell rings again, twice, and insistently. "I'm coming!" 

      I huff. I can't have been more than a couple of minutes. I bet Audrey forgot her keys again, and she probably needs to pee. 

      I open the door and regret it immediately. I should have used the peephole.
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      Rage rolls off him in waves. He’s quite a sight to behold. A young golden god, terrible in his magnificence. I can’t look away. 

      Suddenly, I think about the little boy I’ve seen in his pictures and I chuckle. 

      “You think it’s funny?” Chase practically growls. 

      I open my mouth, but he doesn’t give me the time to speak. He presses a hand against my chest and backs me up until I hit the wall. Kicking the door closed, he punches the wall right next to my face. I flinch. I’ve never seen him like this. I thought he wanted me more than he hated me. Right now, I’m not sure. 

      “Get out of my house, Chase.” 

      “Yours, is it?” A cruel, humorless smile twists his lips. 

      “You’re hurting me.” That’s a stretch, but the way he pins me down isn’t exactly comfortable either. 

      “You’re fucking with my mother, Erica? That’s the card you’re playing? You don’t think your family’s using her enough already?”

      I writhe to break his hold, in vain. “I didn’t mess with her,” I hiss. “I baked her muffins. She liked them.” 

      “And I suppose you did nothing to my phone either?” 

      My instincts tell me to shut up. I’m not dealing with the usual, manageable Chase. He’s not just frustrated, irritated, but actually furious. Truth is, I don’t know him well enough to be sure what he’s capable of in this state. I should shut the hell up. Placate him, if I can. Instead, I flutter my lashes. “You think I have the skills to do anything to your phone, Chase?” 

      “Whatever you did, undo it.” 

      I roll my eyes. “You’ve never heard of restoring backups? Even I can do that. Of course, certain pictures, taken without consent, might not be available in such backups. It’s just one of those things.” 

      His jaw ticks. “Don’t ever mess with my shit again. And you stay away from my family.” 

      “Of course. So long as you stay away from me.” 

      He chuckles low. “That’s not how this thing goes, doll. I’ll do whatever the fuck I want to do to you. You know why, Erica? Because you belong to me.”

      It’s my turn to laugh. “You’re insane.” 

      “Am I?” Chase snarls. He moves his hand off my chest, only to take both of my wrists and pin them above my head with his steely grasp. “What does that make you, pretty little useless doll?” 

      His knee lifts to my crotch, pressing against it hard. I’m still wearing the ridiculous ensemble I put on this morning to play nice with his mom. His leg is hard and rough, rubbing between my thighs. My core is instantly set ablaze, as waves of desire hit me. I’m desperate to move out of the way, to stop him from making me feel too much, but his hand and his leg aren’t budging. “Let me go, Chase.” I’m trying to sound firm, but all I manage is a whisper. 

      “Oh, we still think we’re in charge, do we?” He’s never sounded more condescending. His free hand yanks my blouse free of my skirt and slides against my skin. Instead of the rough treatment I expect, he’s gentle, teasing, as he runs his fingers along my stomach and against the cup of my lace bra. 

      My breathing hitches. I wince, doing my best not to let any moans escape. 

      “Chase—” 

      “I treat you like the trash you are, and still you want me. It has a certain appeal, that stench of desperation. I wonder if that’s why my father keeps your mother around. I bet she lets him do all manner of despicable things he’d never get from a decent woman. He probably shares her with his friends, his driver—the whole damn office.” 

      “Go fuck yourself.” 

      “Why, when I can fuck you?” 

      “In your dreams, asshole.” I bring my knee up, and he blocks it. I yell, arms flailing as much as they can within his hold. “Let me go!” 

      He chuckles, his hand leaving my breast to unzip my cream skirt. He finally lets go of my wrists. I push his chest, trying to get him off me. He ignores the effort, finally removing his knee from my crotch. The pressure and heat gathering in my core ease, alleviating some of my shame—though now my skirt’s falling to the floor, which is hardly better. 

      “You’re a brute. Get out.” 

      “Now, why would I do that?” His gray eyes seem so very dark from this distance. His soft mouth stretches in another smile, and he takes one step closer, completely eradicating the distance between us. His legs are flush against mine, and I feel a hardness against my stomach. “When you so very much would like me to stay.” 

      He’s truly lost it. “Go away, Chase. You’ve proven that you’re a complete and utter bastard, congratulations. But let today be a lesson to you: so am I. If you keep fucking with me, I will fuck with you right back.” 

      “A lesson,” he echoes. “Yes, I suppose one of us needs that.” He holds my hips and lifts me up against the wall, until I’m just a little higher than him. 

      My hands jerk his arm and I kick out, but any form of physical resistance is completely futile against this boy built like a fucking tank. 

      “Chase—”

      “Yes, doll. Say my name just like that. Pleadingly. It won’t help. I’m not going to go easy on you. But I love hearing you beg.” He pushes his hips forward to secure me against the wall while freeing his arms, and shrugs off his shirt, then proceeds to tear my thighs apart. 

      It’s only then that I realize he’s serious. He wants to fuck me, right here in the entryway. 

      “You can’t do this!” I try to make him listen to reason. “Audrey is due back any time. You can’t—”

      “Perfect. Then the whore can see just how good her little clone is at taking cocks. She’ll be so proud.” 

      “Chase!” 

      I see him fiddle with his pants under my hips. Oh my god, he can’t mean to…

      “Please, Chase. Please, not here.” 

      “Beg some more.” 

      I feel the head of his cock against my panties. Oh, no. “You’re not wearing anything. Chase—” 

      “Do you have an STD, little whore? I can’t say I would be surprised.” 

      “No, but that’s not the fucking point. I’m not taking the pill.” Contrary to what he believes, I don’t bedhop every other day, and I’m not about to mess up my hormones for the sake of an occasional tumble. The pill made me sick when I tried, so I stopped. “This is crazy. You’re crazy. Please, don’t do this. We’re in the hallway. Audrey—” 

      He nudges my panties aside and presses the head of his cock forward, slow and hard. “So fucking wet. You’re coating my cock, doll.” 

      My breath hitches and I gasp at the sudden fullness, at the flood of heat, at his fucking audacity. “Chase! You can’t do—” I don’t finish my sentence, because he thrusts forward, hard. 

      Oh, fuck. 

      “I just have, pretty baby doll.” He withdraws his hips, leaning close to my ear. 

      And then he fucks me.
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      I didn’t expect this. Nothing could have ever prepared me for it. I’ve fucked enough women to know exactly what sex is supposed to be like. This isn’t it. 

      Sex with Erica feels like winning the last football game of the season, getting drunk, and high, all at once, only it’s exponentially more. Nothing else exists. Not her mother, my father, the bullshit between us. All that matters is me and her. 

      She stops whining at my first thrust. She wraps her arms around my waist and moans, her body needing more. Demanding it. 

      I drag it out, not only to torture her, but because if I move in earnest, I’m going to come in less than a minute, like a fucking virgin. She’s so warm and tight and soft. Her hips sway to meet each of my deep moves. 

      “Chase,” she pleads, and this time I’m of a mind to answer. 

      Breathing hard, I anchor my arms on the wall and drive home again and again, faster, deeper, all the while attempting not to lose my fucking body, mind, and soul in her eyes. She feels like everything. She feels like home. 

      “You like this,” I say, daring her to tell me otherwise. To lie to me. “You like me. So fucking desperate.” 

      I don’t know why I have to insult her. I feel like if I don’t, I’ll lose. This thing between us is a game, and with every game, there can only be one winner. 

      My thumb circles her clit, soft and hard, pressing and caressing, because I can feel how fucking close I am, and she has to come with me. She just has to. I’ll lose my mind if she doesn’t. 

      She sobs, moans, and wails, her legs tightening around my waist as I plow into her with utter wild abandon, every part of me rigid, almost undone. 

      “Don’t come inside me.” 

      I should listen. She’s not on the pill, she told me herself. Hell, I should have worn a fucking condom. I’d like to say I chose not to just to annoy her, but the truth is simpler. I wanted to feel her, all of her, and damn the consequences. If she gets pregnant, then I’ll have a kid, I guess. Who cares? I’m rich enough to afford it. Mom was just five years older than us when she gave birth to me, and everything worked out. 

      Plus, if she has my child, she’ll forever be chained to me. Mine. 

      Fuck, she’s right. I am insane. 

      I’m also past caring. 

      “Chase!” Her walls tighten around me, and I watch her lose herself. It’s beautiful. She’s beautiful. Her mouth opens wide and her hazel eyes cloud with wonder and confusion. She’s practically limp in my arms, entirely spent. I could fucking kiss her. I want to kiss her. Instead, I drive my throbbing cock inside her one last time and come so hard I lose all senses for a whole fucking minute. It’s all I can do to stay standing. I empty myself inside her. 

      Then I laugh. I can either laugh or cry, and I’m not fucking crying. There’s no other possible reaction to this mind-blowing, unbelievable experience. My laughter wakes her up completely. She starts flailing again, and this time I let her have her way. I pull out and let her get to her feet. 

      Fuck, she’s so damn sexy like this, half dressed, with ripped tights and my cum dripping out of her. I want to keep her just like this every day. At my disposal. Mine. 

      “You fucking asshole! I told you not to come inside me.”

      “You said many things.” It’s not my fault if her mouth keeps saying no while her body screams yes. I can only listen to one of the two. 

      “What if you knock me up, hm? Ever thought of that!” She’s screaming, practically hysterical. 

      I’ve never seen her this upset by anything before. 

      “Well, then I guess you’ll have it made. You’ll marry into the Archer legacy, spend your days planning cocktail parties, and your nights fucking me.” My mouth curls up. “Congratulations.” 

      She snarls. “You don’t fit my one requirement for a husband, dickhead.”

      This ought to be good. “What, multi-millionaire teen’s too cheap for you?” 

      “No. I actually want to like the guy I end up with. You don’t qualify. Now, you got what you wanted. Get out.” 

      She’s so funny. “You like to scream my name when I fill you up. Marriages have worked on less.” 

      “Get the fuck out. I need to shower your stench off my skin.” 

      She wants me to go, and suddenly, there’s nothing I want more than to stay. “A shower sounds good, baby doll. Lead the way.” 

      She throws her hands up in frustration and screams. “You know what? Do what you fucking want. You will anyway.” 

      Good. She’s learning. 

      Erica sweeps her skirt from the floor and starts to walk up the stairs, her sexy bare ass swaying from side to side. 

      Hell, yeah. 

      I climb two stairs at a time and return to her bedroom. It’s a little messier than it was on Monday, but not much. I notice a dirty plate on her bedside table, two cheap flutes on her desk and one on the floor. 

      “You had company?” She doesn’t deign to answer me, heading right into her en suite bathroom. 

      I act like I’m not bothered, but I am. I want to know what she’s done here, and with whom. I can feel a flare of possessiveness and jealousy creep in. Who is allowed in her bedroom? The bedding isn’t unmade, so presumably they weren’t in here to fuck. Though I guess we’ve just proven beds aren’t necessary for that. Still, it looks more like she had a sleepover with girlfriends than an orgy. 

      I want to know, but while I can fuck her to my heart’s content, I can’t make her tell me. 

      I follow her into the bathroom. 

      Erica’s already peeled off what’s left of her clothing, and she stands under the jets of the water. I watch her as I remove my clothing. She pretends I’m not here. This is just another game—moves and countermoves. 

      The stakes might have changed a little for me, however. Earlier, I wanted to remind her where her place was—under me, over me, any which way that leaves me in charge. Now, I want…more. Something more. 

      What, exactly, I can’t tell. Another taste, another touch, a glimpse into the mind she keeps hidden underneath all the posturing. 

      I join her in the shower, coming up behind her, and press my lips to her small, delicate shoulder. She flinches. Finally, a reaction. This kiss disarms her more than anything I’ve done. I do it again, closer to her ear, then at the nape of her neck. 

      “Don’t,” she breathes.

      “It’s funny. You still think you’re in control.” 

      “Chase, don’t pretend. This is nothing more than sex. I don’t want kisses, flowers, or chocolate. You don’t like me, you don’t respect me, and I feel the same way about you. Fuck me or get out of here.” 

      My cock’s trembling, hard and heavy against my leg. I could take what she’s offering and call it a day. “When will you understand? I don’t take orders from you.” I keep kissing her under the water, sparing no part of her back, arms, and neck. When she turns, she’s frowning, so I kiss the spot between her eyes, too. 

      “What the hell are you doing?” 

      I don’t have an answer for her, so instead, I drop to my knees and kiss her foot, moving along her ankle, and then up her shin, knee, and the length of her thigh. When I reach the apex of her legs, I close my mouth over her pussy, looking straight at her as I feast. 

      She tries to stifle her moans, and I make it a point of pride to make her scream despite her best attempts. My tongue plays along her lips and flicks at her clit before I wrap my lips around it and suck. Then she finally makes a sound: a hiss I relish. 

      I tease her, drawing out every wail. Her thighs are quivering, so I hook my hands behind her knees to support her. Her hand reaches out to my head—to move me away, I think. I open my mouth to her fingertip and suck it, before moving my mouth back where it belongs. 

      I love this. I’ve never even wanted to lick out anyone, but I genuinely adore every single moment of this. She’s losing it, and I’m the one who made her feel like this. 

      When her entire body trembles and she coats my mouth with her cum, I feel invincible. I did this. I made her come by worshipping her like a goddess. 

      I get to my feet and gently turn her. She’s practically boneless, letting me move her like she’s nothing more than the doll I accuse her of being. 

      I bend her over, wait until she’s holding on to the wall, and I slam home again. 

      I can’t get enough. I don’t think I ever will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know why I hate Chase more: because he made me feel so fucking much or because there’s a chance he won’t do it again. I don’t think I can live another day knowing it’s possible to feel this kind of pleasure but never experiencing it again. He called me desperate. I hate that he’s right. When I wake up on Sunday, I want him. I hate him, yet I want him more than I want anything else in the entire world. I could kill him for making me feel this way. Suddenly, I understand crimes of passion. They don’t seem quite so stupid when I’d do just about anything to be rid of Chase. To completely erase his existence from my mind and my body. He’s left his mark, indelibly stamping his name all over my flesh.

      I thought Damian was good at sex. He made me come, and from what my friends have been saying, that in itself is an achievement. It was nothing compared to how I felt last night. Alive. Burning. Maybe dying a little. 

      Still in bed, not ready to face the day, I try to get myself off, and fail miserably. My fingers aren’t even taking the edge off. I might as well be rubbing my elbow, for all the good the friction does to me. What’s happening to me? I used to be able to make myself come. 

      Sighing, I give up and reluctantly drag myself out of bed. I check my phone on the way to the bathroom, surprised to find a message from my boss. 

      Ginny: Can you come in today? Ten to two. 

      The flower shop is open on weekends, but Ginny’s daughter, Sarah, is back from the college campus, and Ginny prefers to give her the hours. That suits me just fine: the ice rink has several freestyle slots, and I can catch up on school projects then. 

      Still, money’s money, and as far as jobs go, there are definitely worse ones than sweeping in this town. 

      Me: Sure, I’ll be there. 

      I don’t have much time to spare, so I head to the shower. As soon as I step on the tiled floor, I feel my cheeks heat as images of yesterday assault me, unbidden. I groan in frustration and wash as fast as I can before dressing and heading out. 

      Sundays are half days, but they’re apparently a lot busier than weekdays. Ginny’s daughter is there, but she has to man the register nonstop, while Ginny and her second florist, Peter, alternate between composing bouquets in the back and greeting clients. I suppose Manny’s Bouquets isn’t as irrelevant as I’d believed. It gets so hectic at one point, I have to help at the point of sale. I can’t say I complain about setting down the broom for a while. 

      By the time the clock strikes two, my shoulders hurt, my lower back is on fire, and my feet want to sue me for abuse. I’m wearing my Timberlands again. I really ought to make better choices with my footwear, to mention one aspect of my life that could easily see some improvements. Though, let’s face it, the rest would still be a train wreck. 

      “You didn’t do half bad on the till,” Ginny mutters. 

      I shrug. “It was straightforward.” Check the price on the tag, punch it in, choose the payment method, done. 

      “Hmph. Don’t think I’m giving you a raise.” 

      Like that had even crossed my mind. I’ve never had so much as a Christmas bonus from her. I shed the ugly green apron and make my way out of there. 

      I have my heavy skating bag with me, but I can’t imagine heading over to the rink after running around nonstop for four hours. On the other hand, going home holds little appeal for me, especially in the rain, so I cross the road to the cozy little cafe that just opened this summer, Your Daily Fix. If a place with that name had opened up on the westside, it would have been raided by the police within the day, but here, they mean coffee. I order a caramel frappé and enjoy sitting on my butt, people watching through the window. The cafe closes early on Sunday, so I have to head out. I take a bus that leaves me at the bottom of the hill; it saved me a good fifteen minutes of walking, and it’s dry when I set off again. 

      I only stop by the house long enough to change into my most comfortable shoes—a pair of old, beat-up pink Converse—then I leave again to go further uphill, to the trail leading up to the falls. 

      The land used to belong to the Thorns and the Archers, but they’ve given it to the town, with one caveat: no one is to build anything. They say they want to keep a bit of nature. If you ask me, they probably buried a body or two up there, and they don’t want anyone to dig too deep. 

      I like the trail. It’s well traveled in the warmer months. Every kid converges on the falls as soon as the temperature hits eighty. Now, in November, it’s muddy, but I’m not going far. I walk to the waterfall the town is named after, and sit at one of the dozen picnic tables set out beside the river. The water’s so different now than it was the last time I was here just three or four months ago. The constant flow keeps it relatively clear, and I think the town ensures it’s clean enough for us to swim in there in the summer, but right now, green particles float on top. Nature has taken over. 

      Headphones in my ears, I listen to an audiobook, letting my mind wander to anything except last night, when I suddenly jerk forward. “That’s it!” I call to no one at all. 

      I must look like an absolute weirdo, but thankfully, no one’s here to see me. 

      I can’t pinpoint how or why, but I know exactly what I’m going to do for my science project. I pull my phone out of my jacket, ignoring the three unread messages to head straight to my browser. A grin splits my face when a quick search confirms my idea isn’t totally stupid: there is tons of research about the use of algae as an alternative to liquid fossil fuel. That’s right up my alley, and it might get me attention from MIT, assuming I don’t mess it up. 

      I didn’t bring anything with me, so I can’t take any algae, but my plan’s forming in my mind. Jars. I need jars. Maybe something bigger. An aquarium? I’ll have to ask Audrey to drive me to carry it. And maybe I can get algae from different sources. I can choose a few different strains and grow my own. Compare their potential energy output…

      Ideas swirl as I rush down the path, heading back home. I stop my audiobook, my attention completely diverted from the fantasy world it contains. 

      It’s getting dark, despite being just past four, but I know the path well enough. The Archer mansion is pretty high on the hill, so it shouldn’t take me more than twenty minutes. I’ve almost left the bushiest part of the grove when I hear something that makes me pause. A twig snaps. My head jerks in the direction of the sound, because it’s close. 

      My eyes narrow on the shadows of the trees. It’s already too dark to tell for sure. 

      I guess it could have been a deer or something. 

      I speed up a little, and I don’t like letting little nothings freak me out, but when I am safe inside, I lock the door behind me.  

      A good thing too. I’m still removing my jacket when the doorbell rings. I hang it on a hook and this time, I think to check the peephole before answering. 

      Chase stands on the other side, glaring at the door like its existence offends him. 

      I huff. “Unbelievable,” I whisper to myself, before screaming, “Go away!” 

      “Open the door, Erica.” 

      Great idea. I might as well flog myself, while I’m at it. “Haven’t you messed with me enough this week? Like, for a lifetime!” 

      I can hear him sigh on the other side. “Please, open up, Erica. We need to talk.”

      Right, of course. “We don’t need anything. There’s no ‘we’. Go back to your McMansion and leave me the hell alone.” 

      Silence. I get on my tiptoes to look through the hole again. He’s still staring, intently focused, as though the door could disappear if he concentrates hard enough. Then, to my surprise, he listens to me. 

      I watch him retreat toward his place, taken aback. 

      Well, that’s a first.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      I want to break something. Scream. Hit someone. 

      That’s not me, I’m not a violent person. Well, I haven’t been wholly myself for a while, have I? Not since her. Not since her mother. 

      When I walked in on Audrey with my father over a year ago now, I let anger consume me on behalf of my mother, an anger kindled every time I saw her. It bloomed into a fiery rage the moment I met Erica and desire the likes of which I’d never felt crushed me out of nowhere. Erica, who looks so much like her mother, the woman humiliating my mother. 

      I’d thought I was righteous, until this morning. 

      What the fuck? 

      My parents and I had brunch with my grandfather in town, because he’s not going to be here for Thanksgiving next week. We drove past Erica on our way back, and my parents started talking about her. 

      “Lovely girl, isn’t she?” Mom said. 

      I saw my father frown in the rearview mirror. “I wonder how she’s doing at the Academy. Audrey tells me she’s had some troubles with her old friends. Something about a boy.” 

      “Not a surprise. She’s quite a looker, that one. Just like her mother.” 

      The entire exchange pissed me off; how my father takes advantage of my mother, how blind my mother is to what’s happening under her own roof. And deaf, too. Does she sleep with earplugs? 

      “No one likes her,” I spat. “She doesn’t belong at the Academy. She belongs in Westside, with the rest of the lowlifes.” 

      “Chase! That’s so unkind. Just because people don’t have the kind of privilege your father and I provided you with doesn’t make them lowlifes. Half the doctors at the clinic come from the westside.” My mother’s outrage only served to deepen my hatred. 

      When we got to the house, I headed straight to my car, eager to put as much distance between my parents and me before I said something I couldn’t take back, but my mother called me. “Come in here for a second, sweetheart.” 

      “The guys are waiting for me,” I lied. 

      “They can wait another fifteen minutes. I think it’s time you and I talk for a while, all right?” 

      I shouldn’t have shown my temper in the car—or insulted the mess of a school on the westside, even if one of their students is arrested a couple of times a week. 

      I dragged my feet to the house, and followed my mother to the living room. 

      “I would have preferred not to discuss this.” She wandered to the open-plan kitchen, pulling a bottle of white wine out. She poured herself a generous glass before shoving the bottle back in the fridge. “But I see it might be necessary now. You’ve been bitter for a while.” 

      She sighed and crossed to the seating area, sitting down on her favorite armchair. I leaned against the wall, bracing for whatever was coming. 

      “Sit, Chase, please.” 

      The please worked: I joined her, choosing the sofa. 

      “Your father and I…” She hesitated. “When we met, I was young and experimenting with many things. I wasn’t as careful as I should have been, and I got pregnant.” 

      I’d known that. They had me when my father was in his first year of his master’s and my mother was just about to go to med school. I’d been unplanned, but they chose to get married and make it work. “Yeah. So?”

      “I wasn’t sure who the father was at the time,” she admitted. “There were several options. I’m not going to lie to you, Chase. It would have been much simpler for me if my baby daddy had been anyone other than your father.” 

      My jaw opened and closed. 

      What? What the hell? 

      “The other men I’d been with…”

      “I don’t want to know this, Mom.” 

      “And trust me, telling you is far from comfortable, but you need to hear it. I’d hate for your relationship with your father to be strained over nothing. We’ve let it simmer for too long already.”

      I couldn’t make sense of a word she was saying, but I let her talk. 

      “The other men and I knew the drill. All of us were into what you’d call a different lifestyle. Your father joined us for a fun party, once, but he wasn’t one of us.” 

      “Wait a minute.” I was going to throw up. “You’re saying you were, like, having orgies?” 

      Please no. Just, please, anything but that.

      “I’m not going to go into it in detail, Chase. I was twenty-three, single, and hurting no one. When you were born, we did a test and figured out Xavier was your father.” She paused, trying to find her words, or giving me a moment to process that horror story. “My father always wanted an alliance with this family. The Archers owned land and resorts. He was in casinos. He pushed for a union. So did Xavier’s dad, your grandfather.” 

      Mom’s dad died when I was young, but I’m still close to my father’s father. We’d just eaten with him hours ago. 

      “They could tell neither Xavier nor I were inclined to tie the knot, so my father amended his will. You see, his money and all of his possessions go to you.” 

      I knew that. I’m supposed to get access to my inheritance when I hit twenty-five. 

      “So long as I stay married to Xavier. The way he wrote his will, Xavier could ask for a divorce without your inheritance being at risk, but Xavier’s dad also wants the union. I inherited shares of Thorn Industries from my mother. Those shares give us, as a family, a powerful voice in that company. Between your grandfather and I, we have twenty-one percent. The Thorns themselves only have twenty-four. Take my shares away, and your grandad only has twelve percent.” 

      I was getting a headache. “So, Grandad is making my father stay married to you, and your dad’s will is making you stay married to him?” I shook my head. “But why do they have to force your hands? You guys are happy together.” 

      At least, they used to be. I remember them laughing together, going on dates, having fun. 

      Mom took a big gulp of wine. “Xavier and I are good friends, Chase. We always have been, we always will be. And over the years, we’ve even occasionally dated. But we don’t have a true relationship. We’re your parents, we’re married, but we’re not in love. We never have been.” 

      I could only stare at her. 

      “Audrey… They met at work, and I don’t think it was meant to be more than a fling at first, but things grew for both of them. She’s a good woman, Chase. When Xander hit on her, she said no. He asked me to talk to her, explain that he wasn’t some sleazy asshole wanting to cheat on his doting wife. I like her a lot. I think, if circumstances were different, they might have been married by now. As things stand, Erica doesn’t want to meet Xavier because she doesn’t approve, and you’re acting like a dick—to Audrey, to her daughter, to your father.” She finished what was left of her drink. “Sometimes, I wonder if the money’s worth it. But it’s yours, so I’ll protect it. We’ve lasted eighteen years. What’s another seven? I just thought you should know. No one’s cheating on anyone here. Hell, I’ve had more relationships than your father over the years.” 

      Done pulverizing the world I thought I knew, she got to her feet, leaned in to kiss my forehead and left me to stew over how much of an asshole I’d been. And an idiot. I thought I had every right to make Audrey pay for ruining my family. If Audrey could mess with my parents, I should do what I wanted with her daughter. In my warped mind, it had somehow made sense. Now, all my shields, all my excuses are gone. 

      Audrey’s dating my dad. They’re in a relationship. In love, or whatever. My mother’s fine with it. 

      Where does that leave me? No clue. What I know is, the moment I saw her come back to the house, I had to see Erica. Talk to her. Maybe apologize, I don’t know. 

      She didn’t want to see me. Why would she? I’ve been nothing but cruel, demanding, demeaning. And for the first time, I didn’t force my way in. I have a key. I could have. But I don’t have a right to barge into her life unwanted. Not anymore.
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      I have so much work to do. 

      I didn’t see Audrey last night, but I texted her to ask if she could help me for an hour or two in the next few days. In the meantime, I have to familiarize myself with the existing research on the subject, procure an aquarium to algaculture, order some strains and buy jars for my natural samples. I also have to investigate optimal conditions to grow algae, and so many other things. The fair’s in two fucking months!

      I’m lost in my own mind, so oblivious to anything around me, I’m stunned to come face-to-face with Chase. 

      I hate that my heart sees fit to race. I hate the way I can’t help the heat gathering inside me at his mere presence. 

      “Oh,” I say, rather dumbly. 

      “Oh,” he echoes, scowling.

      I circle him to get to the gates. 

      “Come on, I’ll drive you.” 

      “Pass,” I call back without turning. 

      I haven’t even made it to the neighbor’s lawn when his stupid Jeep slides to a crawl next to me. He doesn’t say a word, but he keeps driving alongside me, succeeding in completely unnerving me. “Why don’t you leave me alone?” I finally ask. 

      Chase rolls down his window. “Sorry?” 

      “Leave me alone, Chase.” I don’t even know why I bother. Of course, he’ll ignore me. 

      “It’s seven in the morning, there’s practically no one on the street. Someone could snatch you up.” 

      Has he lost his mind? “We’re on the riverside,” I remind him. “It’s perfectly safe. And you haven’t cared for the last three months, why start now?” 

      He shrugs. “It’s darker than it was at the end of the summer. Come on, just hop in. We’ll be at school much faster that way.” 

      I grunt, but I do open the passenger door and slide onto the seat, mostly because it’s raining. And if I have to suffer his presence either way, I might as well be comfortable. 

      “So you can be reasonable.” He feigns surprise. 

      That’s rich, coming from him. He wouldn’t know reason if it punched him in the nuts.

      We’re driving past a mostly empty Main Street when he slows. “You want coffee? We’re pretty early.” 

      I’m entirely confused, failing to understand his motive. There’s no insult, no threat so far. “What do you want?” 

      Chase shrugs, like the situation is entirely normal. “Right now, an espresso.” He gets out of the car. 

      I suppose I’ll have to wait for the other shoe to drop when he feels like ending this specific game. Before I’ve managed to convince myself to leave the warmth of the Jeep, my door opens. 

      I look from the door to Chase and grimace. “Seriously? You open car doors now?” 

      That doesn’t make a lick of sense. 

      “I’m a gentleman.” 

      My snort turns into a laugh. He’s fucking kidding, right? “Whatever this is, I’m not falling for it.” 

      Because I love coffee, I still get out and head into Starbucks. I rarely have time to stop on my way to school. 

      “Good morning.” The barista—Tom, according to his nametag—is entirely too cheerful for this time of day. “What can I get you?” 

      “A caramel latte, please. Double shot.” 

      “Name?”

      “Erica.” 

      “And an espresso,” Chase says. 

      I grimace. “I’m not buying you a coffee.” 

      “Of course not. I’m paying for yours.” 

      In what sort of alternative reality have I just landed? “I don’t think so.” 

      “I’m good for it.” He smirks. “Promise.” 

      I roll my eyes, and focus on Tom. “I’ll pay for mine separately, please.” 

      “Ring it up with mine and there’s ten bucks as a tip for you, pal,” Chase tells him. 

      I gape, surprised at this ridiculous pissing contest. But I’m not about to let poor Tom pass up an extra ten bucks, so I just let Chase pay for my coffee. 

      I sip it in the car while we get to the school. We get in so early the parking lot isn’t even half full. 

      “I think we can leave ten to fifteen minutes later tomorrow. We’ll still have time for coffee.” 

      I frown at Chase. “Tomorrow?” 

      He’s all casual indifference. “Sure. I’ll drive you.”

      I really don’t get this guy. “Why?”

      “Because we live in the same place, you don’t have a car, it’s getting dark and cold, and we go to the same school.” 

      “We’ve lived in the same place and gone to the same school since September, asshole,” I remind him. “Why offer now?” 

      Chase sighs. “Do you have to make things difficult?” 

      My glare’s even, unrelenting. 

      “I didn’t like you in September. In fact, I hated your guts, as you may have noticed.” 

      “No,” I drawl, making the word last a good fifteen seconds. “You think? And you still hate my guts, Chase.”

      “What if I don’t?” 

      I snort. “Except you do.” 

      “Don’t you think I might be better versed in my feelings than you are?” A smile tugs at his lip. 

      If he thinks I’m going to believe that crap for one moment, he’s mistaken. “You convinced the whole school I was a tramp, then proceeded to call me names every single day, set your little girlfriend on my ass, forced me to blow you, and fucked me to humiliate me. That’s only the last week.” 

      “I fucked you because I wanted you. And you wanted me.”

      “You fucked me downstairs, where my mother could have walked in on us, because you hate me.” 

      His jaw ticks, and he sighs. “I’m sorry. It doesn’t cut it, I know. I was a dick. I had my reasons—I thought I did, anyway. It doesn’t matter. I just want to apologize and move on. Come on, Erica. You want me. I want you. We can make this thing between us simple. Can’t we?” 

      I blink, and do it again. Then I opt to bite my lower lip, because pinching myself would be too obvious. I’m definitely awake. 

      What the hell. 

      I open the passenger door. “Whatever game this is? I’m not playing.” 

      I rush into the school, not bothering to drop my stuff in my locker, as it’s too close to his. I’d rather cart around my heavy-ass bag all day than deal with him another moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I’ve begun sticking to the front in calculus so I don’t have to deal with Chase, but I’ve only taken my book out when he walks in and heads straight for the seat closest to mine, though it’s presently occupied. 

      “You wouldn’t mind letting me sit next to my girl, would you?” he asks Stella Lawrence. 

      The bespectacled girl’s entire face and neck turn a flattering shade of scarlet. She stutters, “I—I—, yes, I—”

      She gathers her things and flees, leaving a self-satisfied asshole in her place. 

      “Your girl?” I make a face. 

      “I could have said the woman I’m fucking, but I figured you’d prefer the former.” 

      I roll my eyes but purposely don’t look at him. “Have fucked. Once. Past tense. Never again.” 

      “Must you lie to yourself, baby doll?” 

      I hate that he called me that right here, in school. I hate that it makes me think about the other night. Feel his rough touch against me. Thankfully, the teacher walks in and starts the lecture. It’s a good thing I’m ahead in calculus, because I have no fucking clue about what she strives to teach us over the next hour. I’m pretending to stare ahead, but all my awareness is focused on the boy next to me. 

      I don’t even understand why he appeals to me as much as he does. Sure, he’s gorgeous, but I’ve seen gorgeous before. Damian’s much more my type: dark, dangerous, and tattooed. 

      Chase rolled up his sleeves to show off his muscular, tanned forearms. His head tilts as he writes, and I can see the perfect shape of his strong jaw from the corner of my eye. 

      I’m so taken aback when his hand shoots out, holding a piece of paper under my desk, close to my lap, that I take it. 

      I shouldn’t look. I should roll it into a ball in my fist. Unfortunately, I’m terminally curious, so I take a quick peek. 

      Like what you see? 

      Dammit. He noticed me stealing a glance or two. 

      I consider sending a snarky answer, like “Equations? My fav!” but the best way to get under his skin right now is to ignore him, so I fold the sheet in two and place it at the back of my notebook, trying my damnedest to at least pretend to pay attention to the teacher. 

      I’ve never thought about Ms. Santos’ lessons one way or another. She’s not terrible, but what she’s teaching doesn’t challenge me. It’s an easy class I was always meant to coast through. Then Chase happened. 

      The bell rings and I pack my stuff as fast as I can. 

      “Are you going to run from me again, baby doll?” 

      I make the mistake of glancing at Chase just as he sends me a grin I feel down to my toes and deep in my core. 

      I intended to do just that, but now I have to pretend otherwise. “I have Spanish at the other end of the building. Not everything revolves around you.” As everything’s in my bag, I stand. “And stop calling me that.”

      I have fifteen minutes to get to my next class, which isn’t much when going from the science wing to the art and linguistics side. A good excuse. 

      “What should I call you?” He rises to his feet, dwarfing me with his height. “Sweetheart? Darling?” His hand lifts to my face, and I step back, but there’s only so far I can go before hitting my desk. Ever so gently, Chase tucks a wayward strand of hair behind my ear. “My heart.” 

      “Stop it,” I snap. “Whatever you’re doing, stop it. I won’t bite.” 

      “I might.” Chase smirks. “You’ll like it. Right there.” His hand grazes my earlobe. “A little lower, perhaps.” 

      His smirk morphs into an all-out grin, almost boyish. I hate what it does to me, what he does to me. 

      So I huff, hold my head up high, and leave the classroom. 

      Spanish is Spanish, which means utter torture. I’m not entirely dumb; if something is logical, I can make sense of it, but languages have no rules I understand. There are too many exceptions, too much interpretation. We have a test and I don’t doubt I flunk. I consider calling on Mrs. Archer—Lisa—not to mess with Chase as much as because I need the help. At lunch, I head toward a free table. Rose calls my name from where I sat last Friday. She’s with Bella, Oscar, and Sandra. I wave and fake a quick smile, but decide not to head over there today. 

      Now that I have a specific project in mind for the nerd festival, I suppose I have to remain in the science club, which means playing nice with the likes of that judgmental asshole who takes me for a cheat although he knows nothing about me. 

      I start on my carbonara, looking out the window, when I tense instinctively. Seconds later, Chase freaking Archer sets a tray down next to me. 

      I groan, lifting my gaze to the ceiling. “Are you ever going to leave me alone?” 

      “Nope.” He makes his p pop. “You might as well just give in and go out with me.” 

      My jaw drops. I’m not only speechless, I’ve also lost the ability to form coherent thoughts. He’s kidding, right? He has to be. 

      I haven’t managed an answer when his closest friends flop down around me, two in front of us and the third at the end of my table. The four football stars running this stupid school are sitting with me. I can feel the attention of the entire cafeteria on us. 

      Just great.

      I’m a nobody here, but this school is a fighting pit, with all the spoiled assholes fighting over a bone. The bone is the attention of these four, and I’ve garnered it. They’re going to make me pay the second I’m alone. 

      “No. We’re not doing this. All of you, go away.” 

      Chase’s friends stare at me like I’ve lost my mind. It’s a little perturbing, having those three ridiculously handsome guys scrutinizing me, but I don’t let it show. 

      “We’re just eating?” The dark-haired, pale one who’s even taller than Chase, doesn’t sound sure. 

      I know he’s on the football team, but I’m not great at placing their names. 

      “Well, go do it somewhere else, whoever you are.” 

      “Whoever I am?” he echoes, looking between me and Chase. 

      Chase laughs easily. “She’s stayed on the periphery of things.” 

      I’m not letting him get away with this bullshit. “You made me an outcast, shoving me into a metaphorical closest since September,” I remind him. “And that’s very much where I’d like to remain. Go away.” 

      The golden-brown, wavy-haired pretty guy next to me lifts a brow. I know that one: Camden Hunt. “You don’t look like an outlier. I bet you ran your old school.”

      Once upon a time, maybe, but after last year, all I want is peace. “Believe it or not, some of us aspire to things beyond being kings and queens of high school in this shitty town.”

      “What do you aspire to, then?” I sense genuine curiosity from Chase, which unsettles me. 

      “Immediately? Solitude.” 

      As they don’t seem inclined to leave, I get to my feet and grasp both sides of my tray. 

      Chase places his hands flat on it, pinning it down. “Sit, Erica.” 

      My teeth grind. “You see all those people looking at me right now? They’ll be tripping me, calling me names, spreading lies about me, in their attempts to get me away from you guys. The moment I’m alone, they’re going to make my life more of a nightmare, all because you felt like slumming it today.” 

      “It sounds like I shouldn’t leave you alone, then,” Chase shoots back smoothly. 

      I groan. The boy is a nightmare. “Fine. Have it your way.” I just leave my tray behind, and walk out of the cafeteria.
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      I fight against my instinct to follow Erica. Last week I would have done it. I would have trailed her and made her look at me, touch me, feel me. 

      Fuck, my mother really messed with a good thing. I would give just about anything to go back to feeling like Erica owes me her attention, her time, her cunt if I want it. When I felt that way, I could push her without feeling like shit. And pushing her is the only way I can get her, make her admit that she wants me as much as I want her. Not with her mouth, but I was content getting my answer from the rest of her body. 

      But her mother’s not ruining my parents’ relationship. She might even be a decent woman, though the jury’s still out on that one. She’s spending most of her time with my father, content to leave her teen daughter alone almost every night. Audrey hasn’t yet made it off my shit list. But she’s not ravaging my world. That means that this thing between Erica and I is just that. Between Erica and I. 

      “You need a tissue?” Camden’s expression remains cold and indifferent. Empty. He might be the golden boy of Thorn Falls to the rest of the world, but he doesn’t waste his fake smile on us. “I feel you might need a tissue.”

      I’d punch him if he wasn’t on the other end of the table. “Wait until we get to the football field and fuck with me again.” 

      He lifts one imperious brow. “Looks to me like you’re well and truly pussywhipped. Which is all the more pathetic for a guy not getting said pussy.” 

      I shoot him the finger. 

      “He doesn’t need a tissue.” Rhys leans in, smirking. I know what he’s going to say before he finishes. “He needs intel.” 

      The asshole did a fucking background check on Erica without my say so. When he told me last week, I was so certain I’d never ask for it. Now, I know better. My mother taught me knowledge is power. 

      “What do you have?” I hate giving in to the conceited asshole. He’s never going to let me live it down. 

      His smirk broadens into a smug grin as he pulls a thick, laminated red folder out of his bag. “Everything.” 
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        * * *

      

      I’m fascinated. I don’t even consider heading to PE, though I know Coach is going to ride my ass for missing cardio. I read the hundred-and-fifty-page folder, including testimonies, Rhys’s notes, tests, and old photos. 

      Erica Simons, born the seventh of September, eighteen years old. She had a birthday living in the brownstone. If Audrey mentioned it, my parents didn’t speak about it in front of me. I would have remembered. I would have done something. Probably mocked her about the fact that she had no one to party with. Come to think of it, it’s a good thing I didn’t know.

      Erica saw a children’s psychiatrist early on because of her difficulties at school. It was determined that her IQ was off the charts, so she was bored in her classes. Her low grades were mostly due to severe dyslexia. Children learn to write and spell first, and spelling just wasn’t something she could get. The school accommodated her for a while, giving her computer software to help. She’s refused them since the start of high school, and despite that, has kept incredible grades in everything even remotely scientific. The subjects requiring wordy answers are another matter, but her transcript is still astounding. In fact, she only needs to pass one language and PE to graduate. Rhys’s notes include her midterm grades. I’d already noticed she was doing well in calculus. I just never thought that was because she was acing it effortlessly. Her Spanish grades still suck. 

      Why the fuck isn’t she taking the assistance she needs? She has a learning disability; she shouldn’t be graded the same way the rest of us are. As soon as I wonder, I answer my own question. She’s stupidly stubborn. Proud, even. And she should be, given her achievements. 

      I scan through the rest of the academic material, to reread the personal things. 

      She's worked at various cafes in the westside, quitting for the same reason each time: getting tired of guys touching her ass. Since her mother's salary improved, she took a pay cut and started to work at Manny's Bouquets. Her boss, Ginny, grudgingly admits she does her job well, though she'd prefer if she arrived at three. Given that school finishes at three thirty, that's not about to happen. 

      Camden nailed it. She did run her old school. Erica became captain of the cheer team at the end of her freshman year, until junior year. I read Rhys’s comment: “Her peers were more than happy to spill the dirt. She’s universally hated.” 

      “We called her the Ice Queen.”

      “She didn’t even pay attention to people. Sometimes, you’d talk to her and she’d just get up and leave.”

      “She’s a massive bitch. Thinks she’s better than us.”

      “She never dated. Westside boys weren’t good enough for her. Even Vince. Vince’s adorable.”

      “They were friends since second grade, when his parents moved here. Vince plays guitar. He wrote her a song.” 

      “He was helping her in lit class.”

      “Vince declared his love for her at homecoming. It was so romantic. What do you think she did? She turned around and left.” 

      “Cold.” 

      “Mean.”

      “Bitch.”

      I can put the pieces together. She and her best friend were both popular, but Erica has a way of making people feel inferior, so when push came to shove, they all turned their backs on her rather than him. The more I read, the angrier I feel on her behalf. As for that guy, Vince? It sounds like he was playing the school. Why the fuck else would he make a fool of himself in public? He was trying to pressure her into giving in. 

      Unease clogs my insides. I’d been pressuring her, too. 

      I keep reading. A few of the people who commented on her character weren’t as enamored with Vince, so they were more informative, though none seemed to like Erica much, either. 

      “Erica wants out of this town. Always has, like most people born in the westside. The difference is, she’s ready to do whatever it takes to make that happen. When we were on the cheer team together, Pauline asked her why she turns down all the guys who ask her out. She said she doesn’t want any attachment to this shitty town. That was freshman year. She never wavered.” […] “Damian? Damian doesn’t date. That was just fucking. I mean, a girl has to eat, right? They started seeing each other when everyone else dropped her last fall. I think they met at the ice rink.” 

      The folder only names three current friends: Damian, her booty call, Morgan, a stripper with an affinity for computers, and Lola, a prostitute who graduated last summer.

      Rhys’s investigator proceeded to check clues about said ice rink next. There’s only one in town, so finding it wouldn’t have been hard. The short note read: “Erica’s been figure skating since she was twelve. Several sessions per week.”

      There’s a QR code I scan with my phone, and it opens a video taken from the bleachers. A dozen fast, well-trained skaters speed around in circles, but my attention goes to the girl dressed in a black leotard with pink leg warmers. She’s at the center of the rink, twirling in endless circles, faster and faster. The music changes, and she takes off, arms crossed over her chest. Then she jumps, once, twice, a third time, making two turns on the last one, before landing with one strong leg up. 

      I’m captivated. When the video stops, I’m frustrated there isn’t more. I play it again. 

      It hits me then. I don’t know Erica Simons at all. 

      It’s past time I change that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I skate after work, and get up the hill around nine thirty. To my surprise, the brownstone is lit up when I walk in. 

      “Audrey?” I call with a frown, half expecting someone else entirely. 

      “In here!” she shoots back from upstairs. 

      I climb the stairs and follow the ruckus to her room. Music blasts loudly and all her clothes are piled up on her bed. “Winter cleaning?” I guess. 

      Audrey’s kneeling at the bottom of her closet, pulling out top after top. “I’m looking for my sequined dress! The gold one, you remember? I only wore it once, and I can’t bloody find it!” 

      My mother only sounds that British when something upsets her. I doubt it’s about a silly dress, though. 

      “The one you got last summer? You gave it away to Lola. It was squashing your boobs.” 

      Unlike Audrey and me, Lola’s on the flatter side. 

      Audrey’s eyes widen. “Oh.” 

      I roll my eyes, taking an armful of dresses to start hanging them back up. “Why did you need the gold dress?” 

      “It’s Thanksgiving this Thursday. You know.” 

      I shrug. My mother’s British, whatever her green card says. We’ve never made a big fuss about the American holidays. To me, Thanksgiving has never meant more than a couple of days off. 

      “Well, Xavier invited us for lunch. Both of us. I told you last month.” 

      I’m sure she did. I tend to willfully ignore that kind of offer. “Pass, thank you.” 

      “Erica, I wish you’d reconsider. Lisa was telling me how she’d hoped to see you just today. You made quite an impression on her.” 

      Why is she pushing this? It’s not the first time she’s had a boyfriend, and she knows I’d rather stay out of the picture. If she actually saw someone good for her, it might be different, but Xavier is married. How could I sit at the Archer table, knowing Audrey’s having an affair with Chase’s father? It’s just sick. I don’t like to hurt her feelings, so I just say, “I don’t get along with Chase. At all. I don’t want to mess up their family time with our bullshit.” 

      That’s true enough, though it’s not the whole truth. 

      Audrey sighs and gets to her feet, only to walk to her bed and lie back on her piles of clothing. “Okay, sweetie. But if you change your mind, I’d be so glad if you would come with me.” 

      There’s no chance of me changing my mind, but I leave it alone. “Have you eaten tonight? I was going to throw together something quick.” 

      Audrey shoots me a look. “You know I’m the mother, right?” 

      It’s been a while since she acted like one, so it’s hard to remember. I think I was eleven when I started to call her by her name rather than “Mommy”. It felt natural, because she was more of a friend or a silly older sister than an actual parent. 

      “I could eat. I’ll tidy all that up and come down to give you a hand.” 

      I make my way downstairs and start on dinner. It’s too late for anything too heavy if I want to sleep, so I throw together a salad with apple slices, feta cheese, and a french dressing. We eat it with cold cuts and Audrey pours us each a glass of wine. 

      She waits until we’re done to ask the question I know must have been burning in her mind for the last hour. “So, Chase. He’s quite handsome, isn’t he? Much like his father, though he got the blond hair from Lisa. You said you don’t get along?” 

      I reach for the bottle of wine and pour myself a generous glass, rather than give an answer. 

      “Come on, Erica. Spill. If Chase is out of line with you, I need to know, so I can have a chat with Xavier about it. If he isn’t, well, I want to know.” 

      “He isn’t,” I find myself saying, and it doesn’t even feel like a lie. “I can handle him. That’s all you’re getting. It’s late and I have homework.” 

      Audrey pouts, but doesn’t push me any more. We clean up and I head to bed, surprised she’s staying in the house tonight. I can count on my fingers the nights she’s spent in her bed since we moved in. Not that I mind. I’m eighteen. Next year, I’ll be leaving her home, and this town, with a bit of luck. I’m fine by myself. 

      Always one to work on whatever is easier first, I’m done with calculus and biology by the time Audrey knocks on my door. “Hey, when are you going to be home early enough to go get your dirt sample this week?”

      “Algae." 

      She rolls her eyes. “Same difference.” 

      “I can come directly after work tomorrow, or after science club on Wednesday.” 

      “Tomorrow’s good, so you can have what you need for your club. Sleep well, darling.”
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      I’m waiting for her Tuesday morning, and she huffs, but when I open the passenger side of the Jeep, she climbs in. I think the rain’s on my side, plus, she loves coffee. Me, not so much, and I started to understand why the third time I read her folder last night. 

      If I’d thrown myself at her feet the very first time I met her, instead of calling her mother a whore and making her life hell, she would still have rejected me. It’s not about me. It’s about her, and her desire to leave anything to do with Thorn Falls behind. 

      I’m not blind enough to miss that this town is sick at the core. The privileged riverside inhabitants needed employees, people to wipe their tables and raise their brats, so the westside was developed to house the help. Low wages and few opportunities or promotions mean that the westside only grows poorer as the riverside thrives. Some people are content with the cards they’re dealt. They learn to adapt, forge a place for themselves in the mud. People like Erica, though? She would never have been content in Thorn Falls, not even if she’d been born on the riverside. Her mind’s too bright for this town. 

      “There’s a new restaurant on Main Street.” I ate there with my parents and grandfather. A little uppity, but the food was good. “Dinner at seven?” 

      “No, thanks.” No hesitation. She keeps her gaze set out the window. 

      I park in front of Starbucks. “You can stay in the warmth if you’d like. I’ll bring you your order. Caramel latte, right?” 

      “I’ll get my own coffee, Chase.” She gets out of the car.

      Of course she does. 

      Rolling my eyes, I join her in the line. We’re served by the same guy as we were Monday, an Asian student shorter and leaner than me, though I’d say he’s in his twenties. The way he smiles when he looks at Erica makes me want to punch his face. “An espresso and a caramel latte, please.” 

      “A frappé, please, Tom.” Erica shoots the barista her best smile. The one she’s never given me. “And I am paying today.” 

      It goes against my instincts, but I let her settle the bill, including my drink. 

      “Getting a different drink just to contradict me? Mature, doll.” 

      “Oh my god, Chase, do something about that ego of yours. Not everything is about you. I like to switch my order up.”

      “That’s true, she does,” Tom puts in. “Latte, frappé, and iced, right?” He beams at her. 

      I look between the gawky kid and my girl, hating that he knows anything about her I don’t. 

      “That’s unusual. Most people stick to the same poison.” I drink coffee because it helps keep me awake, but the stuff tastes bitter and vile to my palate, hence why I drink espresso. It’s basically medicine. 

      “Maybe I don’t want my life to be as boring as yours,” she mutters.

      I down my drink as soon as it’s in my hand, and she happily sips hers through a paper straw. 

      “So, dinner,” I say once we’re in the car again.

      “I’m never going to go to dinner with you, Chase Archer.” 

      I exhale and shake my head. “I’m trying to give you a chance at normal, doll. You and I both know I can and will get into your room to fuck you into tomorrow when I feel like it. You might as well get a few dates out of it.” I swerve into the parking lot. 

      “Excuse me?”

      I drive to my spot at the front. As soon as the engine’s off, I move my hand to her knee. She grabs my wrist with both of her hands, and I ignore her, caressing my way up her thigh until I reach the top. 

      She wiggles her butt and makes a show of trying to push me away, only using a tenth of her strength because it’s just that. For show. A game of pretense, to tell herself she doesn’t want this. 

      “Have dinner with me,” I say against her ear.

      Her mouth’s slightly open, lower lip trembling. “No.”

      I lower the band of her tights and slide under the fabric. 

      “We’re in front of the school!” she seethes. 

      I grin, my finger getting coated in hot warmth. My cock twitches in my pants. “If we weren’t, my cock would be balls deep in your drenched pussy by now. Dinner, Erica. You’re taking my cum inside you tonight either way.” 

      “Keep dreaming.” 

      I’m starting to get to know what she likes. Erica prefers roughness to soft touches. I wish I had the time to tease her, but I don’t, so two of my fingers enter her sheath, pushing in and out. Her legs tighten around me, as the hold of her hands over mine all but disappears. “That’s it, doll. Let it go.” 

      “Ahhh—” 

      “Now, now. We’re at school, remember? Shhh…” I press on her clit, let go, and rub it in a circular motion, ever so slowly, while the rest of my fingers fuck her hard and fast. 

      Erica lets go of my arm entirely and grasps the sides of her seat, her face twisted in a mask of unbridled pleasure as she moans. 

      I don’t even plan to, I just lean in, and take her open lips. It occurs to me that I’ve never tasted them before. I would have remembered if I had. Then all thoughts fly out of my head and disappear into the ether. There’s nothing but her. Her softness. Her taste—vanilla and something fruity. Delicious. Addictive. 

      I snap. 

      I pull her to my seat, fighting to taste, to feel, to claim more. She straddles me, her crotch rubbing against my throbbing cock. Her mouth is sin. I can’t imagine not tasting it again. 

      Her hands fiddle with my shirt, pulling it out of my pants, and her cold fingers touch my bare skin, marking me much further than skin-deep. 

      I slide my hand back where it belongs, and finger her as she kisses me back like she needs it to breathe. Her breathing hastens, and her pussy tightens around my fingers. That’s when I stop, smirking against her lips. My balls are literally aching, and I’d give anything to tear through our layers of clothing and thrust home. There’s just one thing more important than taking her right now. “So, dinner?” 

      She grunts. “Why are you so set on it?” 

      “I don’t know, why are you so against it, baby doll?” I nip her lower lip, unable to help myself. 

      She’s been tamed for the time being, so I get to play with my skittish kitten to my heart’s content. Being with her is so very easy. Natural. She feels perfect on top of me, next to me. 

      “Well, you are calling me baby doll, for one.” 

      “I could stop. Call you something else. Kitten,” I say, feeling a grin tug at my lips. “Bae?" 

      "I will cut you." 

      "I can believe that." I feel a smile tug at my lip. "I got it. Girlfriend. That's what I'll call you." 

      "In your bloody dreams." Her accent switches to British when she's mad. She wiggles, trying to get off me, so I wrap my arms around her waist. "Let go of me." 

      "I like you fighting me. I don't know what it says about me. But I think you like it too, girlfriend." 

      "I'm not your girlfriend, Chase. I'm not even your friend." 

      "Just someone who likes the taste of my lips, the feel of my fingers, the girth of my cock." I sway her hips back and forth over me. Her eyes flutter closed. 

      Then she pushes hard against my chest. "We have to go to class. Now." 

      True enough. We arrived early, but a glance at the clock on my dashboard tells me we'll be late if we don't get a move on soon. I just don't seem to give a shit about English class. Not when she's finally talking to me. Opening up, if only a little. "Stop running, girlfriend." 

      "Urgh!" she screams. "Just stop it. I'm not dumb enough to fall for your tricks. A week ago, you wanted me out of your house, for heaven's sake!" 

      "Yeah, well, I was dumb a week ago." 

      "I have class. Let me go, Chase. Some of us don't have early admittance to Rothford and Princeton or whatever, a cushy gig at Daddy's firm lined up, and an infinite trust fund." 

      "Harvard," I correct. "I have early admittance to Rothford and Harvard." Rothford's not Ivy League, it's better, more exclusive, and harder to get into. 

      "The point stands. I can't afford to blow off school like you." 

      Reluctantly, I agree with that statement at least. "Fine. Kiss me and I'll let you go." 

      She sighs. "No." 

      "Just a peck. Isn't your education worth this great sacrifice?" She's fighting to stop herself from grinning, I can tell. "Or stay here and fight me. See where it leads." 

      We both know if she does, I'm going to free my cock, lower her tights, and fuck her brains out right here in the parking lot. 

      Her glare never relenting, Erica presses her mouth to mine, and moans when I run my tongue along her lower lip, opening up for more. 

      I don't know how I make myself let go and finally open the door. 

      I'm hard as steel, and my crisply pressed shirt is rumpled. Erica looks freshly fucked, which sadly isn't the case. "You're going to have to walk in front of me for a bit, girlfriend." 

      We walk into the school side by side. I can feel everyone in the hall staring at us, whispering. I can't say I care. 

      "You can say it a thousand times, it won’t make it true." 

      I choose to ignore her, my mind on more important matters. I don't have long to ask her. "Where are you going? Next year." 

      Most of my friends will attend Rothford next year, so I thought I'd join them, initially. Now, I'm not certain. I realize my future entirely depends on her answer. 

      "To whatever college gives me a full ride, I guess." 

      She's vying for a scholarship. That makes sense, given her mother's finances. 

      "Where would you go if money wasn't an issue?" 

      The second bell rings, spurring her into action. Without so much as a wave, she rushes down the science wing, leaving me with more questions, and an uneasy, growing awareness. 

      I need to know where she's headed. Otherwise, how the hell can I follow?
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      I buy four cheap tanks at the pet shop after work, and Audrey meets me in front of the store to help me stack them in the back of her Audi. We drive to the falls, where I fill four jars with algae. 

      I set up my stuff in the library Audrey and I never use. I like reading well enough, but I tend to stick to audiobooks. I only fill the first aquarium with the river algae. I've ordered other strains online, but I feel like using natural elements from our backyard will be a selling point of my presentation. 

      The oil extraction is another issue. Pressing it seems more straightforward than using carbon dioxide or a solvent, though considerably messier. I make note after note, biting my lower lip as I consider my options. 

      The doorbell rings, and I'm still working, so I scream, "Audrey! Are you in?" 

      "I'm in the bath!" she yells back. 

      I grumble, but get up just in time to see Chase walk in like he owns the place. Which I suppose he kind of does. "What are you doing here?"

      "Feeding my girlfriend." He lifts a bulging brown bag. 

      "Oh? What does she look like? I'll let you know if I see her hiding somewhere."  

      He tilts his chin to my empty aquariums. "Getting some fish?" 

      I shake my head. "School project. In fact, I'm in the middle of it right now, so if you don't mind…" 

      "I'll let you get back to your work right after dinner, so the sooner you give in, the sooner you'll be rid of me." 

      I exhale, too tired to even attempt fighting him tonight. Besides, now that I've stopped for a minute, I realize I’m starving. "What are we eating?" 

      He winks. "Set the table and I'll show you." 

      For the first time in our acquaintance, I do as he says without argument. I really must be tired. 

      "Isn't your mother eating with us?" he asks when he sees I've only placed two plates on our farmhouse dining room table. 

      "You want to eat with my mother?" The same woman he keeps insulting? With good reason, but that's beside the point. 

      He shrugs. "I got enough for her, just in case." 

      What the fuck happened to the universe?

      "Well, she's getting ready to go out." I add, "With your dad," if only to test this newfound tolerance he's faking. 

      "Cool."

      Cool? Cool. 

      "You never told me where you want to go to college—scholarship aside. If the world was your playground, where would you pick?" 

      "The world isn't a playground for anyone but the privileged few like you, Chase." I manage to say it without much bitterness. 

      "Indulge me. Tell me your dreams." 

      "No, thank you. I'd rather not give you the ammunition to turn them into nightmares." 

      He looks hurt. His jaw ticks, but he takes his time to speak, to measure his words. "You don't trust me." 

      "You don't respect me," I immediately respond. "Ergo, yes, I don't trust you. That's how it goes."

      "I respect you, Erica." 

      A chuckle bursts out of my throat. "Right. Clearly. My thoughts, my opinions, my desires all matter to you greatly. So much so, you dismiss them at every turn and take great pleasure in humiliating me." 

      "I don't take pleasure in humiliating you. And I respect your desires. They just don't align with your thoughts most of the time." 

      I have to give him that. I want him, and I don't say so, because, well, I respect myself too much to give in to my bully. 

      I'm just as sick as him.

      I sit. "So, what are we eating?" 

      He unwraps a plastic container filled with risotto, and another one with shrimp that smells incredible. "I don't know what you like yet, so I got one portion of a handful of courses. We can share." 

      "I eat everything." 

      "Well, dig in before it gets cold." 

      I don't need further encouragement. At the first mouthful, I moan in delight. "God, this is amazing. Where did you get it?" 

      "The new Italian place in town. You should have said yes to going out. I'm sure it's better right off the stove." He polishes his food off superfast, and waits for me to catch up before opening up another container. 

      This time, we're having gnocchi with too much cheese. "I could die happy right now."  

      "Who would have thought that all it took to seduce you was your weight in carbs and fat?" 

      "Seducing my daughter, are you?" Audrey stands in the doorway of the kitchen, in a long red dress, her blonde hair tied to one side and falling on her shoulder in perfect waves. 

      I expect Chase to drop the mask, forgo the bullshit, and be rude as fuck. Hell, I'm almost looking forward to it. Instead, he smiles. "Mrs. Simons." 

      "Audrey, please. Mrs. Simons is my ex-mother-in-law." She winks. "Well, I'm glad to see you getting along so well. Does this mean you've changed your mind about tomorrow?"

      "No, Audrey. Have fun tonight. You look amazing." 

      My mother rolls her eyes. "I see I'm dismissed. Have fun, guys. Don't burn the house down." 

      "Don't wake me up to post bail," I shoot back. 

      She gives me an air kiss and leaves. Chase laughs, and I glare at him, ready for his disparagement. 

      Instead of calling me—or Audrey—names, he says, "You know most kids would kill to have a mom as cool as yours." 

      I shrug. "Yours is also pretty nice. She offered to tutor me in Spanish, out of nowhere." 

      My mother's smart, but I can't remember the last time she offered to help me with anything school related.

      "You should accept. Mom's great at languages." 

      "I did. She was busy this week because of Thanksgiving, but we're starting after the holidays, on Fridays." I initially only accepted to show I could affect Chase's homelife if I put my mind to it, but the truth is, I need help to pass that stupid class. My failing grade in my midterms was the deciding factor. 

      Besides, I like Lisa. She intrigues me. She seems far too smart for anyone to pull the wool over her eyes, and too proud to put up with an unfaithful husband. Yet, she's Xavier's wife, and she seems happy. Fulfilled, even. 

      "Huh. Look at you, already getting along with the in-laws." 

      I exhale slowly. I'm not going to let him get to me. "I don't think I can eat another morsel. Thanks for dinner. I need to get back to work, though." 

      "You think you can get rid of me as easily as you banished your own mother?" He smirks. "Cute. Show me what you're working on."  

      "You don't care about what I'm working on, Chase." God, he's so unrelenting. I know this is nothing but a game, but I'm tempted to give into it just because fighting him at every turn is exhausting. 

      "Give me leave to decide what I care about, girlfriend." 

      That word again. "I'm not dating you." 

      "Sure you are. We simply don't have the same definition of the term." 

      "My definition is choosing to be in a relationship with someone I like. Someone who likes me back. You don't qualify under either of those criteria." 

      "You like me, Erica. Maybe not when you brain kicks in and tells you you shouldn't, because of my actions, but deep down, where it matters? We have chemistry unlike anything I've ever experienced. It's quite simple. You like the way I look and smell. You like when I touch you. We humans like to pretend we're better than animals, but I appeal to you on a primal level." He rises and comes to stand in front of me, leaning back on the table. "The beast inside you wants me." He bends to my ear. "And mine craves you so much it drives him wild." 

      His thumb caresses my bottom lip as I look into his fiery eyes. "Let me in." 

      I can't breathe. I can't think. My heart is galloping so fast I might faint. 

      "I don't trust you," I tell him again, to make absolutely clear where I stand on him. 

      He opens his maddening mouth, but he's far too good with words, and I'm done listening. So I bring my mouth to his and shut him up.
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      I can't get enough. I never will. Every time I touch Erica, I'm more certain of a basic, simple truth. She belongs to me, and I, to her. It's as simple as that. God, I wish I'd worked that out much, much earlier. 

      I bend her over the dining room table and take my time eating her before plunging home. When we've both had our fill, I carry her to her bed and drive into her in slow, deep thrusts. After that, I take her in the shower, her legs wrapped around me. 

      She tries to kick me out of her bed when we both collapse, but I ignore her, and I sleep better than I have in months. Years. 

      I wake with her wrapped around me like an octopus. I'm not entirely certain she hasn't grown another set of arms. I wish I could take a picture, but really, moving would be a challenge given the fact that she's clinging to me for dear life. 

      I laugh against her soft hair, inhaling a whiff of her spicy shampoo. I could get used to this fast. I'm hard as fuck, despite the fact that I emptied my balls often enough for my cock to go on a hiatus for a while. That shouldn't even be possible. 

      I'm enjoying looking at her when her alarm rings, and I tense, prepared for the inevitable fight. She'll want to pretend last night was nothing. I have other news for her. "Good morning, girlfriend." 

      She grunts wordlessly and untangles her limbs from mine. 

      "How did you sleep?" 

      "Like a corpse," she mumbles, already forcing some distance.

      I wanted to give her more leeway after working out that I was wrong in believing her family had fucked up mine, but this isn’t working. I can’t let her take charge. I need to push her because it’s the only way.

      "And I'm not your—" 

      "Agree to disagree." I wrap my arms around her shoulders, keeping her close. "I have to go get ready. Meet me in the house in fifteen? The staff always makes a full breakfast." 

      "Pass." That's basically her favorite word. At least when she's around me. 

      I kiss the top of her head. "Meet me in the house in fifteen, and I'll leave you alone at school all day." 

      She mutters against my chest. 

      "Sorry, I didn't catch that." If she's this petulant and frustrated, it must have been an agreement, but I want to hear it out loud. 

      "Fine," she grumbles. "I'll be there." 

      I kiss the top of her head. "Now, that wasn't so hard, was it, baby doll?" 

      "I thought we were done with the baby doll bullshit." 

      I make a mental note: my Erica isn't a morning person. At least, not before coffee. Her attitude tends to improve after our Starbucks pitstop. 

      "Do you prefer girlfriend, then?" 

      I can't see her face clearly from this angle, but I know she rolls her eyes. 

      "Come on." I slap her ass. "We haven't got all day." 
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        * * *

      

      Breakfast with Erica is strange, because it feels so damn natural. 

      My parents' staff hover, cleaning up and preparing lunch, so Erica's on her best behavior. She's well versed on the simple rule wealthy families adhere to: we keep our shit private, away from the servants' eyes and ears. 

      I make sure she's served a caramel latte, though according to fucking Tom, she should want an iced one right now. 

      Mom comes down while we're polishing off our pancakes, eggs, and bacon. 

      "Erica!" She kisses both of her cheeks and holds on to her like they're long-lost friends. "So glad to see you." 

      "What am I, chopped liver?" I tease. I'm glad they get along. It'll make my life much easier in the long run. 

      "Oh, my son. Such an attention hog." She walks to me and touches my shoulder. "You'll convince Erica to come for lunch tomorrow, yes? Audrey tells me she failed, and I've ordered far too much food if it's just the four of us." 

      So, that's what her mother mentioned last night: Thanksgiving at my place. I'm not surprised Erica declined the invitation. I'm well aware that her favorite thing is to say no to anything that could possibly be interpreted as deviant. Dinner with our parents qualifies.

      I wonder if her mother attempted to have the conversation I had with mine last Sunday. I can guess Erica did the smart thing and ran out of the house screaming before Audrey could talk about her sex life. 

      “She’ll come,” I assure my mother, staring at Erica, daring her to contradict me.

      She glares, but keeps her mouth shut. For now. I’m sure she’ll have plenty to say to me once we're out of my mother's earshot. 

      "Excellent. I have to get ready for work. Have a good day, darlings." 

      "We should head out, too. You're done?" I ask Erica. 

      She stuffs the last bit of pancake on her plate in her mouth and nods. I make another mental note: she liked everything on her plate this morning. 

       We've just crossed the threshold when Erica snaps at me. "You don't speak for me, Archer. Not now, not ever." 

      I expected that, and it steels my resolves. If I want to claim her, I’m going to have to force her into letting me in. It’s harder now that I know she doesn’t deserve my wrath, but it won’t stop me. She’s mine. Nothing else matters.

      "I didn't. I told my mother you'd come for lunch because I'm confident in my ability to make you change your mind." I open her door, and she doesn't even complain about it.

      She snorts, sliding into her seat. "You and I both know you only have power over me when you're playing with my pussy." 

      I chuckle, circling the car to the driver's seat. I love how she readily admits giving into my cock. "I don't suppose I could fuck you on the table, sadly." I back out of the driveway, considering my options. "How about a deal? You do something for me, I do something for you."

      She frowns in puzzlement, like I've confounded her. I suppose she's used to me taking what I want, but I'm not opposed to some negotiation, so long as things ultimately go my way. If it gives her the illusion of power, all the better. In truth, she probably doesn't need to compromise. If she asks for something, I'll give it to her. Anything except her freedom. She belongs to me, whether she likes it or not.

      "All right. You stop with the girlfriend nonsense, and I'll come to lunch."

      "Can't you just ask for jewels? A handbag? Hell, you need a car, don't you?"

      "You're not buying me a car." She rolls her eyes. "And there's nothing I want more than for you to stop trying to fuck with my head."

      I try to guess how many women in my acquaintance would have picked that over a luxurious gift, and come up empty. A refusal is ready on my lips, but I reconsider. "Fine. We have a deal."

      If she doesn't want to be my girlfriend, so be it. I'm smirking all the way to school. 

      We've left too late for coffee, and we had some at breakfast, so I drive us directly there. We park at the same time as Rhys, who's driving Roman today.

      "Hey, guys. No soft porn this morning?" Roman pouts. "I'm disappointed."

      I punch his left shoulder, and turn to Erica. "Ignore the oaf. You have nerd club this afternoon, right? I could drive you home after football."

      She uses her trademark response. "Pass." 

      Without another word, she walks in, fleeing my stupidass friends. Or me.

      I choose to blame him. "Another disrespectful word to her, and not only will I cut off your dick, I'll make you eat it." 

      Roman guffaws like the asshole he is. "That's a far cry from the start of the year. You wanted us to make her life hell." 

      I don't need a reminder. "It stops now." I start toward the school. 

      "He's serious about her, Rom," Camden tells him, following me. "Push him, and you're going to lose a friend. Not to mention, get fucked up in the process." 

      Roman's eyes widen. "Really? I mean, you literally hated her guts a week ago. Did I miss something?"

      Like I'm about to tell them what caused my change of heart. 

      "Chase's being a little bitch about it and keeping us in the dark, so I can only assume that he learned the truth about his parents' relationship." 

      That gets my attention. How the fuck could Cam know something I didn't about my own fucking family. 

      "Ooooh. So, you finally heard your mom likes to have a train run on her, huh?" Roman smirks at me.

      I snap, and move to punch his face. I would have, too, if Camden hadn't expected my move and held me back by the shoulders.

      "What the fuck, Rom?" I'm yelling.

      "Chill. I'm not, like, insulting her. Just saying it like it is. She's a little deviant around the edges. Nothing wrong with that."

      He's ever so casual, and sounds entirely too certain of himself. 

      I'm fuming, seeing red, but underneath the anger, I also feel fucking stupid.

      "Rom? Go to class, and shut your trap." Camden's calm as ever.

      Roman shrugs and obeys without question. 

      I still want to fuck him up, but the dickhead is one of my oldest friends. I'm downright confused, and frustrated.

      "I'm sorry."

      Camden's not one for apologies, so it gets my attention. "You're not the one who should be."

      He rephrases. "I'm sorry I'm related to that idiot. He's too wrapped up in himself to realize when he's crossing anyone's boundaries. He should know better."

      Camden, Rhys, and Roman are distant cousins. They don't often mention it, but Rhys and Rom look alike with their dark hair, so it's easy to remember. Cam's the odd one out. 

      "What did he mean?" I shake my head. "Why would he think—"

      The bell rings, and Cam glances back to the corridor. "We can go to class, or we can talk. Your call."

      I decide I've had enough of everyone having more information than I do. "Lead the way."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Cam drives us in silence, windows down, for a good ten minutes before he starts speaking.

      "When I was five, I went sailing. My dad was there, and Laura, Rhys's mom, too. I remember it well because the three of us had a hell of a blast. A couple of times per day, I'd videocall my mom. She was in Paris with Rom's family. That was the most normal thing in the world for me. It still is." 

      I can feel myself frowning, trying to make sense of his words. 

      "We were all homeschooled for a while, you know that." 

      That's not news to me. All our parents hired tutors together and we had classes at each other's houses depending on the day of the week. It's not an unusual practice for the young children of families like ours. Kids are vulnerable, easy to kidnap for a quick payday.

      "Before going to junior high, my dad sat me down and explained to me that most families weren't like ours. That what they do is something private I'm not supposed to speak about outside of our circle. That blew my fucking mind. I quite simply had no clue that monogamy was a thing. It's just not natural to me, even now."

      "You're saying your parents are, what, polyamorous? Something like that?"

      He nods. "Swingers. My mom and dad are together, but when they feel like it, they exchange partners. Modern society doesn't exactly embrace that kind of shit, so they do it discreetly, among likeminded individuals who would have just as much to lose if a scandal broke out."

      I finally get it. The last piece of the puzzle falls in my lap out of nowhere. "That's what your club is. The Heritage. It's not just some country club."

      "You got it." 

      Woah. "So, you're into that shit?" 

      "Honestly, when you're born into it, the alternative doesn't hold any appeal. There are too many hot women for me to want to fuck just one until the end of my days. Don't get me wrong, I'd like to find someone to share my life with eventually. But I'd also like to fuck anyone my cock wants."

      I wrinkle my nose. I get what he's saying, I really do, but the thing is, my cock simply isn't interested in anyone but Erica. It hasn't even twitched for another woman since she moved next door. She broke it.

      "What if the girl you like isn't into it?"

      "Then she isn't for me." He doesn't hesitate. "I'm not against slumming for a bit, but in the end, I'll find someone who suits me. I have plenty of options."

      "Jade," I say. "Jade's the same as you, right? That's why she fucks around with all three of you."

      Camden's not one to laugh, but a dry chuckle escapes his throat. "Jade's been with half the school, girls included. But no, she isn't a swinger. She's poly. She has relationships with various people at once. I prefer to stick to one girl at a time. I just like sharing."

      How the fuck didn't I know that about one of my best friends? 

      Because they kept it from me, that's why. "So all of you are into different shit, and you've never thought to tell me."

      He shrugs. "I shouldn't be telling you now. It's club business. But it was that or you eventually murdering my idiot of a cousin. Rom doesn't have a filter."

      We've circled back to what brought this discussion on.

      "So, you're saying my mother was part of the club." 

      Oh, god, please just kill me. I had a hard enough time with all that without imagining my fucking mother skipping from bed to bed. 

      "Is," he corrects. "She is part of the club. I can assume you'll be discreet about all this, if only for her sake."

      I'm hurt he thinks otherwise. At the same time, I get it. It's not his secret. He shares it with an entire community. I think back to Aryan's pool party, and consider the all-out orgy that must have happened after I left. 

      "Jesus." A horrific thought crosses my mind. "Have you…with my mother?"

      Camden's usually a good driver, but he swerves as his eyes widened. He immediately corrects his course, but if anyone was following, they'd assume he was drunk. "What the fuck, Chase? No way."

      Thank god. "What am I supposed to think? You just told me you're part of the same kink club as my fucking mother."

      He shakes his head. "We hang out by age bracket. You really think I'd fuck around in the same room as my parents?" 

      He makes a fair point. 

      I nod, somewhat reassured, though it's still a hell of a bomb he just dropped on me.

      Yet, I start to understand a lot of things.

      "That's why all the Heritage folk look at me all the time."

      He nods. "You're a legacy. The club invited the Thorns and the Archers when we first settled in Thorn Falls. Some of the Thorns joined, your mother's family among them. She was raised like me. The Archers didn't. Your grandad was completely monogamist when his wife was alive. He joined recently, but only after her death. Your dad didn't grow up like our parents, and when he was invited in his college days, he declined." Camden shoots me a cautious look, as if to gauge how I'm taking all of that. "My parents told me you were conceived when Xavier attended the club for the first time. He fucked around a little, but he didn't want a repeat. Then your parents got married and your mother stayed in the club."

      While my father chose to stick to one woman at a time. We have more in common than I ever knew.

      "I told my parents the club wasn't for you ages ago."

      "You did?"

      He smirks. "It's not like you aren't generous. You are. But your favorite toys? You're not one to share, Archer."

      I can't deny that. The very thought of letting anyone touch Erica makes me want to destroy something. 

      "I'll tell Rom to shut up about your mother," Cam offers. "But I figured it was past time we had this chat. I'm sure the rest of the club is going to stay on your ass for a while, especially after they take a look at your pretty girlfriend. They want the Archer family." 

      "Why?"

      "Take your pick. Business, prestige, diversity. It's easier to negotiate stuff when you regularly shove your cock into your partner's ass, but after a while, we're all more or less related. We always need fresh blood." 

      "They can keep dreaming." I'm categorical. 

      "I know." Camden doesn't try to convince me, and I appreciate it.  

      We pass a sign indicating LA is mere miles away. "Are you driving somewhere specific?"

      "Nah. I just figured I should get you out of the building before you killed Rom."

      Rom's fate is yet to be determined, depending on whether he can keep his mouth shut. 

      "Let's go into the city if you don’t mind, then." 

      I have some shopping to do.
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      Chase isn't in calculus, and I don't care. I don't care so much that I don't even notice it. I don't look for him at lunch, glancing at his table repetitively. And I sure as hell don't consider asking his friends if everything is all right with him in PE. 

      But seriously, where is he? He told me he’d leave me alone today, but I didn’t expect him to just disappear. I don’t like it. Not one bit.

      When I walk into the lab where we have science club, Rose beams at me and Bella rises from her seat to come hug me. I stiffen, never one for undue physical contact. "I thought you wouldn't come back!"

      I might not have, if it hadn't been for the fair in two short months, but the enthusiastic welcome is nice all the same.

      Oscar joins us, shoulders hunched, and mutters, "Errr, I'm sorry. I just, I guess I was making a joke. I was trying to break the ice, you know? I suck at jokes, though."

      I don't know if I believe him, but I choose to let it slide. "It's fine. I just want to work on my project."

      I explain the gist of my plan and Bella's practically jumping in her seat. "That's genius!"

      "Do you need any help to build something to press the oil?" Benjamin asks. "We can work on a design and I can take you to the welding workshop. I'm almost done with my circuit, so I don't mind."   

      "Can I ask for help?" I don't want to be disqualified because someone gave me a hand. 

      "Sure, you just need to state it on your paperwork—write exactly what the person did for you. And you still have to be involved in every step—you can't just ask Benjamin to build your press." 

      "Well, that'd be nice, actually, but I'm pretty late so I don't want to wait until next week."

      We get authorization from the teacher, who opens up the workshop and leaves us to it. The nerds have a lot more freedom than average students, apparently.

      Ben isn't one to waste too many words, so we work in silence. I don't know how long we stay, but it's dark by the time I have a metallic press built like a long, flat hammer inside a rectangular box. The work is a little crude, but it should get the job done. I can't wait to get started.

      The rest of the club's already left by the time Ben and I head out. From the entryway, I'm surprised to see Chase's blue Jeep still in its spot. 

      "You want me to give you a lift?" Ben offers. 

      "That won't be necessary." I hear Chase before I see him, seated on the stairs leading up to the school. "I'll drive her home, thank you." 

      I'm so relieved to see him, I don't even remind him that he doesn't get to make decisions for me.

      Benjamin smiles at me. "See you later, Simons. Your project is going to kill it. MIT would be crazy not to let you in." 

      I grin and wave as he leaves toward the only other car left in the lot: a Maserati. I would never have taken him for a rich kid, but in this school, I should have known.

      "Where were you all day?" I ask casually, hiding my concern and anger. 

      But he could have left me know if he was planning to skip. Dick. 

      "Missed me?" 

      If I had, he'd be the last person I'd admit it to. I roll my eyes, following him to the Jeep. 

      "So, MIT?" He opens my door again. 

      "If you're not answering my question, why should I answer yours?" 

      Chase laughs, moving to put my seat belt on for me. 

      "I can do that myself," I say, taking the clasp back from him.

      He takes my hands in his and massages my palms until I let go of the belt.  “I know you can. And you can get yourself off, too.” My breath hitches as he leans in to take my lip in a dazzling, hot, and gallingly quick kiss. “You still like when I do it for you.”

      Chases clicks the clasp into its lock and closes my door before walking to the driver's seat. "LA. Cam and I had some stuff to do. MIT?" he prompts again.

      I nod. "I know it's a long shot. I might not get in, and if I do, I doubt I'll get a full ride."

      "Good thing you don't need a full ride, right?"

      I shoot him a glare. "Not all of us have a money tree in the backyard." 

      "We live on the same property, Erica. Same backyard."

      "I'm not the one who owns it." I don't know if he's being pointedly obtuse, too spoiled to realize money is a huge issue for me, or if he's just being cruel and dismissing my very real struggle.

      Probably all three.

      "You can have half."

      I frown. "Sorry, half what?"

      "Everything, I suppose. Half of the money tree. Half of the Cambridge flat. It's a short walk away from Harvard, so it's conveniently close to MIT, too."

      I grunt. I'm so done with him fucking with me. "How many times do I have to tell you I'm not falling for the sudden interest, Chase? I get it. You want to make me think you like me, try to make me fall for you, and then humiliate me, like in some cheap teen movie. It's not happening. The only thing you can get from me is pussy."

      "Shame. The ring looks so good on you."

       "What are you—" Talking about. That's what I'm supposed to say, except I catch a glimpse of a shiny band on my left hand.

      I stare in complete puzzlement. The ring's silver or white gold, with a bloodred stone at its center and a halo of diamonds around it. It’s stunning. Somehow, I never so much as felt him put it on me. The manipulative ass was distracting me.

      "What the hell?"

      "You're the one who didn't want the girlfriend label," he reminds me.

      "Oh, you fucking…" I don't even have a word for him. I try to remove the band, but it doesn't budge, stuck on my knuckle.

      "Looks like I estimated the size right."

      "Stop fucking messing with me, Chase!" I cry. Why isn't this stupid ring budging? 

      "I'm not messing with you, I'm proposing to you. You won’t believe I intend to keep you without conclusive proof, so here you have it."

      I huff. "I don't trust a word you say." 

      He nods happily. "I know. You're likely to keep your head firmly planted in the sand for a while. Don't worry, I'll get Mom to sort out the wedding planning, so you'll just have to turn up and say 'I do'. I figure you'll come to terms with the fact that I'm keeping you after I'm legally bound to do so." 

      "Argh!" I could strangle him, but he's behind the wheel so it'll have to wait. "Why can't I get this thing off!" 

      He glances at my hand. "Maybe because you don't really want to, fiancée." 

      He's either insane or evil.

      "Even if you were sincere, I'm not marrying you."

      "Mm-hmm."

      "Tell me the stones are fake," I plead. If they aren't, I've never so much as touched anything worth as much as the small object stuck on my left hand.  

      He sends me an affronted look. "Please." 

      Of course it's real. 

      I'm hyperventilating. "I touch algae, I weld, solder, and fall on my ass on the ice on a daily basis. I can't have thousands of dollars attached to me."

      "And yet you do. Deal with it."

      We drive into the courtyard and, spotting lights in his ridiculously large home, I suddenly panic. "Don't you dare tell anyone about your lunacy. Especially not my mother." 

      "But she'll be so happy for us. Not to mention, glad we tie the knot before we leave for Massachusetts together." 

      I grunt. "Stop with the crazy, all right?" I abandon the attempt to remove the stupid ring before I damage my finger. "Maybe I can get it off with some oil."

      He kills the engine. "Picture it, though. You, me, college away from Thorn Falls. Away from your mother, my father, all the bullshit between the westside and the riverside. That ring on your hand, and a piece of paper guaranteeing that I'm not taking you for a fool, that I'm not letting go. That this is real and you belong to me." 

      I hate how those words make me feel. I hate the way he looks at me, and the fluttering in my stomach. 

      "I don't even want a prenup."

      I laugh. Right. "Even if I'd bought the rest, you would have lost me there."

      "It's unnecessary. I'm never letting you go, Erica. I don't need this," he says, gesturing to my finger. "With or without it, I'm keeping you."

      "You don't get to decide what I do with my life," I counter. 

      "It's sweet you believe that, baby doll." Chase takes my left hand, bringing his ring to his lips. "But let's play this out. You apply to colleges. I say the word, and no one accepts you. You're still here, so you want a job. I get in the way again. You don't have an out. You're stuck. You're mine, only this time, you don't get your dreams handed to you on a silver platter. You get a cage in a high tower, and stay bound to my bed night and day." He lets go of my hand. "You have choices, but don't kid yourself. They all lead back to me."
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      Erica slams the door shut and rushes out of the gates, grumbling to herself. I laugh and let her run away. She needs to process everything. She's seen me without the mask I’ve carefully constructed for the first time. Poor baby doll. It's not her fault, really. After today, I'm just done with pretenses.

      My mother fucks half the town, and it's just fine because the rest of them fuck each other, too. I was conceived during an orgy, and everyone I know is aware, but didn't see fit to inform me. They want to bring me into their sordid secret society, for my name, my money, my influence, and though he didn't spell it out in so many words, Camden also implied that they want me for my woman.

      Mine.

      Erica needs to be claimed, right here, right now. I can't afford to let her have freedom, not in Thorn Falls, where she could be taken from me by any of the predators circling us.

      Mine, mine, mine.

      I wasn't kidding when I told her I'd ruin her life so she has no choice but to turn to me. I'd gladly do it, though I'd much prefer we retain a semblance of normalcy. She can go to college, study, get a job, have the life she's always wanted. The only thing she doesn't have a choice about is me.

      Erica decided her own fate. She could have cowered when I cornered and harassed her. She could have begged to return to her old school, or made herself invisible to escape me. She didn't. She stood her ground and challenged me beat for beat. Instead of bowing, she made me face the very thing I didn't want to acknowledge: my burning desire for her. 

      She wanted my attention. She has it. I'm uneasy when I don't know where she is, I can only relax next to her, and I spend all my time thinking about ways to either make her smile or drive her crazy. I want to take care of her. I want to infuriate her. I want, I want, I want. 

      "Chase," my father greets me when I walk in. He's coming down the stairs, his statuesque blonde girlfriend a step behind him. 

      I watch them together and smirk, wondering if Audrey's by his side because she wants to be, or because she's in a cage of her own. If I know one thing, it's that I'm my father's son.

      "Dad." It's been a while since I've called him that, and he notices.

      "You seem chipper tonight. You had a good day?"

      "I just proposed." I smile at Audrey. "To your daughter, actually. I suppose I should have asked for your permission, first."

      Her hand flies to her mouth. "You did? Seriously? Oh my god! She didn't tell me anything. Oh, my. Woah."

      "Don't get too excited. She said no." I laugh at the absurdity of it all.

      I could ask any other woman in our school, in our town, and the answer would be yes.

      Nothing is ever going to be easy with Erica. 

      I can't wait for the rest of our lives together. It all starts after she says yes. And she will. I’ll make her do it if I have to.

      "You don't seem to have taken it to heart," my father says.

      "She'll change her mind. She doesn't think I mean it, that's all." Well, that's not exactly all, but that's all I'm telling our parents. "You raised a wonderful daughter, Audrey. With your permission, I'll take very good care of her."

      The blonde beauty chuckles. "By the sound of it, you need her permission, not mine. For what it's worth, I like how she is since you entered her life. Erica's always been closed off, keeping a wall between the world and herself so no one can hurt her. This year, she's been feeling." Her manicured hand rests on my cheek. "You keep hitting that wall, Chase."

      "Did you just give me permission to annoy the heck out of your daughter?" 

      She winks. "We Simons girls love a little irritation. Come on. We're going to be late, Xav."

      My father follows like a well-trained puppy, and I reassess my first thought. Maybe she's the one holding the power in their relationship. I decide it's none of my business.

      I make a quick chicken salad to keep Coach happy, and head to the pool house. I moved to avoid listening in on Audrey and my dad, but I like it better than my old room, even though it's smaller. For one, I have a perfect view of the brownstone.

      I listen to music while catching up on my homework, but my attention's on the gates and Erica's house. It's starting to get late. Why isn't she here? 

      I consider calling her. She never gave me her number, but I have it, courtesy of Rhys. I wanted to give her time to digest the whole marriage thing, but her mother’s words come to mind. I call.

      The phone rings three, four times, and I expect it to go to her voicemail. Instead, she answers.

      “Hey, baby—”

      “Chase! Please, come get me, I’m at—”

      That’s when the line dies.
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      Chase is literally out of his fucking mind. 

      I should have known that saying no to him was going to make him even more determined to push whatever prank he’s cooked up. I think I’m the first to have ever refused him anything.

      Moronic, spoiled jerk!

      I kick at the dirt on my way up the hill, muttering at every step. 

      I don’t doubt that he’ll do exactly what he threatened, if only to prove that he can. He’ll mess with my college applications. He’ll stop me from getting employed, too. Best-case scenario, I can keep sweeping for Ginny until the end of my days, but I don’t doubt Chase would get me fired to ensure I don’t have any other choice but to appeal to him. 

      Until today, I was blind enough to believe that we were equal players in this game of ours, that I could match him step for step, but I was embarrassingly naive. I might be a decent player, but Chase owns the field. If he starts to lose, all he has to do is to change the game. 

      Chase and his kind have too much power to live in the same world as the rest of us. 

      I have to placate him this year. Dance to his tune so he doesn’t trample all over my entire future in a tantrum. Once I get away from Thorn Falls, I’ll be out of his hair, and he won’t be able to reach me anymore. Besides, he could grow tired of me in the meantime. If I stop fighting him, his interest is likely to wane. Maybe I should just give in, let him think he’s won. He’ll soon lose interest, jumping to his next challenge. I could be free of him by Christmas. 

      I’ve almost tramped long enough to reach the falls when I notice how dark it is on the hill. The light of the moon pierces through the leaves and branches enough to see where my next step lands, but not much further. I’ve come up this path thousands of times and know it quite well, but unease clogs my stomach all the same. At first, I assume my issue’s the silence, but I notice plenty of noises. The hoot of an owl, the shuffling of grass under the steps of whatever creature roams the woods—a rabbit, a deer, I don’t know. 

      This isn’t my place. At night, in late fall, nature has claimed the hill. 

      I decide to turn back, before I freak myself out for no reason. 

      I inhale sharply when I come face-to-face with a guy. My heart gallops, and my stomach churns so much I can feel it at the back of my throat. His eyes freak me out. They seem all white in this light. 

      “Vincent.” In the darkness, it took me a moment to recognize him. “What are you doing here?”

      He tilts his head. “Your new friends generously gave the hill to the city, remember? Anyone can roam this path.” 

      My heartbeat still faster than usual, I force a smile. “Of course. Enjoy your walk.” 

      I circle him to head down, promising myself I won’t return to the woods this late again. It was just Vince, but what if I’d been cornered by a psycho? In the summer, this place is safe enough, as half of the town gathers here, but over the winter, I shouldn’t come here alone, at least not at night. 

      I’ve only moved a yard when Vince’s footsteps join mine. “You know, I used to lie awake at night and wonder why you never gave me a chance. We have the same dream—getting out of Thorn Falls. We could have done that together. I just didn’t see it.” 

      I keep walking. “It’s quite simple, Vincent. I’m not attracted to you.” 

      I’ve said so dozens of times, but he’s downright refused to accept my word for it. I suppose Chase and Vince have that in common. The difference is, when I tell Vince I don’t want him, I mean it, which is why I stop him from crossing any line. 

      “See, that’s what I told myself. Don’t sweat it, Vince, she’s just not that into you. That was before I saw a video of you climbing all over Chase fucking Archer in the school parking lot.” I’m not surprised someone filmed that. Ugh. “Then I understood you’re just a fucking gold digger.” 

      Now, I do turn. I want to slap him in the face, but there are better ways of hurting people. “Or maybe I’m actually into hot guys with a brain and a set of abs. I hate to be the one to tell you, Vincent, but you’re just an average-looking, terrible guitar player with very little else to recommend him. Our friendship was based on convenience, proximity, and the implicit understanding that you’d never make it out of the friend zone. It’s not my fault if you’re delusional.” 

      “Oh, Erica.” He chuckles, shaking his head. “I wish I’d seen you like this before. It would have made my life much easier. I can’t believe I was so obsessed with you.” 

      “Yay, you’ve told yourself I’m a terrible person!” I could clap. “Hallelujah. Now leave me the fuck alone.” 

      I turn toward the path back home again, but Vincent takes my wrist. “I don’t think so. I let you call the shots for far too long.” 

      I try to take my hand back, but Vince pulls something out of his pocket—a handkerchief, I think—and brings it toward my face. 

      I kick out, hitting him between the legs as hard as I can. 

      He folds forward with a yell. “You bitch!” 

      Taking advantage of his temporary weakness, I take my hand back and start running in my stupid Timberlands. When I get home, I’m going to throw them away for good. The muddy trail isn’t made for heeled boots. 

      I hear Vince running after me, and although part of me tries to reason that my old friend, the guy I used to play hide and seek with, wouldn’t actually hurt me, the rest of me wants to get to safety right away. 

      That handkerchief…did it have something on it? Why did he want it on my face? I want to be wrong, but if he laced it with chloroform, it means he intended ahead of time to do something to me. Planned for it. 

      If the last couple of years taught me anything, it’s that I don’t know what people are capable of. 

      My foot slides in a muddy puddle and I trip, just as my phone rings in my pocket. My hands instinctively lift to protect my face, so they’re the first to hit the ground. Shit! That hurts. Pain shoots up my left wrist. I ignore it, pulling my phone out of my jacket and answering the call without checking who it’s from. 

      “Hey, baby—” 

      Chase. My heart’s suddenly full of something I can’t even begin to analyze. Something that feels like safety. “Chase! Please, come get me, I’m at—”

      I yell as something grasps my ankle and pulls, dragging me through the mud. 

      Fear grips my insides. “Let me go!” So that’s how Chase could tell I didn’t mean it when I pleaded with him to be left alone. I sound a lot different right now. Terrified. 

      But I’m powerless to stop Vince. 

      He brings his hand to my face, pressing the white cloth to my nose. The last thing is smell is cloying sweetness before everything goes dark.
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      The first person I call is Rhys. 

      “Hey man—” 

      I don’t let him finish his greeting. “Something happened to Erica. I don’t know where she is. She had her phone with her two minutes ago. Trace it?” 

      “Got it.” He hangs up on me without so much as a question, so I place my second call. 

      “If it’s about earlier today,” Roman says. He’s my next go-to because Camden rarely picks up his phone. “Cam told me to leave your mom alone.” 

      “Erica left twenty minutes ago, and she’s in trouble.” While it’s possible that she might have faked the phone call to make me panic out of nowhere as payback for cornering her today, I don’t entertain that fantasy. She’s not that immature. She sounded distressed, and I trust her not to fuck with me on this. 

      I consider the police and dismiss the idea. I’m out the door, putting my jacket on onehanded while attempting to get through to Cam. 

      He answers as the first ring wanes. “Rhys texted,” he says before I manage a word. “I’m on my way.” 

      In front of the gate, I glance left—the direction heading into town—and right, to the natural reserve starting on Thorn Hill. I wish I knew Erica well enough to categorically decide whether I should go left or right, but I don’t, so I have to guess. 

      What would she do when upset? She wasn’t exactly mad about what I’ve thrown at her. Just frustrated, and overwhelmed, I think. So, what would she do, go for ice cream? To the mall? To a friend’s? I have no idea. The walk into town is half an hour long, and I might have headed that way if I didn’t know Erica walked to the falls just last week. If I follow by car, I could miss her. She could have crossed into private grounds to take a shortcut.

      My phone beeps. I glance at it, hoping for a sign from her, but I only get a message from Rhys. 

      I click on the link he sent me, and my map opens, with the directions to a remote point just one mile up the hill. I was right, she went to the falls. 

      I want to strangle her. It’s dark and the trail’s treacherous in the winter. Even during the warmer months, it can be rather tricky, hence my choice of car. What if she fell into a ditch? What if—

      I’ve only left the paved road for the start of the muddy path when a car slows next to me. 

      Roman’s passenger door flies open. “Get in!” 

      I slide into the Lexus. “Just ahead, up the road.” 

      My Jeep would be better for the terrain, but I’m not wasting the seconds it would take to get it out of the courtyard.

      He nods. “Rhys sent me the phone’s last ping. I was already on my way to your place, anyway.” 

      We get to the location in minutes. Rom’s car stops just as two other sets of headlights light up the path. I spot her phone right away: the screen’s lit up. I rush to grab it. The screen’s glass is broken, but it’s still warm. 

      Rhys and Cam get out of their cars, joining me. “Should we call the police?” 

      Fuck. 

      It’s not like I’m a stranger to this scenario. Having money puts a big target on our backs. Two of my childhood friends were kidnapped when we were just ten. Only one of them made it home. 

      “The police aren’t even going to consider her missing for another twenty-three hours,” I say, my jaw set. I could make them take the case seriously, but I don’t want to waste my time dealing with paper-pushers when I should be out here, helping my woman. 

      “Look here.” Cam squats a few paces away, his phone’s flashlight shining on a muddy puddle. “Someone fell down. And see those tracks? It looks like they were dragged.” 

      My heart stops. Dragged. 

      “Fuck. We definitely need the cops now.” 

      I aim the flashlight of my phone toward the direction Camden’s looking at. 

      “You go ahead and call, Rom,” Cam says. “Get Erica’s friends here, too. If we find her, she might need them. Her mom, as well.” 

      “She has friends?” Rom’s genuinely perplexed. “And why would she need them?” 

      I’m grateful that Cam doesn’t spell it out. When a pretty young girl goes missing and words like dragged  get thrown around, there’s a slim chance of finding her alive and unharmed. 

      “I’ll send you their numbers,” Rhys tells Rom. “Stay here so you can tell the authorities where we’re headed.”

      We follow Cam, who keeps his phone light low on the ground, following footprints. 

      “Who knew all of your hunting trips would pay off?” Rhys’s attempt at humor falls flat. 

      “I knew,” Camden replies. “Why do you think I let my uncles take me hunting in the first place?” 

      We’ve all grown up knowing it was possible; that one of us could be taken one day, because of our last names and our bank balances. 

      They can take me. Not her. Never her. 

      I check my phone’s battery—it’s almost gone, as I haven’t charged it since last night. I send my father a quick text and put it back into my pocket in an effort to save what remains of the battery.

      “The tracks leave the main path over there,” Cam says, light shining toward thick bushes. 

      I don’t hesitate to head in that direction. 

      “Guys,” Rhys calls from the trail. “Someone really ought to stay here, to show the police where you guys went when they arrive.”

      I nod and follow Cam deeper into the woods. 

      As we walk, I attempt to prevent my mind from wandering, but with each step, it calculates the likelihood of us being on the right path, of us arriving in time. Camden’s family is from England. They have land in the country, and he’s tracked and hunted game most summers since his childhood, but he’s no fucking Aragorn. There’s a chance he might have followed the wrong tracks. There’s a chance Erica’s elsewhere, alone and vulnerable. 

      “Over there,” Cam whispers, killing his light. 

      We’ve reached a small wooden cabin I’ve never come across before, in the thickness of the grove. A dim light comes from inside, moving with the shadows. I don’t think I’ve ever been this far off the trail, but the cabin looks like it’s been there for a while. 

      Camden tilts his chin to his left side, and I understand he wants us to split up. I approach the hovel from the back, walking slowly and silently, my eyes never leaving the entrance. 

      My foot snaps a branch—the only noise I hear in the quiet woods. I wince, stand still for a moment, then keep walking toward the back door, just as it crashes open. 

      A hooded figure rushes out, glancing over their shoulder, so they don’t even see me before we collide. I only get a flash of his face, but that’s enough to recognize his straight nose, tiny eyes, and thin mouth. 

      I punch his face, hard, before even saying a word. I don’t doubt for a moment Vince deserves it. “Where is she? Where’s Erica?” I punch him again for good measure. 

      The asshole laughs. He has the gall to laugh. 

      I could kill him. If I’d had any tools at my disposal to do so, I would have, right then, no question. But I don’t have any knife or gun, so I use my fists, again and again. 

      “Answer me!” 

      My scream is swallowed by a thunderous explosion behind me. I’m propelled forward, falling on Vince’s body with the momentum. 

      The asshole on the ground is still laughing. 

      “Boom,” he says. “Funny what it takes. A bit of gas, a candle. Ding, dong, the bitch is dead.”

      I look behind me. Where the wooden cabin stood moments ago, there’s nothing but fire, a pyre reaching to the sky, higher than the trees. 

      No. 

      No, no, no, no. 

      “You’ll thank me in the end. She was evil.” 

      My ears are clogged and ringing, but I hear him all the same. 

      I draw back my fist, and punch as I scream. Then I punch again. 

      It’s not the first time I’ve hit a guy. Hell, it’s not even the first time I’ve hit this guy. There’s a difference, though. Before, I was holding back, instinctively reluctant to cause real harm to a human being—that, or careful to save my throwing arm. My fists hit him with unrestrained rage, punch after punch, ignoring all his pleas, all his screams. I even ignore his silence. My fists are sticky with blood and I’m still punching his head to the ground, unrestrained. 

      “Chase!” She sounds like an echo, at first. Almost like a memory. “Chase, we need to go.” 

      My fists still long enough to glance back. 

      Beyond the house, Cam’s walking toward me, Erica wrapped in his arms. 

      She’s okay. 

      She’s here. 

      She’s fine. 

      I repeat it to myself because I can’t quite believe it.

      She says something to Cam, and he sets her down gently. Erica wobbles to me. “We have to go, Chase. The fire’s reached the trees. Please, let’s just go.” 

      I look at the unmoving body under me, and glance at my bloodied hands. 

      Fuck. 

      “Is he…” Erica doesn’t say the word. 

      Dead. 

      I think he is. He’s dead, and I made it happen. I killed him. I’ve murdered someone with my bare hands. 

      I don’t regret it. Not one bit. He wanted to hurt Erica. He laughed because he thought he had.

      She takes both of my bloodied hands and squeezes. “It’ll be all right. Camden?” she calls. “We need to move him back to the house.” 

      I blink. Move him?

      “You might have missed it, darling, but it’s on fire.” Camden might as well be talking about the weather. 

      “So imagine how hard it’ll be for the authorities to determine the cause of death,” she shoots back. “Shove the body in the fire, guys, please.” 

      That doesn’t sound like the worst idea. I take the hands and Cam, the feet. We shove him through the open door and close it behind him. 

      Erica’s supporting herself on one foot, leaning on a tree trunk when I reach her. I press my lips against hers, and close my eyes. 

      She’s here. She’s safe. 

      She kisses me back without any protest, meeting me stroke for stroke. 

      “At the risk of being obvious, guys,” Cam says, “everything’s on fire. Let’s go.” 

      If he didn’t have a point, I would punch him for interrupting us. 

      I bend to lift Erica in my arms. I let Cam lead the way, following him with my girl safe against me. “Where are you hurt?” 

      “My wrist and my foot, that’s all.” Her head rests against my chest. “I fell running away from him, then he pulled me by the ankle for a while. When I came to, he was tying me to a chair. He spooked when Cam came in, but he’d already poured some gas on the floor, so he just lit it on fire. Cam got me out.”

      If our timing had been off by even a few minutes, things would have been much, much worse. 

      “We need a story,” she says. “You guys were following me, yes, but the house was already on fire when you got here. You saw me, got me out, and never noticed anyone else in there. Vince probably fell down and hit his head or something.”

      I chuckle, though moments ago I’d believed I wouldn’t ever laugh again. “Have you always been such a conniving bitch?” I ask her, smiling down at her. 

      “Always,” she shoots back, just like the first time I asked her that.

      “Did you hear my girl, Cam?” 

      My friend snorts. “Eighteen, and already covering up murder. You’d better snatch her up before I do. You’re going to have to do something about the blood on your hands, though.” 

      Shit, he has a point. If the police are waiting for us, I’m fucked. 

      “Put me down now,” Erica says. 

      Her words are my command, though smoke smothers us, and I can feel the heat of the fire drawing closer. 

      “Wipe your hands here.” She lifts her skirt, presenting me the silky lining.

      I rub the back of my fingers and hands until the dampness is gone. “It’s still red.”

      Blood’s a bitch to clean up. 

      “Put your hands in the mud?" Cam suggests.

      “Maybe your jacket too. Roll in it for a bit; you can say you fell. They shouldn’t see much in the dark, and you can always say it’s mud. I’m going to play dead, pretend I’m passed out. They’ll let you take me to the hospital before questioning you.” 

      I’ve killed someone and she doesn’t give a fuck. Nor does Camden, for that matter. I don’t particularly care either, so I suppose we can all be psychos together. “Thank you.”

      She chuckles humorlessly. “What for? You guys literally saved my life. Making sure you don’t end up incarcerated for your effort is the least I can do.”

      I take her back into my arms for the rest of the way. 

      The sheer amount of light coming from the main path tells me we’re about to be greeted by Thorn Falls’ finest. Before I can say a word, Erica goes limp in my arms, eyes closed. 

      Cam draws nearer. “Whatever happens, her story’s the way it went,” he whispers, before we step into the light.
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      I can’t believe the number of bouquets I wake up to. You’d think I was popular. I know better. Getting abducted and literally set on fire has endeared me to a surprising number of assholes.

      Morgan’s seated next to me, reading a book, and Lola’s head rests on my bed, close to my knee. She fell asleep to my left.

      “You’re awake.” Morgan sets the book down and gets up. “How are you feeling?”

      “Drugged.” I’m groggy and everything aches, especially my left hand.

      “I’ll call the nurse. And your boyfriend. He just popped out for coffee.”

      I grinned. “Chase was here?”

      “Yeah, the nurses were dicks about having so many people with you at the start, but your mother said we could stay.” She rolls her eyes. “I literally had to kick him out, he was driving me insane, pacing nonstop.” 

      Lola stirs, blinking her pretty lashes. “You’re up!” she yawns. “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a truck hit me.” After Vince knocked me out on the path, I don’t know how long it took to for me to come to, but I was in the ranger cabin when I woke up. Vince explained to me in great detail what he intended to do to me before and after killing me, but then Cam burst in, and he skipped to the murder part of his plot. “Could have been a lot worse, though.” 

      I’m hooked to an IV, and my left wrist’s in a cast, so I have a hard time detangling myself before running to the bathroom. By the time I’m cleaning my hands, I’m inexplicably tired, and in a lot more pain. I try to flex my fingertips and wince. 

      Back in the bedroom, I asked, “Have I been given any painkillers?” 

      “Hours ago. I’ll call the nurse.” Lola’s out of the room before I can add another word. 

      I climb back into bed just as Chase walks in, at the head of his three boys, Morgan following them. 

      He walks directly to me and lowers his head, pressing his forehead against mine. My heart stops and I close my eyes, taken by the intensity of the relief hitting my chest. Like I wasn’t truly okay until this very moment. 

      “Laughing already?” Cam shoots me a rare, quick smile I return. 

      “Thank you,” I tell him earnestly. 

      I know he only helped me for Chase’s sake, but the whys don’t matter. 

      “Any time you need a knight in shining armor, princess.” He smirks, bowing down to me. 

      I chuckle because it’s hilarious one of the guys who took pleasure in fucking with me helped saved my life. “I’ll keep that in mind.” 

      Chase claims the chair Lola just vacated and takes one of my hands in his. 

      “The police will want to speak to you soon.” 

      I hold Chase’s gaze, a thousand questions in my eyes. As he’s here and not behind bars, I’m guessing he didn’t spontaneously confess to manslaughter. 

      “Did you tell them…” 

      He rubs his thumb on my palm. “Everything they need to know. The firemen contained the fire to the north side of the hill. By the time they arrived, the rangers’ place was completely burned. They found a charred corpse.” 

      I nod, though it’s hard to imagine that Vince, the Vince I knew, is a corpse now. After what he did, I’m glad he’s gone, but it’s still an adjustment. 

      Someone knocks on my door. I lift my gaze to a beautiful black woman in green scrubs. “Ms. Simons? I’m Brenda, your nurse tonight. Your friend let me know you’re in a bit of pain.” 

      “A bit,” I say. If “a bit” means that it feels like someone cut off my hand and sat on my foot. 

      “Well, I can top up your painkiller. Now, if you guys wouldn’t mind stepping out…” 

      The boys and Morgan very much minded. "We can stay to the side, right?” Camden asks. “We won’t disturb you.” 

      The nurse’s no-nonsense expression says otherwise. “I need the space, and your friend needs rest. She shouldn’t have more than two visitors at a time.”

      Rhys, Camden, and Roman are bullied into leaving along with Morgan, but when Chase stirs, I close my fist over his hand. 

      “He can stay, right?”

      Brenda hesitates. “For procedures, it should only be family.”

      “He’s my fiancé,” I tell her. 

      I feel Chase’s eyes on me but I ignore him, focusing on my nurse as she changes the fluid bag I’m hooked to. 

      She’s not done yet when Audrey storms in, Chase’s father hovering in the door behind her. “Oh, darling.” She throws herself on my chest and weeps as she hugs me. I wince because she’s pushing on my arm, right where the IV’s needle’s stuck in. “I could kill him! I would if he weren’t dead already. My baby girl…”

      “I’m okay,” I tell her. 

      I’m not about to go for a walk alone at night anytime soon, but I genuinely feel all right, if I discount the physical pain. 

      Nothing bad happened to me, because Chase made it so. He came to get me. He took care of me.

      I can’t remember the last time I felt like someone else was looking out for my welfare. Don’t get me wrong, Audrey loves me, but she doesn’t proactively care for my wellbeing. If it had been left to her, I would have been found dead two or three days from now. Thanks to Chase, I was found in less than an hour, alive, and not charred to a crisp.

      I look at Chase’s father, who’s awkwardly remaining at the door, and I wave. “Hi.”

      We’ve never talked much. I’m the adult daughter of his girlfriend, what could we have to say to each other? But he came here because he cares for my mother enough to be at the hospital. 

      “Hi, Erica. I’m glad you’re all right. I’ve talked to the police. You can go to the station tomorrow to give your statement. I let them know you needed the rest.”

      “Thank you.” I do need the rest, though I doubt this hard bed in a sterile blue and white room is likely to help. “I’d like to go home.”

      “I’m not sure that’s wise. You passed out, darling,” Audrey reminds me. “They’ll want you for observation, in case you have a concussion, or worse. Inhaling smoke can be very dangerous, too.” 

      Chase kisses my left hand gently. “I’ll ask.” 

      He lets go and leaves the room. His father squeezes his shoulder as he walks past.

      “That boy’s smitten with you.” Audrey grins conspiratorially. 

      I smile back at her, my older mirror, and I consider what my life might have been if I had looked different. If I were less pretty—perhaps not ugly, but plainer than the likes of Audrey—I might not have needed to deal with murder-y, rape-y stalkers. I also might not have earned the attention of Chase Archer. I suppose I don’t mind one of those two things. 

      Chase is back in moments. “We can bring you home after the doctor checks you out, so long as you’re not alone through the night. I texted Mom. She’ll book a nurse who’ll come see you in the morning.”

      I beam at him. “Thanks, Chase. These beds are torture.” 

      Audrey stays until the doctor arrives, chatting animatedly about her evening with Xavier Archer—they were at the theatre in LA when Chase’s text came through. I zone out as my pain recedes thanks to the painkillers. 

      The elderly doctor checks my wrist, and touches my tender foot, informing me that it’s just badly bruised, not sprained, but recommends I take it easy for a few days. 

      “Your smoke inhalation is as much of a concern as the bruise on your head. You fell down, yes?”

      I nod. “I didn’t hit my head very hard. The wrist took the brunt of it.” 

      “Be that as it may, you need to be careful. My advice is to remain in our care until tomorrow at least. I can’t keep you here, though, and so long as you have someone with you through the night, you should be fine. You need to see a doctor if you feel any worse.”

      “I won’t let her out of my sight, Doctor Vaughn,” Chase promises. 

      The old man nods. “Very well. If you insist, you’re free to go. I’ll have a nurse bring the wheelchair.”

      “I don’t need a wheelchair.” I grimace. My foot’s not great, but I’ll manage. 

      “Hospital policy, I’m afraid. I won’t be long, miss.” 

      I don’t know if the hospital is always this efficient, or if the presence of two Archers in my room speeds everything up, but I’m rolled out of there less than ten minutes later. 

      My mother lets Chase roll me to one of his friends’ fancy cars, as I’m certain I couldn’t have fit in Xavier’s sporty two-passenger number. 

      We drive home in comfortable silence, and once we get through the gate, Chase stops in front of his house and tells me, “Wait a second.”

      He comes to the passenger door, opens it, and gathers me in his arms. 

      I let him, mostly because it’s nice being against his chest, but also because walking sucks. “The house’s the other way,” I inform him, because he’s walking to the back of his mansion, rather than toward the brownstone. 

      “I promised you wouldn’t be alone tonight, remember, fiancée?” 

      He takes me to the pool house, kicking the door open so he doesn’t need to set me down.

      Inside, it’s small and cozy. The bed’s made, and everything is in its proper place, down to the neatly stacked pile of books on the bedside table. 

      Though it’s tidy, the space doesn’t look impersonal like the hospital room. 

      “This is your room?” I’m guessing. 

      I’ve never been here before; Chase had to come into my space if he wanted to see me. I never tried to enter his. 

      How silly. It’s rather nice in here.

      “I have a bigger one in the main house, but I like the privacy.” He sets me down on his bed. “You want something to drink? Eat?”

      I shake my head and crawl under the duvet. Chase’s distinctive scent, a woodsy smell with hints of seaside, engulfs me. 

      I’m asleep before my next breath.
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      Erica sleeps like the dead, and I watch her all night. She seems small in my king-size bed. Vulnerable. I can’t get enough of just observing her chest rise and fall.

      If I were any smarter, I’d let her go. I’m terrible for her, and she’s poison to me. I killed someone for her last night and I don’t give a shit. I’d do it again any day. We’re both toxic in our own ways, and this thing between us is unhealthy, unnatural. Relationships aren’t supposed to be this pernicious. 

      I won’t though. It’s far too late for me to let her go. She’s made a mark deep inside me, tattooing her name in blood on the walls of my heart when I wasn’t looking. 

      I didn’t let myself think of what losing her might have meant last night, but now in the stillness of dawn, I see it. My world without Erica Simons. A constant darkness without hope. I would never let anyone that close to me again, not after losing her. 

      I knew I was obsessed with her. I knew I wanted to own her, call her mine, shape a future intertwined with hers. I didn’t realize I loved her. Love is supposed to be tender, gentle, and good. Mine is dark as ink, tinged with violence and demands. I want her cared for, content and safe, almost as much as I want her to be mine. I’m selfish and possessive, but it’s love all the same. 

      She’s barely moved all night, but she starts to fuss under the covers, turning to one side, then the other. 

      The pool house has a small kitchenette I’ve never used, but I start to make coffee. She opens her eyes moments after I’ve poured myself an espresso. “Good morning, baby doll.” 

      “Is that coffee?” she grumbles. 

      “I don’t have milk in here, or your choice of syrup.” 

      She sighs. “Black coffee’s disgusting.”

      I make a mental note to buy what I need to make her drinks in the future. “I can get you some stuff from the main house. How are you feeling?” 

      She shakes her head and winces. “I’m okay.” 

      “No brave nonsense. I want a truthful assessment so I can tell your doctor.”

      “I can tell my doctor myself.” She’s never going to stop arguing with me, is she?

      “Please. Tell me.” 

      “My wrist and my foot are on fire.” 

      I check the phone I’d left to charge when we walked in last night. “Your nurse will be here in an hour. Just enough time to get some food into you. Can you eat?”

      She bobs her head enthusiastically. “I could inhale a memory of elephants.” 

      “Fresh out of elephants, but I’ll see if I can get you pancakes.” 

      Erica sighs dramatically. “I suppose pancakes will do. Do you have a bathroom here?” 

      I help her walk from the bed to the bathroom, and inform her I’m popping by the house. “Don’t push yourself. If your foot’s hurting too much, you stay right there. I’ll be five minutes, max.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Fine. Now let me pee.”

      I hesitate, not willing to leave her alone for one single moment, but I run into the house to raid the fridge for milk, steal caramel syrup, and plate up some of the breakfast the day staff cooked. 

      I’m adding grapes to her plate when my mother walks in. “How’s my future daughter-in-law?”

      “Stubborn and defiant,” I reply with a smile. 

      “Perfect. Exactly what you need.”

      I kiss her cheek and return to the pool house. 

      My mother’s right. I’m too headstrong; most women would chafe under my character. Erica doesn’t, because she’s strong enough to say no to me. Perfect, indeed.

      She’s back in bed when I return. I feed her and make her coffee. Exhaustion only hits me afterwards. I hadn’t allowed myself to rest until I could see with my own eyes that she was fine. 

      I lie down next to her on the bed, half expecting her to kick me out. She doesn’t say anything. 

      “You’re not allowed to die before me,” I inform her.

      She chuckles. “I’ll endeavor to avoid premature death, just for you.”

      “I’d be most grateful if you would be so kind.” She doesn’t get how much I care, which I suppose is fair: I never told her. “I can’t lose you, Erica. I can’t tell you when it happened exactly. It might have been a progressive thing. I never noticed because I was too busy clinging to my hatred for your mother and my father to pay much attention to anything else. Next thing I knew, you’d walked under my skin.”

      She stiffens next to me.

      “I know you think it’s a trick. It isn’t. I thought your mother was ruining my family. Turns out, she’s my dad’s girlfriend, and my mom’s all for it. They have their messed-up relationship, and you know what I realized? That’s none of my business.”

      “I could have told you that part,” Erica says with an eye roll. “I learned to butt out of Audrey’s life a long time ago.” 

      “Yeah, well, some of us are slower. I got it eventually. The only person I should concern myself with is you.” I reach out, wrapping my arms around her gently. “I’m keeping you, Erica Simons. Today, and tomorrow, and the day after. We’ll go to Massachusetts together, and then, conquer the universe.”

      “The entire universe, huh?” she echoes.

      “Yep. All you have to do is say yes, and it’s yours.” I play with the ring on the finger of her broken hand, twirling it around.

      “I get to say yes? I thought you’d pretty much decided how my life was going to go.”

      I smile against her back. “You absolutely get to say yes. I can also work with a no, though.” 

      Whatever she says, she’s mine. 

      “All right.” 

      I sit up, so I can see her face. “Did you just say all right to my proposal?”

      “That was a proposal?”

      “A world domination proposal, at the very least.” 

      “Universe,” she corrects. “And sure. We can conquer the universe.” 

      She’s playing my heartstrings like a fiddle, and she knows it.

      “And you’ll marry me.” I don’t ask her, because it’s not a question. She will. She has to. 

      Erica Simons was made for me, and I’m not letting go.
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      It’s been two months since I woke up in Chase’s bed, and I haven’t slept alone since. 

      My mother has all but moved out, permanently staying in the Archer manor—I see her occasionally for dinner, more often than not with Xavier. He’s all right, really. He tends to chuck money at most problems in life, but there are worse sins. He bought me a car for Christmas, which is sweet, if a little useless. Chase prefers to drive me, and I’m not fond of being behind the wheel, so I let him.

      I stand tall next to my table, attempting to smile, as I consider murder.

      Chase knew I didn’t want him to interfere in any way with my college application; I made that clear. Yet he’s walking right next to the couple of recruiters from MIT, like the entitled dick he is. 

      “And here she is. Angela, Luke, this is my fiancée, Erica.”

      My jaw tightened. “If you recall, I never accepted that proposal.” 

      “You’re still wearing my ring,” he shoots back. 

      I’m embarrassed and pissed he’s distracting those people from my work. They’re supposed to pay attention to what I’ve done, not my boyfriend’s name.

      “Algaculture? That’s a popular subject.”

      “It should be. Our fuel consumption has been a problem for generations, and there’s not nearly as much research into alternatives to liquid fuel.” I talk them through the oil press and my calculations of energy potential, comparing it against gas. 

      It’s the twelfth time I’ve given the presentation, but this one is the one that matters. I want them to see me. Fuck Chase for messing with that. If I get in, I’ll never know if it’s because of him or my own merit.

      The recruiters ask a couple of questions and seem appropriately enthusiastic. In a few minutes, they’re gone. 

      I kick Chase’s shin. “I told you to leave them alone!” I snap.

      “Well, I couldn’t very well do that, now, could I? Luke’s a friend of Camden’s dad. Angela’s dating Rhys’s first cousin.”

      “You really could stop my acceptance.” When he’d threatened that in November, I hadn’t been certain it was in his power. Now, I know better.

      “Sure, but I won’t do that. You chose freedom rather than a high tower and manacles, sadly. I would have quite liked seeing you sprawled out on my bed with cuffs on your pretty wrists.” He looks at the metal box with its crushed algae. “That’s gross.” 

      “So is killing the planet for gas. Now go away. Jocks aren’t allowed at the science fair.” 

      “How very elitist of you.” I’m not surprised he ignores me. He doesn’t interfere with any of my presentation, but his presence next to me feels like a statement. Everyone knows who he is, and he makes it clear that I’m under his protection. 

      I wish the world wasn’t the way it is. I wish that what I do could matter more than who I’m sleeping with, but wishes only work in fairy tales. 

      I’m not surprised to get the scholarship I applied for, and acceptance to all the schools where I applied. 

      “Come on, smile. You got into MIT,” Chase reminds me, grinning from ear to ear.

      “It was cheating. I might have taken someone else’s place—someone who deserves it more—because you had a chat with a friend of a friend.” 

      “Potentially…but I didn’t reach out to anyone in the scholarship department. Do you know how often they give full rides? They saw something.”

      “Yeah. They saw you, and decided they didn’t want to piss you off.” 

      “Baby doll, if they knew about me, they wouldn’t have given you money.” 

      That’s potentially true. 

      “Come on, Erica. You got into MIT. And I have a present for you, too.”

      “I don’t need anything.” I don’t like him spending his money on me. It feels too much like he’s trying to buy me, and that’s never going to work.

      “How about this?” He confuses me, holding out a small pot containing coconut oil, of all things.

      I frown. “Oil?”

      “I figured you might need it if you want to remove this.” He lifts my left hand and touches his ring. 

      I stare at his hand like it’s a snake. “You lost me.”

      “Hopefully not.” He smiles, though it doesn’t reach his amber eyes. “You can remove the ring. You can walk away. I mean, I’ll chase you. My parents knew what they were doing when they named me. I’ll follow you wherever you’re going next, to Massachusetts, England, the end of the world. But I no longer want you to belong to me; not if I can’t belong to you.” He presses his lips to my mouth. “I love you too much not to let you choose.” 

      I stare, arms at my sides, completely taken aback. This isn’t how our relationship is supposed to go. Chase takes. He leads. He rules. Until today, I just had to let him. Now he wants me to take that one step and admit that I’m an entirely willing participant in his game. A player on his board. 

      I take the pot of oil and chuck it over my shoulder. “That’s a terrible gift, Archer.” I bring myself to my tiptoes to reach his mouth. 

      “I do hope you realize this was your one and only chance to get away.”

      He’s wicked, selfish, spoiled, and potentially psychotic, but Chase Archer is also mine. 

      “Who said I wanted to be anywhere but here?” 

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

      

      I hope you enjoyed Toxic Hearts! 

      Erica and Chase were so much fun together.

      Next in Thorn Falls, you can preorder Camden’s story, Suck it Up. Note that Cam’s a different beast, and his story’s a little darker. If you prefer this lighter dynamic, give a try to I Fucking Dare You <3

      I am considering publishing Lola's story in the future, but nothing's set in stone. Feel free to join my Romance Book Coven for the latest news.
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      She’s mine now…

      

      Before she can get in her car and drive away, I reach for the door and hold it shut.

      “I told you to leave me alone.” Billie sneers.

      “And I told you we’d only just begun.”

      “You need to leave me alone. This is stalking. I have pepper spray for creatures like you.”

      I laugh. “Baby, I’m in the Bratva. Do you really think pepper spray is going to stop me from doing whatever I plan to do to you?”

      She swallows hard and seethes. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “You shouldn’t ask a guy like me questions like that.” I reach out and touch her cheek.

      She flinches, turning her face, but the brief contact with her soft skin heats my blood.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      I lean forward and inhale her, taking in the scent of roses and something feminine.

      “Why? I think you would quite like being touched by me.”
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      As my mother pulls up in the school’s parking lot, I stare ahead at Raventhorn Academy’s gothic style design.

      If I didn’t know any better, I could be staring at a mash-up of Notre-Dame in Paris, and Bran Castle in Romania, rumored to belong to Count Dracula.

      It’s beautiful.

      Beautiful and exactly the type of building the normal version of myself would appreciate because of my deep-rooted love for art.

      But I’m not the normal me today. I haven’t been me in so long; I can’t remember who I am. Today is just the start of another piece of shit day in my life in a place I don’t want to be.

      Another school. Another start. Another disaster waiting to happen.

      Warm hands brush over my arm cutting into my thoughts. I turn to meet Mom’s worried eyes as she moves her Oakleys to sit on top of her mane of luscious dark locks Hollywood has christened her signature look.

      I have the same long hair, her sea-green eyes, and her petite athletic frame. People are always telling me I’m the spitting image of her, and I hate it.

      I don’t want to be anything like her.

      “Don’t look so worried. It’ll be fine. Everyone gets nervous when they’re starting at a new school.” She taps my wrist, and the giant-sized diamond in her engagement ring sparkles in the bright morning sun. “I know you’ll settle in quickly.”

      I give her a narrowed look. “I don’t want to be here. You know that. So, I can’t see how you think I’ll be fine or settle in. I don’t want to go to this school, and I don’t want to live in New York.”

      She presses her lips together and regards me with a hurt look in her eyes I don’t care for. I used to care about her until I realized what kind of person she is.

      “We’ve been through this, and we’re not talking about it again.”

      “Mom, we didn’t have to leave L.A.”

      “Yes, we did. Moving here was for the best. I know you blame me but what happened wasn’t my fault.” That stern expression I hate fills her face.

      It’s her resting bitch face, but Mom does it with as much style in her ordinary life as she does on the big screen.

      “No, of course not. You did nothing whatsoever. It’s just like you to excuse yourself from blame.”

      She helped put Dad behind bars. He did his wrongs, and they were terrible. But she was only eager to put her husband of over eighteen years in prison so she could hook up with her lover. That’s a whole other set of wrongs. She also gets the best actress Academy Award for playing the victim so the public would pity her.

      “Billie, we’re done here. Go, and don’t mess things up. This is a good school.”

      I grab my bag and get out just as she’s about to say something else. I have nothing more to say to her I haven’t already said.

      The hum of her Porsche fills my ears as she drives away, and I look ahead to face the day.

      I can’t imagine anything worse than starting my senior year of high school at a new school and in my situation.

      I’m not concerned about being in a new city or the fact that everyone else will know each other.

      My main concern is what they’ll already know about me.

      I’ve always lived in the limelight because of my mother’s success, but recently our family garnered attention for other reasons.

      So, people here are going to know who I am and what my father did.

      I’ll suffer the same fate as I did at my last school, where everyone turned against me.

      Once the scandal hit, I went from Queen B to nothing overnight.

      My first problem here going out into the unknown is that I won’t know my enemies until they choose to strike.

      Dare I wish that maybe things could be different.

      There’s a possibility it could. Raventhorn Academy is an elite school for some of the world’s richest and most important people.

      I won’t pretend I don’t know the history behind the walls. The school is linked to the Bratva and the Knights, a secret society that runs it. Two more things which makes me extremely uncomfortable about being here and my new life.

      You can only get in this school if you’re one of the heirs, or your family is part  of them, or works in their alliance—I did my research and asked the questions I felt I needed answers to.

      I’m here because of Cal, Mom’s fiancée. A.K.A.—the man she was screwing before Dad went to prison.

      Cal is a big-shot lawyer. The kind you know who will wipe the floor with anyone in opposition and who can work miracles when there is no way out.

      He’s originally from Moscow and works for some powerful Russian oligarch.

      The ink was barely dry on the divorce papers before Cal slipped that ring on my mother’s finger. That was weeks ago. It’s coming up to the sixth-month mark since Dad has been in prison.

      A swarm of students come into my view as I get closer to the building.

      It’s busy already.

      I’m supposed to go to the principal’s office first to check-in and get the tour. I guess I’ll be on my own after that.

      I’m so lost in thought that as I turn to go up the steps, I don’t see the guy standing next to me until it’s too late, and I crash right into his hard wall of a chest.

      The impact of the collision is so bad, that I bounce off him and land on my ass.

      My bag goes flying, and the contents sprawling out on the stone pavement. People passing by look on, and I feel like such a klutz.

      Great, Billie, perfect way to draw all the attention you didn’t want to yourself.

      I was hoping to at least get through the doors and settle in before the attention part happened.

      I guess I’ve never been part of the invisible folk anyway, so this is just the universe putting me in the spotlight for more reasons than one.

      Scrambling to my knees, I gear up to apologize, but when the guy crouches down, and I come up close and personal with his handsome face, the air expels from my lungs.

      Piercing silver-blue eyes stare back at me. The sun catches the color perfectly when he tilts his head to the side, and a lock of his shiny black hair falls over his eye.

      I decide his eyes are more silver than blue, but it depends on the lighting.

      He has a face that looks like it belongs on the cover of some magazine and a body that looks far too muscular for a high school boy. Decadent tattoos run up his forearms. Some look like the kind I’ve seen on Cal, which means he’s Russian and most likely one of the Bratva heirs.

      Maybe that’s why he’s looking at me with such scrutiny while I’m appreciating the hell out of his ridiculously gorgeous looks.

      “I’m sorry, I—”

      Before I finish my apology, he grabs one of my pens and snaps it in half, his eyes still riveted to mine.

      He takes another and does the same thing.

      “What the hell are you doing? I said I was sorry. It was an accident.”

      Instead of answering with words, one large hand whips out and secures around my neck.

      I’m so shocked I can’t even breathe, so I’m not sure if my lack of air is his grip on me or my terror.

      He lifts me so that the tips of my toes brush against the pavement, and all I can do is glare at him.

      “You are an accident waiting to happen, Malyshka.” He bares his teeth like sharp fangs.

      Malyshka. That’s Russian for baby girl, so I guess I was right with my prior assumptions.

      I struggle to free myself from his death-like grip and shout at him to let me go, but I can’t do either.

      Three guys come up behind him, all with the same gorgeous, entitled look, and I realize this must be the crew. Every school has them. I’ve just never been the target before the shit with my father hit the fan.

      This has to be about that. Not about bumping into this guy. There’s too much hate in his eyes. It’s so heated it’s stifling, suffocating.

      “Consider this your only warning from me. You have one day to get the fuck out of this school, or the next time you see me, you’ll wish you’d never been born.”

      With one hard thrust, he releases me, but my legs are so weak that I fall to my knees again, this time scraping the skin.

      It dawns on me that we have an audience. Everyone around us was standing there watching, and they did nothing to help me.

      The expressions on their faces are mixed. Some look on with pity, others like I deserved what I just got.

      My attacker backs away with his crew, leaving me there in my demise at the foot of the steps.

      I’m left there staring at his wide, muscular back, wondering who the hell he is.

      As if he can hear my thoughts, he glances back at me, and if looks could kill, he would incinerate me with that glare.

      So, who is he? And what did my father do to him—or his family. It wouldn’t have been him personally but his family.

      Whatever Dad did to them must have been bad because no one has thought to attack me like that before.

      I knew this day was going to be a disaster before it even began.

      I hate when I’m right.
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      “Hi, I’m Isabelle,” says the dark-haired girl standing by Principal Kolyav’s office.

      She’s slightly taller than me with a willowy frame.

      Stepping away from the wall, she smiles at me as I approach and puts out one dainty hand with perfectly manicured fingers to shake mine.

      Warily, I shake her hand briefly. After my encounter with the demon from hell just now and the weird looks I received from pretty much everyone else, I don’t know what to expect from her.

      I assumed I was going into the principal’s office, but that might not be the case.

      “Hi, I’m Billie.”

      “Good to meet you.”

      Well, if she thinks it’s good to meet me, then she might not be as viperous as everyone else. She’s also not looking at me like I’m the scum of the earth, so that has to count for something.

      “You, too.” Looking her over, I decide she appears harmless enough.

      Isabelle has a goth-like Lolita doll style that suits her delicate features.

      “I’m supposed to show you around.” She lifts a shoulder. “I also have these for you.” She hands me a file and a set of locker keys.

      “Thanks. I thought I was going to meet the principal.”

      Not that I’m overly keen to meet them, I just want to report what happened between that guy and me. I can’t allow something like that to slide. That asshole grabbed my neck and threatened me. I don’t care who he is; nobody does that to me and gets away with it. He just caught me off guard.

      Perhaps I should find out who the asshole is first, however, before I report him. It would be best to have a name.

      Maybe Isabelle can help with that. I’ll wait for the right moment to ask. Or maybe I’ll see him again and point him out.

      “My dad—Principal Kolyav is my father.” She rolls her eyes and chuckles. “He  double-booked. So, you got stuck with me.”

      “I hope that’s not a bad thing.” I lift a nervous brow and rock back on my heels.

      “Nope. Not at all.” She lifts her chin a little higher and rivets her gaze to mine. “I’m not a sheep. I make my own rules.”

      At her comment, a light of understanding passes between us that instantly puts me at ease, and I feel that maybe, just maybe, I might make it here for whatever time I need.

      The recollection of what I plan to do to get myself away from this life makes me shudder, but I push the thought to the back of my mind.

      “I really appreciate that.”

      “I thought you would. Want to start with the tour?”

      “Sure.”

      “Cool, we’ll be passing your locker on the way.”

      She tilts her head to the side, motioning for me to follow her, so I do, and we proceed down the glossy hallway, which doesn’t look that much different from Portman High in L.A. The floors here are marble, though.

      Marble in a school—it says a lot.

      For the next few hours, Isabelle shows me around, gives me a tour of the school and grounds, and talks excitedly about the classes she’ll be doing this year. She’s an artist and will be doing an art degree when she goes to college.

      I have my heart set on UCLA. Because of Mom’s refusal to do anything I want, only my crazy plans can get me there.

      Isabelle and I bond over anime, and I find out I was right about the whole Lolita thing. She adores it and loves many of the same shows I do.

      It’s actually great talking to her, and soon I don’t see those casting me bad looks or whispering about me.

      I won’t hold my breath, though. People can show you whatever face they want you to see for different reasons, different instances, different days.

      Back in L.A., I learned the hard way with my so-called friends.

      At lunchtime, we sit on the bleachers, deciding to eat out there because the weather is great.

      That’s when I see my nemesis again.

      I was about to take a bite out of my club sandwich when he emerged with his minions like a dark storm cloud.

      They walk across the quad with the type of confidence most would kill for. Like they’re gods. Like they own the place.

      I can tell from the way everyone else acts around them that they’re treated as such—which is not good for me.

      My monster zeroes in on me, his glare so potent I feel like I’m being skewered by a spear.

      Quickly, I look away and meet Isabelle’s concerned expression. Seeing my unease, she straightens and narrows her eyes.

      

      “Who is that?” I ask.

      “That’s Chad Volkova and his crew of assholes we call the Titans. Don’t mind them, or him,” she says in a determined voice. “Hopefully, he’ll leave you alone if you don’t run into him.”

      “Too late. I already got the rude welcome before I made it through the door.”

      Her brows disappear into her hairline. “God, what happened?”

      “He roughed me up a bit and told me to be gone by tomorrow, so I’m not sure I could manage any more surprises.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wanted to know who he was first. I don’t want any trouble here, and I don’t want anyone causing it for me.”

      “I understand that. I think you might get trouble from him the most, though.”

      That piques my interest. “Why?”

      “Most people here are probably just going to gossip about you because of the scandal, but he’s the only one in the school whose family was impacted by what your father did.”

      Oh God, no. I knew it had to be something like that.

      “In what ways?”

      “It was his mother. She had cancer. Part of the money your father stole belonged to her research foundation. She was shut down after it happened and tried to campaign to get funding but failed. A month later, she died.”

      Fuck. As if I didn’t feel bad enough already.

      I never wanted to believe my father was the bad person the media portrayed him to be.

      But he is. People make mistakes. I believe that, and I believe he did, but it will never change what he did.

      Now I’m here on the other side of the country with a bully who hates me because of my father’s sins.

      “You don’t want trouble with him, Billie. Trust me. Chad Volkova is despicable.”

      “I wanted to report what happened this morning.”

      “You can.” She sighs. “My father will listen, and I’m sure he’ll do all he can to make sure something like that doesn’t happen again. I also imagine he’d try his best to issue some punishment and maybe speak to Chad’s father. But, I’m sorry to say, it won’t do a damn thing to stop dear old Chad from most likely coming back for you with a vengeance.”

      “So, what am I supposed to do?”

      She raises her shoulders into a little shrug. “I’m the last person to advocate bullying in any form, and I’d never dissuade you from taking action on something like that. Just know you’ll have to fight fire with fire because whatever you do, it will make it worse for you here.” She squints and tucks a lock of hair behind her ear, revealing a gold rose barbell I hadn’t seen before. “Your stepfather is in the Bratva, isn’t he?”

      “He’s not my stepfather yet.” I don’t like that she knows things I haven’t spoken about. Things like that make me uncomfortable.

      “Sorry. That was insensitive of me because I don’t know the kind of relationship you have with him. I’m fortunate enough to have a stepmom who’s nice.”

      Cal’s nice too, but he’s not Dad, and I could never be okay with my mother’s affair with him.

      “That’s good.”

      “I hope that doesn’t sound like I was bragging. I wasn’t.”

      “I know. And you didn’t sound like you were.” I offer a little smile.

      “Good. Anyway, I ask about the Bratva because I know you must know their ways.”

      “I do.”

      I knew about them long before Mom hooked up with Cal because Dad had all sorts of clientele. My father is one of the best investment bankers in the country. That means he’s important to a lot of people.

      Those people had all the right connections. The kind of connections which have made it possible for his massively reduced sentence. That’s one of the reasons people are all riled up. They know he’s getting out of prison far too soon.

      “Chad’s father is from one of those old Bratva families who basically own others,” Isabelle explains. “His father and grandfather are on the school board, and they have links to the leaders across the country. Basically, you don’t want to mess things up for yourself. If he didn’t hurt you, I would just lay low and hope that he’ll go the hell away and leave you alone. It’s up to you, though.”

      My shoulders slump. I’m livid that the best solution is to do nothing, but realistically, this guy is minor to me in the grand scheme of things. I have enough on my plate.

      When I return my gaze to him and see he’s still looking at me, I recall his threat.

      The icy tendrils of fear slide down my spine, and I worry about what will happen when I see him again.

      Laying low and hoping for the best is all I can do. I have no other choices that won’t throw off everything else I hope to do.
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      Look at her.

      Billie Fairchild is openly watching me.

      The wind picks up the long, wavy strands of her hair as she gazes at me, and even though we’re about thirty feet away from each other, I can imagine those bright green eyes wide with the fear she showed this morning.

      Good, she should be afraid of me.

      I’m sure the principal’s spawn has given her the 411 on exactly who I am.

      That’s good too, and I don’t care about what is said nor about my actions this morning.

      Everyone knows who I am.

      Everyone knows what to expect from me.

      Everyone knows the truth. Not the whole truth, but enough, and to me, it’s one and the same.

      Considering who my family is, I can’t believe Billie Fairchild was allowed anywhere near this school. Her bitch mother isn’t even married to that asshole Cal yet, so she shouldn’t have had the privilege of coming here.

      It would have at least been respectful if the school board members had refused her admission. But this is Dad all over. Her presence here just shows how little he cared about my mother.

      That’s fine. I cared. I still care, although it’s too late, and my mother is gone.

      It doesn’t stop me from doing what I think is right. There is more than one  way of doing things.

      Hatred pumps through my veins, overpowering my blood.

      As I step onto the path, Maksim, Ilya, and Lev fall in step with me, and people move out of our way.

      I keep my gaze trained on the dark-haired beauty, annoyed that I’ve even given any thought to what she looks like.

      It’s not like I can’t have any pussy I want or however many I want.

      Maybe it was her instinct for defiance that made me take notice. This morning it was just there for a spark and gone the next second when fear made her realize I’m dangerous.

      I look away once we reach the end of the quad, but I feel her gaze still on me.

      Look all you want, Malyshka. You and I are just getting started.

      “You think she’s gonna listen to you?” Maksim asks, nudging into my shoulder.

      “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.”

      The others laugh.

      Although Billie should take my threat seriously, I know she won’t.

      When we approach the breakroom that’s come to be known as our lair, Lev shoves the door open, and we go inside.

      Ilya takes out the new stash of drugs he got from his dealer and passes it around when we take our seats on the leather sofas.

      We have already eaten lunch. Lunch breaks are more about topping up on whatever drug takes our interest.

      “What are you planning in that crazy head of yours, friend?” Maksim asks. “I saw how you looked at her.”

      I pull out a cigarette and light up. “How did I look at her?” I don’t like his tone or that he caught on to my mere fascination.

      “Like you wanted to fuck her brains out, then punish her mouth after with a mouthful of your dick.” He laughs and bumps fists with Ilya.

      “I wouldn’t say no to that,” Ilya smirks.

      “Me neither,” Maksim agrees. “Maybe we should pass her around. Did you see the ass on her and those tits?”

      I give him a hard stare and a crude smile, feeling my blood spike.

      “None of you are touching her, and I’m not passing her around. So, find a new fucking theme.” I’m the leader here, whether they like it or not.

      I have my own business with Billie, and none of them will get to dip their fingers in the honeypot.

      I want her gone. That’s it. Nothing more.

      She’s lucky that’s all I want. If she shows her face tomorrow, it will be game on.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The instant I step through the doors of my home—which no longer feels like mine—I want to turn back the way I came, jump in my car, and drive the hell away.

      Usually, I try to spend as much time away from home as possible.

      The laughter in the living room coming from my father and Selena, his new wife—who used to be our maid—is one big seriously fucked up reason for that.

      The other is simply this house.

      This place I used to call home is where my mother died—where I found her dead, floating in the pool.

      She looked like a poetic macabre combination of a ghost and a porcelain doll—ethereal yet beautiful even in death.

      She killed herself.

      Contrary to what everyone else knows, that’s what happened. Her inoperable tumor didn’t take her final breath like Dad announced. At least he honored my mother’s final wish to keep her cause of death private.

      I figured it wasn’t that hard for him to honor because it took the heat off him and the new situation with Selena.

      If he told the world the truth, people would have thought Mom killed herself because of him.

      I can just imagine the headlines:

      Vladimir Volkova, Top New York accountant, marries his maid two weeks after his wife’s suicide.

      Or it could be this:

      Husband of Luna Volkova remarries two weeks after her suicide. What would New York’s beloved angel think of that? She dedicated her life to saving others, but her husband did not seem to value hers.

      

      If they knew Dad wasn’t just remarrying, I’m sure it would destroy his business because everyone loved my mother.

      He had his part in her death too because he couldn’t keep his dick in his pants. That’s why I hate him so fucking much.

      However, the straw to break her back was having her life’s work terminated when Richard Fairchild, Billie’s bastard father, stole her money. Because of that her research foundation went bust overnight and all her investors pulled out.

      All the businesses that worked with Richard were affected by his dirty deeds, but when it came to my mother and her work, he affected people’s lives.

      If Richard wasn’t as important as he is to various people in the government and the world’s elite, he’d be dead.

      If my father loved my mother the way he should have, the motherfucker would be dead, not simply in prison.

      Richard Fairchild would be six feet under. And if we thought to spare his wife and daughter, the two of them would have been sold off to sex slavers.

      That is how ruthless we can be in the Bratva.

      Since my father didn’t love my mother, and they didn’t have the kind of marriage where a man would protect and defend his wife, nothing was done.

      That bastard is only in prison to tick a box because the public would have gone mad.

      His sentence is the only form of justice I have. When he was exposed, there was nothing anyone could do to save him because his wife turned in hard evidence against him.

      My mother’s dealings with Richard were actually legit, and that’s why she was the only person to get hit the hardest when the skeletons fell out of the closet.

      I look in the living room, and disgust settles in the pit of my stomach when my gaze lands on my father, resting his hand on Selena’s pregnant belly.

      She’s nearly eight months pregnant with his child, so it looks like she’ll be giving birth any day.

      He moved her into his bed the same week as Mom’s funeral, adding more salt to wounds already deep and wide open.

      I guess, though, she was already sleeping in his bed. That was just the day it became official.

      God, I hate living here.

      I’m about to keep walking because I don’t want to speak to either of them, but Selena sees me, and that look of embarrassment she always gets when I’m around washes over her face.

      Dad notices and looks straight at me.

      I still, however, keep walking in silence. I only speak when spoken to.

      That’s my plan for the year that I’m here.

      Dad gets up from the sofa and rushes up to me, catching up before I take the stairs.

      “Chad, I need to talk to you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I got the owner of the grocery store to drop the charges. Selena and I will be away for the rest of the month. I don’t want any more problems from you while I’m gone.”

      Motherfucker. All he cares about is his fucking new wife, who shouldn’t even be here.

      “Whatever,” I scuff.

      “That’s all you have to say?” He quirks a hard brow, and as I stare back at him, it’s like looking at the older version of myself. I got Mom’s silver-blue eyes, though. Thank God. I wouldn’t like to see the world through his debauchery.

      “What do you expect me to say?”

      “Thank you, would be a start.”

      “I’m not grateful. We both know you got rid of the charges because if I went down for that, you’d look bad.”

      If I were someone else, those charges would never have been dropped. I ran my car into the window of that store because I got a bad mix of drugs.

      As bad and fucked up as I am, I own my fault in the matter because I know I shouldn’t have been driving. I wouldn’t have if Ilya told me he’d mixed hardcore shit in with the usual concoction.

      Dad stiffens and intensifies his glare at me. “So, you would have preferred a charge to taint your already colorful record?”

      “I don’t care.” I smirk. “My future is already written in the stars.”

      It is.

      My life was already designed before I was born. I’d go to Raventhorn Academy and move on from there to their university to study accounting.  When I graduate college, I’ll be working in my father’s firm, which serves Aleksander Ivanov, the Pakhan of the Komarovski Bratva, and leader of the Knights.

      I will live for and work for the Bratva until I die.

      That is how my life will be, no matter what I do. All I can change is how rough or smooth the journey will be. It’s like a choice between a slow or fast death. Both lead to the same result.

      “Are we done?” I level him a stare.

      “No, we’re not done, son.” He shakes his head and lifts his chin higher, so we’re eye to eye. “I mean it; I don’t want any trouble from you. Yes, your future is already written in the stars, but remember, I own your ass until you graduate from the academy. Your inheritance is in my hands, and if I don’t see fit to give it to you,   you’re not getting shit.”

      Selena chooses that moment to walk up to the doorway. I hate it when she does that—listening in.

      It’s always at points when she knows my father has some element of control over me, and I’ve been put in my place.

      She’s not the evil stepmother and doesn’t attempt to replace my mother, but she’s evil in other ways.

      My mother hired Selena when she came in off the street, knocking and begging for food. Selena spat on that kindness when she started fucking my father.

      The fact that she lives and breathes in this house irritates me. I would tell her just that too, but I always hold back because I know my mother would never want me to speak to her that way in her state of pregnancy.

      “Are you listening to me, Chad?” Dad asks in a stern voice.

      “Loud and clear.”

      “I know you want to hurt me—”

      “Yes, I fucking do.” I smile wide and proud. “Somebody should. I’m only not doing it because of that inheritance of mine.”

      It’s the only reason I’m still here.

      “Alright, well it looks like we have some understanding.”

      I don’t answer; I just leave him and walk away.

      Times like these make me grateful I have the whole left wing of the house to myself. It’s like a separate house, but I have to enter from the front when I’m driving because of the garage.

      Here, I have privacy and parties, women galore whenever I want to fuck, and most of all—secrets.

      After I go inside, I lock the door with my key, so the staff knows not to disturb me. They hardly come here as it is because my door is mostly locked.

      I head over to the liquor cabinet in the living room area, which is just a bit smaller than the main one.

      Reaching into the little cupboard behind the bottles of wine my grandparents brought from Russia, I grab my stash of Blow and a bottle of whiskey before heading up to my bedroom.

      I have enough drugs in here to end my father and me both. If the cops got their hands on half the illegal shit I have stored up; there wouldn’t be a damn thing anyone would be able to do to get us off.

      I go to my room, throw myself down on the bed and take a good dose of the Blow and a swig of whiskey.

      When I set the bottle down on the nightstand, I catch sight of the printout I got on Billie.

      I pick it up and look at her picture. She looks completely different in real life from what I have.

      For a start, she must have been at least fourteen in this image, so she still has a childlike appearance on her face.

      There was no resemblance to anything childlike on her face today.

      What I saw today was raw beauty, and yes, Maksim, you’re right.

      I did look at her like I wanted to fuck her brains out, then punish her mouth after with a mouthful of my dick. Except I was thinking of doing it the other way around.

      Those pouty lips would be all over my dick first. I’d punish her face until tears formed in her eyes, then I’d bend her over my knee and fuck the hatred I feel toward her out of my system.

      My dick twitches at the thought, and my mouth waters for the taste of her like I’ve been starving for days.

      Looks like I’m in for a very interesting time with Billie Fairchild.

      Babygirl, I truly hope you listen to me and find a way to get the hell out of my life because I will destroy you.

      That is one thing I promise you, Malyshka.
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      “You should definitely come to the party on Friday,” Isabelle bubbles as we walk out to the parking lot. “It will be fun and the perfect way to get over those new-girl nerves.”

      She laughs heartily, and I appreciate the effort she’s making to be what I could call a friend.

      “I don’t know. It might be too soon to do something like that.” I don’t feel comfortable enough to go to a party yet.

      “That’s crazy. How can you even say that?”

      “I just don’t want to put myself in any kind of situation where I may be picked on.”

      “You’ve been fine today. No sign of Chad or his goons.”

      I shake my head. “No. No sight of him.”

      “That’s good right?”

      “It is.”

      Today has been okay so far. I haven’t had as many bad looks as yesterday, and more people spoke to me as I went to a few more classes.

      Of course, because I haven’t seen my monster today, I’m still holding my breath and watching my back. I haven’t had all my classes yet, and I know I’m bound to have a chunk of those with Chad.

      Yesterday when I went home I made sure I did my research on him.

      “Know your enemies and keep them closer than your friends.” That’s what my grandfather used to say to me. It was one of his pearls of wisdom.

      The stuff I found on the Volkovas was exactly the type of things that worried me about having any association with the Russian mafia. The only person in the family who seemed normal was his mother. The tributes I read after her death was touching and made me wonder what kind of person she was. Especially since she is ironically what I want to be when I make it in the medical world.

      People called her and angel. It's hard to believe her son could be so vile.

      “I think I should avoid any situation where I could run into Chad.” I sigh, biting the inside of my lip.

      “You can’t sign off having a social life because of one asshole loser.”

      “True, but I’m not sure everyone else might share the same opinion if I turned up at a party.” I can’t stand people talking about me. I’m in a fragile state of mind, so I don’t have the strength for that.

      “I guarantee you by Friday, the whole school will most likely be talking about the Cindy Parker and Pierre St. John bust up.”

      I think for a moment, and even I can agree with that because the bust-up was definitely Jerry Springer worthy.

      The argument broke out this morning in homeroom when Cindy declared she was gay and leaving Pierre—who she was apparently engaged to—for her best friend, Torri.

      I’ve been here for two minutes, and this is day two of school. Apart from my unhallowed presence, that bust-up seemed to be the biggest news to sweep through Raventhorn’s walls.

      Pierre being the quarterback of the football team and one of the most popular boys at school, did not take too kindly to the news.

      I used to love a little gossip as much as the next girl. When that happened this morning, I was just grateful people wouldn’t be talking about me for a while.

      “How about I think about it?” I need to decide if I even want to go. I might be busy on Friday if all goes well tonight.

      “Okay, but since I won’t see you for lunch, do you want to go shopping after school? The new fall collection just arrived at Neiman’s, and I don’t want to miss it.”

      “I can definitely do shopping.”

      “Alright, see you in class.”

      I nod, and she saunters away.

      I continue to my car—which I now have. It’s on the other side of the parking lot.

      My little midnight blue Porsche arrived yesterday when I got home—a present from my mother, probably to try and smooth things over after the unpleasantness of yesterday morning.

      I already knew I was going to get a car and hoped it would be soon, so I’m glad to have it.

      As much as I don’t want anything from my Mom or Cal, I took it because it will come in handy for a number of things I’m about to do.

      Seniors are allowed off campus for lunch, so I told Isabelle I wanted to go into the city to get some stuff. She had to have a short lunch anyway, so it worked perfectly.

      I am leaving campus, just not for the reason I gave.

      I need some privacy for an hour.

      That was why I parked where I did.

      My phone beeps with a message in my bag. Knowing exactly who it’s from, I reach in and pull it out.

      It’s from the Decadent Agency. The people I’m willing to sell my soul to, to get the money I need to leave New York and go to UCLA next fall.

      They’re a high-end escort service run by the same people who own the Dark Odyssey sex club in Chicago and L.A.

      They make dark fantasies come true. I’m applying to be one of their angel dolls.

      The position is mainly online work where you can do anything from selling nude pictures, doing naked videos, or even becoming an escort if the men you meet like you.

      I came across them when I hit an all-time low and realized my life wouldn’t be mine again unless I did something to take it back. The problem, of course, in doing so is having enough money.

      Chad wouldn’t know just how badly I want to leave this place. I’m only here because Mom threatened to cut me off if I didn’t come.

      If I leave now the same threat applies.

      In the interim I’ve done as I’ve been told because of my dreams to become a doctor. I can’t afford med school, and any student loan I’d get wouldn’t cover everything I need because of the specialist course I want to pursue.

      Like my grandfather, I want to go into medical research and work specifically with childhood related illnesses.

      I hoped to reason with Mom but failed. That’s why I’ve taken matters into my own hands.

      Besides, apart from going to college, I want to be in L.A. to support my father when he gets out of prison.

      He’ll have to start over, and even though he’ll have a place to work, nothing will ever be the same again because the world knows what he did.

      Dad stole millions to buy drugs and gambled the rest away in high-stakes poker games.

      The court seized everything he owned in an attempt to repay some of the people he stole from. Because he was reckless, his assets also included my trust fund and everything my grandfather left me. That’s why I have nothing.

      He’s the devil to those he hurt, but I’m his daughter. So, I’m bound by some duty to help him.

      If I don’t go back, he won’t have anyone there who still loves him.

      Now that I’ve decided I’m leaving, what worries me is doing this actual job.

      God, who would have thought the daughter of a former billionaire and an A-List Hollywood starlet, would have to sink so low as to sell her body.

      Given my past and the way my innocence was stolen from me, I should feel dirty. I do. I’m just at the lowest level of desperate with no other way out.

      I’ve thought of other ways to get the money I need but found none as effective and the more time I spend doing nothing the worse it will be for me.

      The message from the agency is prompting me to activate my second-tier membership.

      I got approval for the first-tier last month after my eighteenth birthday.

      The application process was to send in a topless photo of myself, which I did. If the pictures got a certain amount of likes, they’d pay you and

      take you on.

      After ten thousand likes, my account got approved just before we moved from L.A. That was last week, and it gave me hope.

      When three thousand dollars was deposited into my account just for a picture of my face and my tits, I pushed aside any reservations that would persuade me not to do it.

      I’m not sleeping with anyone. I was clear about that from the start because they wanted me to.

      All I would need to do is a month’s worth of videos, and I’d have the money to pay for my entire college tuition and enough to live on. I’d work too, so I’d be fine.

      When I get to my car, I click the link in the message and start filling out the form.

      “Nice car,” comes the deep baritone of my monster.

      Startled, I jump and nearly drop my phone.

      Chad steps out from behind the archway and smiles, revealing dimples that should come with a warning label because they make him look even more ridiculously gorgeous than he already is.

      Why are all the villains always so fucking good-looking?

      That’s all he is, though—handsome, beautiful even. The devil was beautiful.

      This guy carries the same evil beauty that warns you to run away because if it’s too good to be true, it usually is.

      “What do you want?” I try to keep my nerves out of my voice. It works to some extent, except guys like him who prey on the weak can always tell when you have to force bravery.

      I’m not weak, but the situation with my father has left my mind fragile and vulnerable.

      “I’m just wondering how it is I told you not to come back, yet here you are in your fancy car.” Raw menace is laced in his voice. As if he’s already stomped on me and victoriously ended my existence.

      “I’m sorry for what my father did to your mother.” I hoped a simple heartfelt apology would be enough. Sometimes all a person wants is someone to say sorry. It seems like a long shot with this guy, but I thought I’d at least try.

      “Glad to see you’ve done your homework, Billie Fairchild. So, you must know my name.”

      “Yes, Chad Volkova.”

      He gives me a wolfish grin. “A stranger doesn’t become your friend just because you know their name.  Neither do they have to accept a lame-ass apology simply because you offer it.”

      “Look, I’m trying. I understand why you hate me, but you can’t blame me for something I didn’t even do.”

      He comes closer, seeming much taller and more muscular than yesterday. When he gets far too close for comfort, I step back, bumping into my car.

      I expect him to stay where he is, but he inches closer still like he’s going to kiss me.

      The thought instantly makes my bravado slip and a lump the size of Texas forms in my throat, freezing the breath in my lungs.

      “I’ll blame whoever the fuck I want to blame, and I want you gone, Malyshka.”

      “You can’t tell me what to do.” I square my shoulders. “If you or your people could, I wouldn’t be allowed here.”

      When he answers with a slow, easy, sensual smile and looks me up and down in the same leisurely manner like he’s committing my body to memory, it throws me. I’m knocked off-kilter and surprised by the tingle of arousal jabbing at my insides.

      No. Billie, under no circumstances must you get all worked up over this guy. He’s an asshole, for fuck’s sake.

      “I personally haven’t allowed you to be here.”

      “Well, clearly, your opinion doesn’t matter.”

      In one swift move, he catches my throat just like yesterday and squeezes.

      God. He’s crazy. He has to be.

      “Let go of me. You fucking asshole.” I hit his chest, which feels like ramming my fist into a steel wall.

      Sliding his fingers up to my face, he holds me in place and glares down at me with blazing eyes. There’s something else, though, lurking within the waves of hatred. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

      “That mouth of yours is going to get you in trouble,” he warns.

      “Let. Me. Go.”

      “It’s so pretty; I want to fuck it. So defiant, I want to punish it until you choke on my cock.”

      My eyes turn to saucers, and shock pulses through every nerve of my body.   At that moment, I realize what the look in his eyes is.

      It’s lust.

      The idea would be laughable if he didn’t just say what he said to me.

      I must be more fucked up than I realized because his dirty words stir arousal once more deep in my core, and I imagine him fucking my face with his cock.

      “Maybe you like the idea of being my little slut,” he taunts, pulling me from the dark vision.

      I yank myself free of his grasp, raise my hand, and slap him right across his face so hard it leaves a mark.

      Those passing by and watching us—watching and once again doing fuck all to help me—gasp in surprise.

      I’m only surprised I found the strength to hit him, but my action didn’t surprise me.

      It was that word he used that made me snap—slut.

      On hearing it, I retorted like I do every time I’m dehumanized with that word, and I remember what happened to me when I was just a little girl.

      That’s what the devil used to call me when he forced himself on me.

      Years later—so many years later, and I still can’t forget.

      Chad looks surprised but completely unfazed. “Consider that your second strike, but for what it’s worth, I like your fire.”

      “Leave me alone. I don’t know you, and you don’t know me. Just stay away from me.”

      “No,” He chuckles. “You and I have only just begun.”

      I’m done here. I open the car door and get in, but when I pull away, the steering feels weird, and the warning notifications come on. It feels like I have a flat  tire but on all four wheels.

      Something is wrong with the car, but what? It was fine this morning. I wait until I get a little way away from my monster before I stop and get out of the car to check the tires.

      When I do and see that my tires have been slashed, I realize with horror that that motherfucker did it.

      I look back to where he was standing, but he’s gone.

      Christ. What the hell?

      He’s a fucking psycho.

      So, am I supposed to allow him to get away with this?

      Hardly.

      It’s not in my nature to bow down and take shit from anybody.

      Two can play at this game of shit, and I just signed up to be a player.
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      Bastard.

      This is where he hangs out.

      Taking care to remain hidden, I keep close to the ledge of the skylight of the so-called breakroom.

      I’m on the roof looking down at Chad and the Titans.

      I loathe thinking of them as anything of the sort because their power gives them the means to call themselves whatever they want.

      These guys have taken it to the extreme though as they are rumored to have a tattoo of a mythical Greek god somewhere on their bodies. I haven’t looked that close at any of them to see for myself, and I don’t want to.

      Apparently, this is supposed to be one of the rooms available to all the junior and senior year students, but this one belongs to them.

      It’s the last period of school, and they’re ditching it.

      To carry out this little heist, I had to do the same, missing biology, a class I was actually looking forward to.

      This would have been my first class with all of them.

      I just had to get whatever I was doing done and dusted before the end of the day. The idea is to watch my enemy, so I may get some idea of defeating him.

      Or, at the very least, get him off my back, so he’s not doing any more damage to me or my things.

      I spent the entire lunch hour organizing someone to pick up my car to take it to the garage. That prompted a call from Cal after it arrived because the mechanics contacted him to let him know the tires had been slashed.

      When he called me out of concern, I wanted to tell him to leave me alone, but that would have made me teen bitch, snapping back at a man who was just checking on me.

      Luckily, he’s sending someone to pick me up after school, and my car should be ready for use tomorrow morning.

      His call means I’ll probably have my mom on my back when I get home. I’m not looking forward to that.

      The door opens at the other end of the room, and a leggy redhead walks in with three of her friends—one for each guy.

      I don’t know the names of the girls, but I’ve seen them around. They’re as popular as the guys, and the most Isabelle said to me was to stay away from them and off their radar.

      Like other schools who have a group of girls like that, I expect the same vindictive attitude and bitchy problems. Neither of which I have time for.

      The dark-haired girl goes over to Ilya and Maksim, who both start undoing their belt buckles.

      My eyes nearly pop out when they take out their cocks, and the girl drops to her knees to give them both blow jobs.

      Jesus, what the hell am I looking at?

      And at school?

      Then again, what did I expect from these guys?

      The redhead goes over to Chad, who’s sitting on the biggest chair—as if he’s the king. I wonder what he’s going to do to her or what she’ll do to him.

      Something knots in my stomach when she jumps on his lap with a big, seductive smile on her porcelain face.

      She tries to kiss him, and he backs away, seeming to grunt.

      The girl doesn’t look happy with his reaction and tries again. This time he stands, and she slides off his lap.

      The other girls are giving the guys blow jobs, and I’m momentarily distracted when Maksim takes the blonde over to the sofa and sits her on his lap so she can straddle him. Moments later, he’s fucking her.

      Feeling my skin heat, I look away.  At the right time, too, because Chad has just walked over to a cupboard and is taking out a bag of powder—white powder that looks like drugs.

      I get a good look inside the cupboard and see several packs. That has to be cocaine or something like it. And fuck, all those bags in there must amount to at least a hundred grand.

      Not that I know. I’ve gathered my knowledge from watching C.S.I and N.C.I.S—my Saturday night shows.

      Whether I’m off my mark or not, that’s a fuck ton of drugs, and I think I just found my fight fire with fire thing.

      On that thought, I grab my phone and manage to take a picture of the drugs in the cupboard before Chad closes the door.

      Isabelle’s advice made sense but look at today. Am I supposed to just do nothing?

      Chad slashed the tires on my car. That’s a huge deal. If he’s capable of that, what will he do next?

      If I at least do this one thing—which is to alert Principal Kolyav, it might help my situation with my monster.

      When Chad goes to the table in the center of the room, pours some of the powder on a little silver paper, and starts snorting it, I decide I’ve seen enough.

      I don’t want to wait until he joins in the fuck session like the others now have.

      What a group of entitled assholes.

      Well, I’m sure they won’t be happy when they discover what I’m about to do.
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      “Are you okay?” Mom asks the moment I walk into the house.

      She was by the stairs tending to the flowers in the vase.

      From the expression on her face, I can tell she’s been dying for me to get in.

      She called earlier, but I didn’t answer. It was just after I went to the principal’s office.

      Mom spent the day doing charity work at the shelter. I guessed Cal must have gotten a hold of her and told her what had happened to me.

      “I’m fine.”

      “But someone slashing your tires is not okay.”

      “I’m fine, Mom. There’s no need to worry.”

      “Do you know who did it? Cal called the school and asked for a recording of the surveillance, but there was nothing there. No one can explain why, but it doesn’t change the fact it happened.”

      Of course, I can’t imagine Chad leaving any evidence to incriminate himself.  There are cameras in that area of the parking lot, so there should have been surveillance video, unless it was switched off or something.

      I’ve already taken matters into my own hands, so I don’t want to make things worse by getting my mother involved.

      “I don’t know,” I lie, and she knows my answer for a lie. She always knows.

      “Billie, I just want you to be safe. If someone is bothering you, I need to know. This is just day two, and obviously, this has to be about your father. Nobody would  do something like that to you.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Dad with you.” I try to push past her, but she blocks me.

      She reaches into her jacket pocket, pulls out an envelope with the UCLA logo on it, and holds it up for me to see.

      Shit, shit, shit.

      That has to be a response to one of my query letters. Or even my admission letter. I requested that all correspondence be emailed to me, but I forgot to ask for nothing to be posted.

      “Can we talk about this?” Mom raises her brows.

      “Why? So, you can scream at me again?”

      She doesn’t want me in L.A. for anything. When we last spoke about this, she was adamant that I go to Raventhorn University next fall.

      I made her think I’d agreed. The argument we had was one of the things that pushed me to look at the Decadent Agency.

      I don’t want my life to be tied to my mother and Cal. And, I’m not comfortable having any link whatsoever to the Bratva.

      Cal hasn’t been in my life long enough for me to fully know what to expect, but I know what I suspect—which is danger—isn’t far off reality.

      I don’t want anyone dictating to me who I should marry or how I should live my life. Not to mention the threat of death and worry over threats in general.

      Those are only some of the things to be concerned about, but they’re enough to give me every reason to want to leave.

      I owe it to myself to find a way.

      Mom sighs, and her face hardens. “The letter is about your application.” She turns the envelope so I can see it’s open—she opened it.

      “You read my mail.” I glare at her.

      “I know I’m wrong to have done that, but I couldn’t believe it when I saw it.”

      “Mom, why are we having this conversation when you know what I want?” I bite down hard on my back teeth to tamp down my rage.

      “Because I don’t want you there. Despite the fact that I’ve said so repeatedly, you do this.”

      “UCLA is a good school with a great research program and the opportunity to go abroad for my research.”

      “Sweetheart, UCLA doesn’t come close to Raventhorn University. When you go there, you will have the chance to go abroad and do whatever you want for your studies.”

      She might be right, but like the academy, the university is run by the Bratva.

      “I don’t want to go there.”

      “Well, I don’t want you in L.A.”

      “You don’t want me in L.A. because Dad will be out by the time I’m supposed to go to college.” I go in for the kill and stop pussyfooting around the truth.

      “Yes. I don’t want you around him.” Her hands tremble, and her face colors fiercely. “I already warned you what would happen if you defied me, but it seems you didn’t take me seriously.”

      My God, she’s actually gearing up to threaten me again. As if the first time wasn’t bad enough.

      “I did take you seriously. Being threatened to be cut off when you have no money, isn’t something you quickly forget. Dad might be bad, but he would never do that to me.”

      “Don’t you dare compare me to that man.”

      “It’s true. He would never put me in a position where I’d feel trapped. And if he had money, I wouldn’t even be here having this stupid conversation with you.”

      “You think your father is such a saint, don’t you? Look what he did to all those people. Look what he did to our family.”

      “He hurt people, but you both hurt our family, and I’m sure when he found out about you and Cal, it didn’t help.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I’m sure I do,” I say with insistence. “Nevertheless, nothing changes the fact that I’m your daughter, and you threatened to cut me off because I don’t want to do what you want me to do. What kind of bitch does that?”

      The moment I get the words out, she slaps me across my face.

      This has to be irony at its finest, or probably karma for the way I slapped Chad earlier. But he deserved it. I suppose I deserved the slap, too, for calling my mother a bitch.

      I didn’t mean to, the words just came out. However, right now I think she deserved the label.

      I step around her, and she catches my arm, tears filling her eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Billie,” she mutters.

      “Get your hands off me.” I shake my arm free and glare at her as the first tear falls.

      “Your father is not the man you think he is. His crimes toward us existed long before this disaster.”

      I don’t know what she’s talking about, and I don’t want to know.

      “Just leave me alone.”

      I walk away, passing Cal as I head down the hallway. He doesn’t say anything to me.

      I’m glad he never gets involved when Mom and I argue.

      He gives me a look of sympathy that pinches my heart, and I hate it because, in that look, I saw understanding—something I desperately need but don’t want from him.

      I head to my room and lock the door.

      They should leave me alone for the rest of the evening.

      I throw myself down on the bed, and Mom’s words suddenly fill my head.

      His crimes toward us existed long before this disaster.

      Dad was the loving father. Until now, he never did anything  for me to think badly of him.

      Sure, like most men in high-profile jobs, he was busy and working a lot, but he made up for his absence when we were together. He took us on vacations to beautiful, exotic places and even took time off two summers ago to go to Rwanda with me. We both volunteered at the children’s hospital and had the most magical experience ever.

      More than anything, he was the reason I bounced back after my horrible ordeal as a child. Mom fell apart when she discovered I was raped.

      Raped. Me.

      She wasn’t there for me because apparently, she blamed herself. She was too consumed with not being able to see that devil for who he was.

      His name was Jack. He was someone Dad worked with who became a family friend.

      Someone killed him shortly after his last assault on me. Until this day, no one knows who killed him.

      I kept every encounter quiet because he threatened to kill my parents, but that last time was so bad I couldn’t stop bleeding. Of course not, I was fucking nine years old. It went on for over a year, but that last time was so brutal.

      Mom found blood on the sheets the next morning and thought I got my period.

      When she saw bruises on my body, I burst out crying, and she took me to the doctor.

      That’s how the truth came out.

      It turned out the motherfucker was obsessed with my mother, and when he couldn’t have her, the psycho came after me because I looked like her.

      That’s why I hate any reference to our resemblance.

      I straighten up and stare at my computer.

      It’s time.

      Time to take the next step, time to demoralize myself, time to find my path to freedom.

      My room is on the same side of the house as Mom and Cal’s but far enough for me to hide away and do what I need to do.

      I make my way over to the computer, sit and log into the Decadent Agency site, selling the last traces of my soul to the dark side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SIX

          

          
            Chad

          

        

      

    

    
      “Well, are you going to even try to explain yourselves?” Principal Kolyav stares back at the boys and me with a heavy scowl on his haggard face.

      We sit before him like we’re on trial, and he’s our judge, jury, and executioner.

      An executioner who can’t execute.

      That’s the reason for the scowl.

      He can’t do what he would really love to do, and that’s to get rid of us.

      He’s not just a part of the Bratva; he’s a Knight, too, and because he runs the school, his direct line of management is the Pakhan.

      He’s not going to want anything happening that taints his unblemished record.

      The fool took pride in it until we graced his halls years ago, and he saw just how much havoc we could wreak.

      We continue to hold our silence as he uses the end of his pen to tap the bag of cocaine on the desk between us. He then slides it over the picture someone took of the stash in the breakroom, which was cleaned out when we arrived this morning.

      Someone. I have a pretty good idea who that someone is.

      I just didn’t know she had that much balls.

      Like me, when I slashed her tires , she was discreet, but she did something I never expected.

      Part of me feels I should have preempted some retaliation because Billie Fairchild is anything other than the weak girly girls I’m used to. The ones who scramble to please me and mine, and bow down to suck my dick whenever I order it.

      Principal Kolyav starts rattling on about shit I don’t care about, and I zone out thinking about her.

      I don’t know when she did this, but it would have been some point yesterday in the afternoon. We went to the breakroom twice after my encounter with her.

      She must have followed me one of those times, and I never suspected it. I should have known something like that was happening, but I must have been lost in my thoughts.

      Yesterday morning before I left for school, I found Selena in my mother’s office at home, throwing out her things.

      It was the last place that hadn’t been sorted out and where everything had been moved to.

      I saw her and noticed the garbage bags with things that should never be thrown away. Things like pictures of my mother. Of course, I lost my shit.

      Dad came to the rescue like the fucking calvary, and I don’t know how I didn’t beat the shit out of him.

      Yeah, I might have had my ass handed to me, but it would have been worth it.

      The argument ended when I gathered up the bags and took them to my room.

      While Selena and Dad left for their vacation, I was late to school because I spent the morning moving my mother’s things.

      When I slashed Billie’s  tires on her brand new Porsche, I had the fire of hell in my soul fanning the flames of my fury.

      I had no off switch, and I was ready for her.

      I’m ready for her again now, but instead of wanting to get back at her with something just as juvenile as what either of us did, I’m having that disjointed incongruent feeling again of wanting to punish her with a hard fuck.

      I want to bend her over my knee and spank her ass, then her pussy, and fuck her brains out until she submits to me.

      She did this and must have known I’d know it was her, yet she didn’t care.

      My dick twitches at the defiance and the image of how red her ass cheeks would be if I spanked her.

      I’d make the flesh raw, then lick it better.

      “Chad,” Principal Kolyav says my name with annoyance, sounding like he asked me something previously, and is furious I didn’t answer.

      “What?”

      “Since none of your friends will answer, I asked you where you got the drugs.”

      “As if I’m gonna tell you. I already said none of us are speaking without a lawyer.” I smile, and he seethes.

      “You little fucker.” He leans forward. “You think you can come in here and talk shit to me. There was half a million dollars worth of cocaine and other drugs in that cupboard.”

      “And, so what?”

      He sighs with frustration and shakes his head. “You know what, let’s just cut to business. Given who your fathers are, the most I can do is hand you three months detention. Rest assured, however, I’ll be speaking to your parents.”

      Shit, fucking shit. I knew this was coming, though. It was logical he’d do that.

      Of all the things I’ve done here, this is the only thing that could get me expelled, which means it’s next-level bad when it comes to my father.

      Principal Kolyav might not be able to do anything to me, but my father can. He can make life difficult for me.

      “My father is currently away on a fuck vacation with his whore,” I say with nonchalance, although my jaw twitches with unease.

      “That’s fine by me. The rest of you can go;  you stay.” He keeps his gaze fixed on me. The boys leave, and he relaxes his shoulders. “Did you slash the tires on Billie Fairchild’s car?”

      “No, sir.”

      “I know your lying, Chad.”

      “Why do you think that?” I give him a narrowed look.

      “Because I know you, and this has you written all over it. I’m also aware of the encounter you had with her on her first day here.”

      “Doesn’t mean it was me.”

      “Cut the bullshit, I don’t know what you did or how the cameras never picked it up, but I know it was you. You need to leave that girl alone. We’re all aware of what her father did, but you are not to take out your frustration on her. Is that understood?”

      “Of course, Principal Kolyav.” I nod and give him a little smile which probably makes me look psychotic, but I don’t care.

      Tell me not to do something, and I’ll do it a hundred times. I might do it even more because it’s her.

      Now that she’s sparked my interest and hardened my dick, there’s no way I’m leaving her alone.

      She just woke the beast inside me, so game on.

      This is her third strike.

      Now it’s time to teach her a lesson she’ll never forget.
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      For the next few days, I make Billie think I am leaving her alone.

      I made her believe she won and put me, the bully, in my place.

      I watch her, and she knows I’m watching. It’s something I make a point of while we’re in class.

      We have five classes together, so I unnerve her five times as much.

      When she leaves the school grounds, I make sure I’m right there waiting in the parking lot to freak her out even more.

      She tries to ignore me, but she can’t do it any more than I can her.

      Friday night comes, and I’m surprised when she turns up at Belinda Pertrinkov’s party.

      I’m even more surprised by how much better she looks when she gets dressed up.

      The clothes she wears during the week are all so casual looking as if she’s trying to hold on to her girlhood. However, with a body like hers, it’s impossible.

      Those fully rounded tits and that ass make her look like a woman ripe and ready for the taking.

      Tonight, she and Isabelle, Principal Kolyav’s spawn, are wearing bodycon dresses. Hers is black with diamantes splashed over it, and Isabelle’s is white.

      While she doesn’t have the kind of figure Billie is sporting to carry off the dress, even I can admit she looks good. Definitely better than those stupid Lolita doll dresses she’s been wearing for the last five years that I’ve known her.

      Both girls have their hair up in messy buns, and both ignore me when they catch me watching from the sidelines.

      Fingers flutter over my back and work their way around to my chest as Jenna comes face to face with me.

      She’s wearing red tonight. It matches her hair.

      “You look bored, Chad. Boredom doesn’t suit you,” she coos in a syrupy voice.

      “I always look like this.” I have a professional poker face.

      “There’s something different about you tonight. Something more tense. Come on, let me fix that.”

      She’s been on my ass all week, trying to fuck me.

      It’s always the same with her. She goes from one dick to the next, then circles back to me.

      When I actually am bored, I take what she’s offering.

      I just haven’t wanted it this week. I haven’t wanted her, and she knows it.

      I think it’s safe to say she knows me well enough to guess that if I’m standing here watching a girl I hate, it means I’m up to something more than what meets the eye.

      “No,” I tell her with the same nonchalance.

      “Why not?” She pouts, pressing her fingers into my chest.

      I lean closer to her ear, and she smiles, probably thinking I’m going to kiss her.

      “You know I never explain myself to anyone. I’m not going to start now. Now run on. Don’t make me repeat myself.”

      Jenna drops her hands to her sides, and I return my gaze to Billie across the room, who I’ve caught staring at me.

      As our gaze collides, she looks away quickly and continues talking to Felipe, one of the audio-visual geeks.

      Jenna sees where my gaze has landed once more and frowns with disdain.

      With a huff she walks away, but I know she’ll either try her luck with me again later tonight or tomorrow.

      The guys come, and we start drinking and joking around the way we do at parties, but my eyes are always on the beauty who suddenly gets ready to leave at ten o’clock.

      It’s way too early to leave, and I’m sure she doesn’t have a curfew.

      Billie weaves through the crowd with her purse clutched to her chest, and instinct makes me follow like the predator I am stalking my prey.

      I wait until she gets way down the long driveway, which is practically covered with cars, before I wolf whistle at her, and she glances over her shoulder at me.

      In the moonlight, her beautiful face contorts with the perfect combination of fear and disgust.

      Fear looks pretty on her; I realize when I walk closer.

      She almost stumbles over her feet when she picks up her pace but keeps going on shaky legs.

      “Did you wear that dress for me?” I call out.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Maybe you knew I’d think it was sexy as fuck.”

      She keeps walking, and I follow, falling in step with her.

      “I wore this dress for me.”

      “Of course, you did.”

      She glares at me.

      “It was you, wasn’t it?” I brush the edge of her elbow, and she recoils.

      “Me what me?” She keeps going and stops at her car.

      “You know what.”

      “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

      Before she can get in her car and drive away, I reach for the door and hold it shut.

      “I told you to leave me alone.” Billie sneers.

      “And I told you we’d only just begun.”

      “You need to leave me alone. This is stalking. I have pepper spray for creatures like you.”

      I laugh. “Baby, I’m in the Bratva. Do you really think pepper spray is going to stop me from doing whatever I plan to do to you?”

      She swallows hard and seethes. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “You shouldn’t  ask a guy like me questions like that.” I reach out and touch her cheek.

      She flinches, turning her face, but the brief contact with her soft skin, heats my blood.

      “Don’t touch me.”

      I lean forward and inhale her, taking in the scent of roses and something feminine.

      “Why? I think you would quite like being touched by me. I peg you to be a screamer, though. The same way you like to tell tales you shouldn’t speak of.”

      I inch closer, blocking her path with my arm when she attempts to get away from me.

      With my free hand, I catch her face, but the grip isn’t fueled with the anger I normally exude. What’s there instead is desire.

      Desire that makes me run my finger over her long, elegant neck.

      “Let go of me, Chad,” she grates out, but I can see in her eyes she’s having the same trouble as me. Desire has touched her, too, and she doesn’t know what to do about it because it feels like insanity.

      “Not until you tell me the truth.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so I don’t know what truth you want.”

      “I know it was you who told Principal Kolyav about my stash. Newsflash, little girl, you can’t get back at me.”

      “You’re crazy.”

      “Yes, that’s the first thing you should know about me. I am crazy.”

      She tries to get away from me again, but I hold her in place, pressing her into the car so she can feel my growing erection.

      “What do I have to do to get you to leave me alone?”

      I move  closer to her lips, and my arousal intensifies when she stays there as if she’s interested in tasting me, too.

      “There’s not a damn thing you can do because I’m not done with you yet, Malyshka.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” she asks with more insistence, once again showing that fiery defiance.

      “Everything. I want to do everything, and I think you’d let me. Wouldn’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Let me enlighten you, baby girl. I want to fuck you.”

      It’s dark, but I can see the blood draining from her face. She looks pale like she might faint, and she’s so stunned she’s not moving.

      Good, because I’m going to satisfy my curiosity to find out what she tastes like.

      Before she can take her next breath or recover from my words, I crush my lips to hers, and the moment I taste her, I wish I hadn’t .

      The taste—the mere taste of those full soft lips—hooks into my soul with claws so sharp it pierces my being.

      The taste of her hooks me worse than the most potent drug I’ve taken—and I’ve taken a fuck of a lot—so when she moans, I take full advantage and sweep my tongue into her hot wet mouth.

      I caress her tongue, kissing her harder. When I suck on her little tongue,  the magnified pleasure hits me like a punch to my gut, and I know she feels it too.

      She does, but she pushes me away.

      I could have held her there in my grasp, but I released her only because I  was as shocked at myself as she was.

      Her hands shake as she reaches for the car door and gets in without another word.

      She drives away like hellfire is on her fine ass, and I smile like the psycho I am.

      My smile widens when I get a crazy idea. Earlier in the week, she followed me to watch me. I’m going to do the same thing to her.

      So, I do.

      I follow her home, but I park in an inconspicuous location on the next road so no one can see me.

      I then slip onto the property through the back garden and locate the security panel by the pool house. I do the same thing I did to the cameras at school and freeze them for half an hour. It’s a handy technique I learned from one of my father’s men who served time.

      There are guards here. Not as many as my father has at our place, but enough.

      Her house is nearly as big as mine with the same sort of design, so I find my way around easily.

      Most of the house is dark, but when a light pops on in one of the bedrooms, I guess it to be hers.

      There’s a Sequoia tree across from the window, so I climb it. When I get to the top, I see I’m right. It’s her room, and she’s inside, taking her clothes off.

      Perfect timing.

      Perfect, perfect, timing.

      I position myself on a thick sturdy branch so I can get a better look.

      Billie takes her hair down and slips out of her dress, revealing the body I admired all night.

      When she takes off her bra, unleashing those tits, I nearly blow my load as I allow myself the indulgence of looking at those perfect pink puckered nipples, still clearly aroused from my kiss.

      I expect her to go in the shower or change for bed or something similar, but she doesn’t. She tussles her hair and sits in front of her computer.

      My view is only partially masked, so I see enough.

      Moments later, when she starts rubbing her nipples and doing pouty poses, my suspicions go through the roof.

      What the fuck is she doing?

      She looks like she’s posing.

      Is she?

      No way.

      I narrow my eyes, and a thought comes to my mind, so I take out my phone and use my tracker—one of my hacking devices—to access her IP address.

      It works.

      A few more taps link my phone with her computer allowing me to share the screen.

      When I see she’s on the Decadent Agency’s website, understanding forms in my mind. Along with extremely dark ideas only a fucking psycho like me could conjure.

      Once again, I smile to myself because I just found a way to not just deal with my very bad girl but also to own her in all the ways I want.

      Poor thing, poor, poor, little thing. I warned her what would happen if we saw each other again.

      She should have listened.
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      I’m about to start work for the evening.

      Mom and Cal are staying in Boston for the next two days while Mom films an episode of the new show she’s working on for Netflix.

      It’s called In Touch and is about a group of pilgrims. It reminds me of the film the Crucible.

      She’s only in a few episodes and accepted the part, turning down a role in a bigger film in L.A. because of our move here. I’m sure she accepted the part, too, to get out of the house to have a break from me.

      That’s fine. I need a break from her too. After our last fight, I haven’t said a word to her, and I don’t know when I’ll even think of speaking to her again.

      Right now, I’m biding time, and my parents’ absence for the next few nights, means I get to do what I have to do without the added anxiety.

      I’ve made it through the last two nights with my sanity intact.

      On both nights, I did topless videos.

      I was nervous as hell, but because I couldn’t get Chad’s kiss out of my head, I was thinking about that more than what I was actually doing.

      He kissed me, and I kissed him back.

      For those brief moments, I gave in to the call of the dark side, and I gave myself to him as if I’d lost my mind.

      What he said to me only sent me over the edge—I want to fuck you.

      The way he kissed me rivaled any kiss that I’d ever had asleep or awake.

      I’ve been thinking about it all weekend, and I can’t shake him or that stupid kiss from my mind.

      Clearly, I’ve gone crazy and lost my mind.

      I need to find it now, however, because I have to focus. This is not a job you can bring baggage to.

      That first night—after the kiss—was my second night of work.

      So far, I’ve made five thousand dollars. It’s going into a savings account no one knows about.

      Up until I was eighteen, Mom would keep track of my money. Now, she’s not allowed to, so that makes it easier.

      What’s hard, is the worry that someone might recognize me because I look so much like my mother. Still, I think people would be more inclined to cast aside any suspicions that I’m any relation to her.

      There’s no way they’d think it, especially after all we’ve been through with Dad. Thank goodness the agency is all about the utmost discretion.

      They, of course, know who I am, but the NDA they signed should protect me.

      I’m sure they wouldn’t risk the millions they make by slipping up.

      My screen name is Angel Doll 27, and that’s what my clients will know me as.

      Like me, the clients have an alias they use for their first name and a number.

      While my screen is visible to them for the video, theirs is blocked out.

      All we have to communicate with each other is a chat box that pops up on the side when they want me to do something different.

      The clients also, have control of when they want to reveal themselves. So far, I haven’t had anyone like that yet.

      I tousle my hair to the side and sign into the site. Instantly a message pops up letting me know Ryan 11 is online and waiting for me to start chatting. I met him last night within minutes of signing in, and we spoke for two hours. He gave me nearly two grand when we were finished.

      If I have clients like him, I’ll reach my goal quicker, and I can stop this sooner.

      My estimate now is three weeks, but that depends on what I’m willing to do in the video and how much the clients pay. The starting price is a grand, so they can’t go lower than that.

      I click on to Ryan 11’s profile, which is a little eagle, letting him know I’m ready to start talking.

      

      Ryan11:  Hey, beautiful. I want something a little different than last night. Are you up for something adventurous?

      

      Adventurous? This is as adventurous as I’ve ever gotten, but I’m game if whatever he has in mind gets me closer to my goal.

      

      Me: Of course, tell me your fantasy, and I’ll make it come true.

      

      That’s what I’m supposed to say.

      They already know I’m not available for sex, so I don’t have to worry about that.

      There are other things, though, that they might want me to do that I know I’ll be uncomfortable with, as the sum total of my consensual sexual experiences is  extremely limited.

      I’ve had exactly two boyfriends in my teenage life, and I only slept with one of them.

      Ryan 11: Good girl. I love how willing you are. Let’s start with me getting a closer look at those titties.

      

      He wanted me to do that last night, too. I stand and move closer to the camera, feeling awkward.

      

      Ryan 11:  Bounce up and down.

      

      As I bounce, making my breasts jiggle, I focus on my goal not on what I’m doing. If I even think about how degrading this is for one second, I’ll run away screaming.

      

      Ryan 11: Good girl. Now I want you to lie on that bed behind you and touch your pussy. I want to see you come.

      

      God. I thought he might want something like that.

      The thought of someone watching me touch myself  is more unnerving than just taking off my top.

      

      Ryan 11: Do it and I’ll give you five grand, but make sure you do it properly and zoom in so I can see your pussy.

      

      Five grand! That means I’ll have ten, and all I’ve done is a few nights’ work.

      Drawing in a breath and shoving my dignity aside, I adjust the camera so it will capture me when I get to the bed. I  then make my way over there.

      I can still see his chat box, which pops up the moment I climb onto all fours.

      

      Ryan 11: Hold still and show me your ass for a few seconds.

      I stop and show him, then lie on my back.

      

      Ryan 11: You’re such a good girl. I think I want to show you my face at the end of our session.

      

      Maybe it’s best he doesn’t. I imagine some creepy old man with his hands down his pants touching himself, getting off from watching me.

      I start touching myself, but I can’t get wet enough to orgasm.

      

      Ryan 11: Do it properly, baby. No work, no pay. Think of something that gets you off.

      I try to think, and the first thing that pops into my mind is that voice—Chad’s  voice.

      I want to fuck you.

      He taunted me and said I’d let him.  He’s crazy. His kiss was crazy.  As crazy as he is.

      And my God…I’m wet.

      I imagine him driving into me on this bed, fucking me into the mattress, and a greedy tug of a fierce orgasm pulls on my groin.

      

      Ryan 11: That’s it. I can see you’re pretty pussy ready to burst.

      I am, and instead of imagining some creepy old man saying those words to me, I think of Chad, and I know I’ve gone to the brink of madness when I come so hard, I cry out, arching my back against the sheets, and grabbing my breasts.

      It takes me a few moments to calm down and catch my breath.

      The beep of a message from Ryan 11 brings me back from the rush of heat and desire that rushed over me.

      Straightening up, I look at the screen.

      

      Ryan 11:  That was fucking perfect. Come back over here, and let’s meet properly.

      

      I try to look happy. I have to if he’s going to pay me five grand.

      

      Ryan 11: What were you thinking of?

      Me: Something wild.

      Ryan 11: I like that. Ready to meet?

      Me: Sure. It will be nice to meet you.

      

      Always and ever courteous.

      The screen background fades from black, and when I find myself staring face to face with Chad Volkova, I feel like I’m going to die.

      At first, I thought I must be imagining things and that somehow something weird happened with the internet.

      But I know it’s not. The sadistic smile on his face tells me everything I need to know.

      This is real.

      This is really happening, and fuck, fuck, fuck, I’m naked.

      Chad is Ryan 11.

      

      Ryan 11: Now, I want to fuck you even more.
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      The white swirly patterns on the plaster of the ceiling in my room blur together in one haze as I lay on my bed, getting lost in the nothingness of my doom.

      I’ve been numb all day.

      It’s nearly eight, and I’m still in a semi-catatonic state.

      The sordid, horrific memory of last night is stuck in my mind like a contagious disease.

      Of course, I couldn’t go to school today. No way was I going in to face the beast who has managed to turn my already disjointed world inside out.

      I called in with a cold which I’m hoping will cover me for two days.

      I also had to call Mom and speak to her, asking if she could call the school to verify my excuse.

      Thankfully, because she’s eager to get back in my good books, she was quick to agree.

      No matter what I’ve done today I just can’t seem to shake last night from my mind.

      I keep seeing Chad’s face with that wicked grin plastered on it looming before me.

      I can’t believe what he did to me and before I could question him, the asshole cut the connection a heartbeat after he messaged his last desire to fuck me.

      Now I’m left wondering what he’s going to do to me.

      I’m not working tonight, so he’s already screwed with my income. I couldn’t take the risk that he would come on the site, and I’d see him. I’m not allowed to ignore a client once they connect with me. That’s one of the top rules. Whoever comes online first, gets me.

      And he did get me.

      My God, he made me touch myself, and I’m the fool because I was already thinking of him. As if I’m not disgusting enough as it is.

      What now, though?

      What the hell is he playing at?

      And did he know what I was doing? How the fuck did he find out I was on that site?

      Of all the people to find out such a secret, it had to be him.

      Will he tell everyone?

      Why wouldn’t he?

      I played with fire, so of course, I’m going to get burned to a crisp. I shouldn’t have told Principal Kolyav about the drugs. I was in over my head and should have taken Isabelle’s advice.

      I just didn’t want to roll over and play dead when I’m already down in the dumps.

      Now, look at me. I’ll have to go back to that school, and if Chad told people about my extracurricular activities, I don’t know what I’ll do.

      You can only access my images and profile if you’re a member, but that won’t stop him from telling his asshole friends to sign up so they can see me and then destroy me.

      I feel sick like I’m going to vomit everything I’ve ever eaten, and I’m going stir crazy in this house.

      I’m not the kind of person who stays inside for too long, and I’ve never felt more suffocated than I have today.

      I also barely slept last night, and every time I drifted off, I fell into a nightmare.

      I get off the bed and gaze out the window at the darkness.

      Night fell a little over an hour ago.

      Air is what I need. Some cool, fresh air to take the heat off. There’s a little park near the river just across from the house. It’s in the woods and it looks a little creepy, but it’s safe.

      Reaching for my jacket, I shrug into it and head out.

      Milla, our head maid, comes out of the living room when I get downstairs. Concern washes over her face as she sees me. She was the only member of staff Mom kept after we left L.A. She’s been with us since I was ten. She was the extra pair of eyes after what happened to me.

      “Sweetie, are you okay?” she asks.

      “Yeah. I just need some air. I won’t stay out too long. I’m going to the park.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “No, I’m fine. You know how I hate being cooped up.”

      She gives me a hearty laugh. “I do. I’ll make you some of my butterscotch pie for supper.”

      “That sounds delicious. Thank you.” It’s my favorite thing, but I think tonight I might need a whole forest of pie to make me feel better.

      I give her a quick hug and head out past the guards. We didn’t have guards when we lived in L.A. with Dad, so they make me feel uneasy. They’re Cal’s, and it goes without saying they’re here in case there’s the kind of trouble that could get a person killed.

      “Just going to the park,” I tell the two at the gates, and they nod.

      I slip out the side entrance, and when I’m on the pavement, I pick up speed enjoying the tiny taste of freedom.

      It’s momentary bliss from my troubles, and while I’m out here, I don’t want to think. I did enough of that today, and if I do it anymore, my brain will explode.

      The wind picks up and lifts the ends of my hair about my face. I pull my jacket closer feeling the warmth of the furry collar around my neck.

      A message comes through on my phone, and I pull it out to see a text from Isabelle.

      Clicking into it, I read what it says:

      

      Hope you’re feeling better. I heard the hospital is opening its doors for volunteers in their research unit. Thought you’d be interested.

      

      I smile at that, my first real smile of the day.

      That is definitely something I’d be interested in.

      I text back, telling her just that, and continue down to the river, where I sit on the grass by the bank.

      “A bit late to be out here, isn’t it?” says a voice from the darkness. A voice I recognize.

      Last night I didn’t have to hear his voice to feel the menace, yet I felt it.

      I feel it now working its way across my throat like a noose around my neck.

      I get up and turn to see Chad stepping out of the shadows. He has a hooded sweatshirt on with the hood up. When he comes closer, he pushes the hood back and smiles wide at me, just like last night.

      “You bastard.”

      On Friday night, I thought the only thing I’d have to worry about when I next saw him was that kiss. I never thought I’d have so much more, and the fucking kiss would be nothing on the scale of how serious my problems are.

      Looking at him is so hard, and he’s not saying anything more. He’s just staring back at me, and I don’t know what he’s thinking or why he’s here.

      I can’t believe he saw me do things I never wanted anyone to see. What I did wasn’t even okay behind a screen, and I know…

      I fucked up.

      I fucked up and brought this problem on myself. The problem with taking risks is the risk.

      So, the answer is simple. I shouldn’t have done it, I shouldn’t have gone to the agency, I shouldn’t have sunk so low.

      He comes closer in that predatory manner, and I feel like I should run.

      I step backward, my feet colliding with a twig, crushing it.

      My throat closes, and all I can think of is his warning that he’d make me wish I’d never been born.

      “If I were you, I’d be nice to me. Nicer.” His voice has that touch of menace that’s just enough to put the fear of God in me.

      “Nice?” I snap. “Why are you here? To gloat?”

      “What did you need the money for?”

      The question surprises me. Earlier, I checked my account and saw he paid the money he said he would.  That doesn’t mean I have to tell him what I wanted it for.

      “It’s none of your business. None of it is your business.”

      “Oh, I think it is, Malyshka.” He comes right up to my ear, and his hot breath whispers over my skin with a promise of the dark fantasies I sold my clients—client. Him.

      Of the four nights I actually worked, I had him twice.

      He comes nearer. Any closer and we’ll be kissing again.

      I move out of the magnetic force keeping me rooted to the ground and glare at him.

      “What are you going to do? Tell everyone what you saw me do?”

      He laughs, cruel and slow, sending shivers tingling down my spine.

      When he takes out his phone, presses the button on the home screen, and a video of me starts playing of me lying on the bed and touching myself, I  feel like I want to die.

      My hand flies up to my mouth, and the walls of my insides start to crumble as if someone is using a sledgehammer to attack me from the inside out.

      He recorded it. The fucking bastard recorded it.

      Not just that but the whole conversation we had too. I can’t even raise the issue with the agency because clients are allowed to record. They’re just not allowed to break the confidentiality of the workers.

      But such rules don’t apply to people like Chad Volkova.

      “As it stands, baby girl, I get to do whatever I want,” he taunts.

      “How could you be so cruel?” I choke back tears, willing myself not to cry in front of him.

      “Cruel is just the beginning of who I am. Cruelty flows through my veins and guides me to do whatever the fuck I want to do.” He comes forward and takes a lock of my hair.

      The trepidation that seizes my heart at his touch freezes me in place, and I can barely breathe.

      “Now, just imagine what I could do with this video and all those topless pictures of you I downloaded from the site.”

      “You fucking bastard!”

      “Shhhhh, remember what I said about being nice to me?”

      I need to calm down and think. There’s no point losing my head when I don’t know what his game is.

      “Imagine what people would think if they ever found out what you did.” He  brushes a wayward strand from my face but keeps his fingers on my cheek. “What would they think of your mother?” His smile brightens, and my eyes widen.

      Mom.

      This could ruin her.

      “After what your father did, too,” he adds in a sing-song voice. “And you… you want to go to college and work with children. Imagine how this would look. While you might get into college with the sob story that you needed the money—which I don’t think they’d buy given how filthy rich your mother is—there’s not a child on this planet you’d be able to work with if people knew about this.”

      My mind freezes along with the rest of my body, and my chest tightens like a vice is clamped around it, squeezing it so hard I’ll never be able to breathe again.

      My one mistake could take my dreams from me.

      How do I stop it?

      “One click of a button, and the press would have a field day with this.”

      “Please, don’t do that.” I’m begging. I’m actually begging him.

      I hate the weakness in my voice and the frailty in my soul. Both feel foreign to me because neither is who I am.

      “Please? Is that you asking me for a favor?” He blinks rapidly.

      “What do you want, Chad? How do I stop you from showing the world my filthy secrets? What the fuck do you want?”

      His hand slides to my chin, and he lifts it slightly so I can’t look away.

      “I want you.”

      My lips part. His gaze rivets to mine, and I search his eyes which have an otherworldly appearance in the moonlight.

      The silver in his eyes brightens, looking like liquid desire.

      I heard him loud and clear. I just can’t believe what he said.

      “You want me?” I grate out.

      “I want you.”

      I recall the other thing he said to me that threw me for a loop—I want to fuck you.

      Is that what he means?

      Instead of making me feel sick that he might possibly want me to prostitute  myself to him to keep his silence, arousal tugs at my core. That’s what makes me feel sick. The fact that I can’t deny that a fucked up twisted part of me wants him too, and I don’t understand why.

      “What specifically do you mean?”

      That smile comes back to his handsome face, dancing on his lips.

      “Meet me after school tomorrow in the parking lot, and I’ll tell you.”

      He backs away, then turns and leaves me standing there gazing at him, terror  writhing through my being.

      What the hell have I got myself into?
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      I went to school early because I was eager to start the day.

      It wouldn’t make the end of school come any quicker, but I did it for my sanity.

      When I returned home from the park last night, several things hit me at once that didn’t cross my mind before because I was so consumed with the worry of  everything else.

      The most prominent thing was how Chad seemed to be one step ahead, and how he knew things he shouldn’t know.

      Like me wanting a career working with children.

      And the fact that he was there last night.

      How did he know I’d be in the park at that time?

      It couldn’t have been a coincidence. There’s no way I’m going to believe he was out for a walk at the same time as me. Bullshit.

      Also, Isabelle said he lives on the other side of town. The parts where the rich are so rich, they may as well have the place named after them.

      He would only have been there if he was watching me and  would only know about my dream to work with kids if he was looking at files like the personal statement I sent UCLA.

      The issue of the surveillance at school and my car also popped into my head, and I didn’t think it would be too farfetched to think Chad was capable of being just as fucked up as the psychos on my criminal shows.

      He’s watching me. That’s the answer, and I won’t know more of what he’s up to until the end of the day, which seems like eons away.

      

      When people start rolling in, and no one makes any unusual comments about me or stares, the tension burning through my body eases somewhat as I realize he couldn’t have shown anyone the video or my pictures.

      The respite is only momentarily, though, because when I see him, everything comes rushing back a hundredfold.

      I’m in three classes with him before lunch, and in each one, he makes a point of staring at me, staring me down, picking me apart with invisible fingers.

      Isabelle takes me to lunch at a little café she’s been harping on about since we met. She said they made the best rhubarb pie, so that’s what we have, and she was right.

      We had toasted sandwiches, and I ate more than I had in days.

      We’re just finishing up now with some hot chocolate.

      The hour is nearly up, and I’m dying to talk to someone about what’s going on with me, but I can’t say anything.

      The past taught me that I shouldn’t trust anyone.

      When I first found out about Mom and Cal, I told my then best friend. The way I found out was not good because I came home and found them in bed together.

      Mom wasn’t expecting me back that day because I was supposed to be going to my friend’s for the weekend.

      I told one person, and that story was in the gossip magazine months later when the shit blew up with Dad.

      I don’t know Isabelle at all. She seems nice, but then everyone seems a certain kind of way until you get to know them.

      I didn’t even tell her about the car or the drugs for the same reason.

      “So, I noticed Chad is still obsessed with you.” She raises a brow and takes a sip of her drink. “Has he done anything more to you?”

      Boy, if she only knew.

      “No.”

      “I kind of mentioned the run-in you had with him to my father. I didn’t give specifics; I just thought it would help if someone kept an eye on him. I figured you were going through enough as it was settling in, and you didn’t need any bullshit from that neanderthal.”

      My spirits lift, and I’m in awe that she would think of me in such a way.

      “I hope that was okay?” she adds tentatively.

      “Thank you. And, of course. Thanks for doing that for me.”

      “No worries. You sure he hasn’t done anything else? You seem really on edge. I know you were sick and you have other stuff going on, but I feel that something else might be up.”

      I stare back at her, wishing I could say something, anything, but I can’t.

      Even if I told her the milder parts of my problem—which was practically making out with my bully—she’d think I was insane.

      This problem of mine is something I need to figure out myself.

      “It’s nothing I can’t handle.”

      “Okay. But do tell me if I can help with that or anything else. Even if it’s just to have someone to talk to. As you can see, I don’t have that many friends. People don’t like hanging with the principal’s daughter, and my social life took a nosedive when my dad threatened to kill the last boy I liked.”

      “Wow, that happened?”

      “Yes, very embarrassing. So, I barely date, and until I leave for college, he has to know who I’m with. You haven’t really had the pleasure of meeting him properly. He’s principal material, but he can be a little scary for obvious reasons.”

      She means because of the Bratva.

      My curiosity piques, and I think to ask her a little more about the things I’ve always wondered about.

      “What is it like?” I search her eyes when they widen slightly.

      “You mean my life?”

      “Yes. Of course, don’t answer if that’s prying too much.”

      “No, it’s fine. I get it that you must be new to this. First, let me ask you what Cal is like.”

      I bite the inside of my lip as I wonder how to answer. “He’s nice. He… takes care of us.”

      Isabelle smiles. “Well, then I imagine him to be like my father. So, the answer is life can be weird sometimes, but it’s good. I like knowing I belong to people who can protect me, but I guess that’s given my past.”

      “Your past? What happened?” The moment I say the words, I want to take it back because  I am definitely prying with that question.

      “My mother was killed.”

      My hands fly up to my mouth. “Oh, Isabelle. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have asked you.”

      “It’s okay. It’s common knowledge.” She nods, and her eyes cloud. “We were all born into that life. I can’t exactly escape it, so I have to live with it the best way I know how. You might not feel the same way because you got dragged into it.”

      I nod thoughtfully, taking in her words which are distracting me from my more pressing issue.

      “Yes. What about Raventhorn University? Are you going?”

      “I am. They have an amazing art course. I wanted to study in Italy at first, but I get the best of both worlds at Raventhorn because they try to tailor the course you want if they can. So I’ll be spending my second and third years in Italy.”

      “That sounds good.”

      “It is.” Her phone beeps, and she frowns. “Time to go back.”

      Yes, time to go back to my hell.

      I have two and a half hours before the school day ends.

      Then I’ll see Chad and hear his decision.
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      As the school bell rings, I rise from my chair. The teacher, Miss Bell, is saying something about a pop quiz, but that’s all I hear. Nothing more.

      My brain is on autopilot, and at this point, I could either be a mindless zombie or a robot.

      I walk with the other students when they move to leave the classroom. I follow the crowd out to the hallway, and I don’t even bother going to my locker.

      Today has been just awful, and I thought I’d had worse days.  The truth is, I  have. This is not the worst, but the weight of worry feels the same.

      I get to the parking lot, and I find Chad near where I parked the other day when he slashed my tires .

      He’s leaning against a black Mustang that looks like it belongs in one of those films about fast cars.

      In his leather jacket and the badass vibe oozing from him as he drags on what’s clearly a joint, he fits right into the image.

      The rebel. No one else I know would openly smoke on school grounds, let alone a fucking joint.

      There’s no one else around, but still.

      My back goes ramrod straight when I get closer. By the time I reach him, I feel like all the connecting bones in my spine are going to snap.

      That haughty, menacing smile fills his face revealing the dimples, and he tilts his head to the side, allowing a lock of hair to fall over his eye.

      “Hello, Miss Billie. Did you wear that for me?” He puts out the joint and tosses what’s left, then scans over my skater dress.

      It’s one of my oldest dresses and not my nicest, but he’s looking at me as if I just stepped onto the red carpet at the Oscars in some haute couture gown.

      “Is that the kind of clothes you plan to wear at UCLA? The apartments you were checking out were all by the beach.”

      I was right; he’s watching me. And he wants me to know. That’s why he keeps dropping hints.

      “How are you watching me?”

      “That’s for me to know and you to try to find out and fail.”

      His lips arch into a sensual smile that stirs memories of the way he kisses—it’s reckless and maddening, just like him.

      “You can hack a system.”

      “Obviously.”

      But he won’t tell me how. So far, he seems to have hacked and tampered with things in a way that no one knows he has.

      “Why are you watching me? What kind of sick game are you playing?”

      “It’s not a game, believe me. Games are all about pretending. That’s not me, not my style. I don’t pretend anything. I tell it like it is and do what I want to do.”

      “Like how you kissed me?”

      “I’ve done worse.”

      I’m sure he has. “Can we please just cut to the chase? You made me wait all day.” There’s no reason he couldn’t have told me whatever it is he wants to say this morning, or fuck it, even last night.

      He just wanted to show his power over me and drag this out as long as possible, so I’d suffer while I waited and worried .

      “You can’t rush these things.” He holds up his phone. The phone which currently has the video of me and the pictures. “A man needs to think when he holds so much power in his hands.”

      Bastard. Fucking bastard. I wish I could slap that smirk off his face. If I could, I would do so quicker than a heartbeat.

      “Have you thought?”

      “I have, but I need some answers that will become important to my decision.”

      “Answers to what?”

      “What do you need the money for?”

      I knew he was going to ask me that again. I just hoped he wouldn’t. Now’s not the time to hold on to my pride and plans that will amount to nothing if he screws me over.

      Swallowing past the constriction cloying at my throat, I push my shoulders back and decide I’ll play nice if it helps me.

      “For college.”

      “You have to pay for your college tuition?” He looks me over with disbelief.  “Your parents aren’t coughing it up? I find that hard to believe.”

      “My mother doesn’t want me to go to UCLA.”

      “Why?”

      This is so awkward. I don’t want to talk about this to him or anyone else. “Because it’s in L.A.”

      “That can’t be the only reason;  what’s the rest?”

      I sigh and try to hold in my frustration. “She wants me here. Near her. She doesn’t want me around my father when he gets out of prison.”

      “Now we’re talking. And I’m guessing you’re daddy’s girl. So, no matter what that bastard did, you’ll still love him anyway, and you’re ready to forgive his ass.”

      “No. That’s not it at all.” I shake my head, but I feel like a hypocrite inside. “Look, I don’t want to be here, but my mother will cut me off if I leave. That’s why I’m still here and why I had to come back when you threatened me. I don’t want to be at this school, and I don’t want to go to Raventhorn University either when the time comes. I don’t want to live a life of crime and shady shit.”

      He looks me up and down. I know I was offensive, but I don’t care. He asked and that’s the answer.

      “Your father is worse than any Bratva man I know, and that’s saying something considering most of them love going to prison and love showing off how many times they’ve been.”

      “This isn’t about my father.”

      “Yes, it is.”

      “Then I’m not talking to you about him.”

      “You will speak about whatever I want you to speak about. You lived a life of crime your whole life and never even knew. And I’ll fucking bet you don’t even know half of what your old man got up to.”

      Mom’s words come back to me, and I wonder if he might know more about what Dad did. He must do if he’s saying such things.

      “I want to take care of myself,” I state, bringing the subject back to me. “I plan to leave New York as soon as I have the money.”

      “How much were you hoping to make?”

      “A hundred grand.” I feel even worse confirming that because it gives him an idea of the length of time I was going to be with the agency and what I was possibly going to do to make that much.

      He stares back at me for a few moments, and I wonder if this is it. We’re just going to stand here until the sun goes down, and he’s going to torture me with silence.

      “Can you say something, please?” I ball my hand into a fist and slam it against the side of my leg.

      “Tonight, you will resign from the agency.”

      “What? I just told you—"

      “You heard me. You will resign tonight, and you will have nothing more to do with them or any other company of the sort. This is what I want; thirty days.”

      “Thirty days of what?” I’m not following.

      “I want you for thirty days, excluding weekends. You can do the math. I want thirty days of doing whatever I tell you to do, anything I tell you to do.”

      Anything?

      “I’m not a whore.”

      “Babygirl, if we come to any agreement at all, you will be whatever I tell you to be. I get my thirty days with you, and you get the video, the pictures, and a hundred grand.”

      My mouth falls open. “You’re… you’re going to give me the money?”

      I’m so stunned I can’t look away.

      “Yes, but only if you fulfill your end of the bargain and do as I say.”

      That could mean anything, but have I just found a path to getting what I want and saving my soul at the same time?

      “What’s it gonna be, Malyshka? Do we have a deal?”

      There’s nothing to think about here.

      “Yes.”

      His eyes twinkle with satisfaction, and the expression on his face is what I imagine a beast to look like when he catches his prey, and is about to devour it.

      “Good. We start tomorrow. I’ll send the contract over later.”

      "Contract?”

      “Of course. My number’s in your phone. When I want you to do something, you’ll get a message. Got it?”

      “I got it.”

      He gets in his car, grabs a cigarette, and leans out the window after he closes the door.

      “One last thing,  baby girl.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t fall for me.”

      He drives away, and I stare.

      Don’t fall for me….

      That’s definitely not going to be a problem.

      Don’t fall for me either, Chad.
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      I’m gonna have fun with this deal of mine. It is by far the best thing I’ve concocted  in a long time.

      I can’t wait for tomorrow to come. In fact, I might do some spying tonight. If people knew all the things I could do, they’d be more afraid of me.

      In the not too distant future , I’ll be an accountant with the type of tech skills many in the underground would pay a pretty penny for.

      The one thing my old man did for me that was worth anything was allow me  to do a summer internship at Markov Tech in San Francisco. It’s run by Eric Markov, the Obshchak in the Voirik Brotherhood.

      The Voirik are one of the groups in the alliance, and we all use Markov Tech in one way or another.

      I was fortunate to train under Eric, and he taught me a thing or two that I might have modified and kept to myself.

      Maksim interrupts my thoughts when he tosses me another can of beer and downs the rest of his.

      We’re doing math together while we sit by the pool.

      Of course, neither of us went to detention today, and we skipped out on it yesterday too.

      That pissed off old Principal Kolyav something fierce, but there’s not a goddamn thing he can do about it.

      I’ve had enough shit with Dad since the incident, that I don’t see why I have to double up on my suffering.

      Especially when my dick is suffering more than any other part of my body.

      There’s a list of girls I could call to take care of that problem, but the one I want will probably burn my dick off.

      Maksim lights up a cigarette and gives me a pensive stare. “So, are you gonna tell me anytime soon what’s with you and this girl?”

      He’s been on that subject since he got here because he saw me talking to Billie in the parking lot.

      “There’s nothing to tell.” I lie so easily and effortlessly no one can ever figure me out.

      Not even him. That’s why he’s giving me that curious look because he’s not sure if I’m telling the truth or not.

      Of all the guys in our group, he’s the friend I trust the most, and he’s the closest to me even though we’re all close. We’ve just known each other the longest. We’ve been friends since birth, while the others joined us in elementary school.

      “Man, you know you can’t lie to me.” He continues his argument in Russian, telling me I’m talking bull shit, and he’s ready to call me out on it any day.

      “I’m not lying. Trust me.”

      If I were myself right now, we’d both be watching that video of Billie and jerking off.

      If I were myself, I wouldn’t have taken down the pictures on Billie’s profile from the Decadent site and saved them for myself.

      If I were myself, I would have left her alone.

      I just can’t yet, because Billie fascinates me for reasons I can’t quite describe.

      In just ten days, I’ve gone from wanting her out of my life to wanting to fuck her. That’s messed up.

      It’s even more messed up than the plan I’ve conjured for her for the next thirty days—correction, thirty eight days with weekends included.

      My plan essentially sees me paying her a hundred g’s to leave New York.

      I get what I want in the end—her gone. But something I don’t want to listen to keeps whispering  that I might not want that. She might fascinate me too much, which is absurd.

      That aside, there are a few things that haven’t exactly escaped me. Like this crazy attraction I have to her that feels more like an obsession.

      I also haven’t overlooked the fact that she wants to do medical research, too, like my mother did.  And even though Billie might disagree, she has a mother who cares for her.

      Just like I had.

      It was clear from the way Billie spoke about her mother that there was a clear disagreement, and home might not always be happy. I can imagine arguments and contention over another man moving in to take her father’s place, but it’s clear her mother loves her.

      The only thing I’ll ever truly know in this life as truth, is that my mother loved me with all her heart.

      I guess everything is going to remind me of her in some shape or form because I miss her and wish she didn’t die the way she did. I wish we could have had more time with her.

      I’m just grieving for her. That’s all it is.

      Everything is still raw.

      I knew she was going to die, but knowing doesn’t make death easier, especially when it happens sooner than you think.

      So, this fascination with Billie Fairchild is all in my head. She’s still who she is, and her father is still scum that deserves the death penalty. I’m sure once I fuck her and get her out of my system, everything will sort itself out with my mind.

      And my dick.

      “You suck, Chad.” Maksim throws a handful of Cheetos at me. “Okay, how about this, what about you and Jenna?”

      “There is  nothing going on with Jenna and me .”

      “Why do I believe you more about her than Billie Fairchild?”

      “That’s just you seeing what you want to see.” I chuckle and take a swig of my drink. “Do me a favor and stop inviting her around to our hangouts.” Like the other day.

      “Fine. Maybe if you communicate a little more, I’d know what sort of pussy you want.”

      “Don’t worry about me.” For the next thirty days, I’m sure I’ll get my fill of the beauty. I can’t wait to have her riding my cock.

      The moment I think of that, I think of what I’d like her to do when she starts working for me tomorrow.

      I take out my phone and find her number. She’s probably still trying to work out how I got my number in her phone—secrets and tactics that make me as dangerous as I look.

      “What are you up to?” Maksim grins.

      “Nothing.”

      I type the message to Billie:

      Meet me at my house at five tomorrow. My car needs cleaning. Wear a bikini.

      The blue dots jump immediately, and I can just imagine that pouty mouth frowning.

      Billie: you asshole, I’m not wearing a bikini to clean your car.

      Me: wear the bikini or do it naked. Take your pick. I know I’ll enjoy one more than the other.

      Billie: fine, I’ll wear the bikini.

      Yes, she will. That’s how we’ll make a start and see where the evening takes us.
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      Billie looks like she’s about to do a shoot for Sports Illustrated or Playboy Magazine.

      But then I knew she would. That’s why I wanted her here like this.

      I sit on the balcony and down the rest of my beer as I stare at the beauty cleaning my car.

      Next to me is the contract I emailed her with her signature on it.

      It’s official now, I own her and I can’t wait to start owning.

      I’m glad I’m practically by myself today, and it will be like this for the next few weeks. Most of the staff have gone home, and it’s just the guards standing like sentinels on the grounds. Dad also extended his vacation with Selena because of the disruption I caused. Of course, that was just an excuse to keep his precious wife away from me because I upset her the last time we crossed paths. He can’t wait for me to go to college so he can be rid of me.

      Until then, I’ll do things like this. I now have a whole month clear to indulge in the girl I want to fuck.

      Every now and again, Billie glances up at me and gives me a look that’s as filthy as my thoughts.

      She’s a clever girl; she knows I’m sitting up here perving on her.

      As she moves, scrubbing the car with the thick yellow sponge, those tits bobble, and her lush ass jiggles.

      I could fucking stare at that body forever, and as the sun beams down on her making her look more enticing, I can’t wait to get my hands on her.

      She’s soaked from the water spraying from the hose. She came here with her hair in a ponytail, but now it’s up in a bun. Everything seems like it’s been moved out of the way to draw attention to her body.

      She’s been here for a little under an hour, and my fucking cock feels like it’s about to burst.

      I’ve decided that as much as I want my fill, I want to take my time with her to tease out that desire for me I keep seeing in her eyes.

      The strategy is in conflict with what the raging beast inside me needs, but it will be so much more pleasurable to break Billie Fairchild down bit by bit and have her begging on her knees.

      That is worth the wait.

      She cleans the car for another fifteen minutes until it’s sparkling like it just came from the carwash, and then she turns off the hose and gazes up at me, setting her hands on her hips.

      “Is this to your liking?” she balks.

      “It’s very shiny, you might want to consider a new career in the car cleaning industry.”

      “Bite me.”

      Yes, I will. I’ll be biting your ass first. Then I’ll bite something else.

      I stand and walk over to the balcony staring at her in a way that will irritate the fuck out of her.

      “Can I go home now?” She taps her foot on the pavement.

      “No, come in the house. I’m not finished with you yet.”

      Discomfort settles on her pretty face, and even from up here, I can see the fear flickering in her eyes.

      I’m not sure if she’s more afraid of what I’m going to demand next or if she’ll like it. Or if a part of her will crave it.

      She sets the hose down, and when she makes her way into the house, I move from the balcony to meet her on the stairs.

      I get there just as she comes into the hallway looking like a lost little lamb.

      “Come up here, we’re going to my room.” I smile down at her.

      She stiffens, face firm, back straight. The steps she takes to get to me are like that of someone walking to the gallows.

      I keep my gaze trained on her, and when she reaches me, I place my hand on  the silky skin at the small of her back and guide her the rest of the way.

      When we get to my section of the house and walk in, I can tell she’s impressed.

      “This is what you call a room?” She looks around the living room area taking in the décor.

      “It sounds better than a wing.”

      “You have a whole wing of the house to yourself?” she raises a brow.

      “I do. Don’t bother to call me an entitled bastard because I know where you live.”

      “Then you know I don’t have a wing of the house to myself, and my home isn’t as ginormous as yours. I have an actual bedroom that’s called a room.”

      “That’s because your mother wants you to have a taste of normal.”

      “That makes no sense.”

      It wouldn’t to her. This lavish setup is what you do when you want to get your kid as far away from you as possible. Almost as if they don’t exist. I could be missing for days over here, and no one would know because my father doesn’t check on me.

      She has a room because she has an actual family who wants her around.

      Mindlessly she walks in, and my eyes glue to her ass. While she’s looking at the art on the walls, I’m looking at her artistic curves and the plump flesh of her ass cheeks.

      I wonder if she’d let me fuck her ass. Maybe when I bite it, I can claim it and do whatever the fuck I want. An I licked it, so it’s mine sort of thing.

      When she looks at me over her shoulder and catches me  ogling, I don’t look away like some pussy. I keep my eyes right where they are so she can see exactly what I’m doing, and there’s no mistake that I’m looking at her.

      She blushes fiercely and turns right around to face me.

      “Right this way.” I motion toward the little steps ahead of us. “You go first.”

      “Since this is where you live, wouldn’t it make sense if you lead the way?”

      That mouth of hers is going to get her in trouble. The good kind that benefits me.

      I walk up to her and cup her face. “Not if I want to stare at your ass, Malyshka, and imagine all the ways I want to fuck it.”

      Wide-eyed, she recoils out of my grasp, looking so terrified the vein on the side of her neck trembles.

      That fear comes back to her eyes, and I know she wouldn’t have had many sexual experiences. If any. So, I don’t know how the hell she thought she was going to manage on that website.

      “Go.” I give the command slow and purposeful.

      Like a bastard, I like that she’s scared of me.

      Her breath hitches when she turns to walk ahead and it’s clear she hates  every second of this.

      As she takes the first step, I return my hand to the small of her back.

      Straightaway, I notice how her pulse quickens and her cheeks color again.

      “Isn’t your father going to be home soon? Or someone parentlike?”

      Parentlike. I like that, except I wish it  weren’t in reference to my stepmother.

      “No, I’m by myself. Are you nervous, Billie?”

      “I’m not nervous, I just want to go home. How long are you keeping me here?”

      “Not sure yet.”

      When we get to my actual bedroom, which I admit looks as well put together as a hotel suite, she glances around again, more surprised than she was downstairs.

      Because we’re in my bedroom, though, the surprise is short-lived.

      When those green eyes meet mine again, she looks at me as if she knows the real games are about to begin. Cleaning my car was just the warmup, and now we’re going to be doing what I really want.

      “Are you going to fuck me?” she stutters.

      I smile. “Not sure yet.” Of course, I’m fucking sure what I want. I’ve said so repeatedly, but she doesn’t want that today. It doesn’t mean we can’t do other things.

      I reach forward and lift the strap of her bikini top, locking the band around my finger.

      “What do you want to do to me? Obviously, I’m in your room for a reason.”

      “You are. Cutting to the chase again?”

      “Can we?”

      “Definitely. Take this off. Let me see you properly. Not behind a screen.”

      Trembling fingers find their way to the string holding the cups of her top together, and when she undoes it and her breasts come free, I go from zero to hard in nanoseconds.

      Her nipples are puckered and ripe, ready to be sucked, and I can’t resist. No fucking way can I see nipples like that and not do anything. I don’t know who could.

      I reach for her and lower to her left nipple, taking as much of her breast into my mouth as I can.

      I suck gently to calm her, and it seems to work because she allows me to suck her breast, and I move to the other to give the same attention.

      A little moan falls from her lips, and fucking hell, it’s the best sound ever.

      She places her hand over her mouth to hold the sound in, but I grab her wrist and move with her back into the wall.

      It’s only when we crash against it that I break my wild suckle and meet her  pleasure-filled gaze.

      “Don’t hide your moans from me. I want to hear you.”

      “You bastard.”

      “Afraid you’ll like it too much.” Or me?

      She looks away when I catch her right nipple between my thumb and forefinger so I can squeeze the taut peak.

      Her mouth falls open, and it’s clear she can no longer hide how she feels.

      I return to her other breast to continue sucking until I have her moaning out loud.

      She’s right where I need her to be, and I already know she’s wet, so when I slide my fingers over the soft fabric of her bikini bottoms and slip them into her pussy, I’m not surprised she’s soaked.

      “Wet for me.” I lap over her pleading nipple, flicking my tongue back and forth over the tip until it goes hard like a diamond. She moans a little louder, and I push my fingers deeper into her cunt. “So fucking wet for me.”

      Eager to taste her, I pull my fingers out of her passage, and she watches me as I stick them in my mouth to lick off her juices.

      The second her taste hits me, I know it’s one I’ll be going back for again and again.

      She takes shallow breaths, and my eyes go straight to those lips I’ve fantasized about since the first moment our paths collided.

      “Get on your knees and suck my dick.” I tweak her nipples once more.

      Her chest lifts and her breath quickens. I almost think she’s going to say no but she doesn’t.

      Like the good girl she is, she obeys and stares back at the bulge in my shorts as if she’s craving my cock.

      I shove my shorts down my legs, and my length springs free, growing harder  in anticipation of her lips.

      She leans forward and grips the base of my dick, then she takes me in, and I swear I see heaven the moment her lips touch me.

      Her tongue strokes me up and down, and I place my hand  on the back of her head so she can take me deeper.

      My balls draw up, tightening painfully as she starts sucking harder.

      Right now, it feels like she owns me. I never give anyone that type of control over me.

      She took it and I never saw her coming.
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      He starts fucking my face, driving his length deeper and deeper down my throat.

      I gag, but I take his relentless thrusts. Tears stream down my cheeks, and still, I take it until his cock stiffens in my mouth, and then the hot spray of cum hits the back of my throat.

      “Swallow it, baby.” He fists my hair, lifting my head higher so I can swallow.

      His cum glides down my throat, and the taste of him fills my body with an elation I shouldn’t feel.

      He tastes delicious. Like sex and power. Like control and sin.

      Before I can process my next thought, Chad picks me up and carries me over to the bed.

      I don’t think he’s going to fuck me right now because he just came.

      When he undoes the string tying up my bikini bottoms, I know immediately what he’s going to do.

      He takes them off, tossing them to the side, then he parts my legs and buries his face between my thighs, pushing his tongue into my pussy.

      He licks my clit hot and wild, then starts sucking on the already sensitive nub. I was nearly at my peak when he told me to suck his cock. Now I’m ready to fall over the edge.

      He starts eating me out and rubbing my breasts at the same time.

      Unimaginable pleasure sweeps over my body in tempestuous overlapping waves.

      I see stars, then I climax and come, screaming from deep within. I arch off the bed, pushing my pussy into his mouth.

      “That’s it, baby, scream for me.”

      I’ve lost control. Even if I wanted to, I wouldn’t be able to do anything other than what my body wants, which is everything he’s giving me.

      Another scream tears from my throat, and the last trace of my orgasm burns every nerve in my body.

      Shudders ripple over my skin as he licks me clean, then he moves up to my lips, and we kiss.

      I taste myself on him, and it arouses me again.

      Then I get lost in the kiss, and I slip away from everything that has plagued me for so long.

      It’s been forever since I was able to let go. As I do it now, I don’t want to go back to yesterday or even today when I wasn’t this version of myself.

      Our tongues clash, tasting each other. He tastes me, and I taste him too.

      I then make the mistake of running my hands through his hair, and he moves away from my lips.

      It was such a simple thing, but it switched things up and shifted the cloud of sexual haze from over us.

      Chad gets off me, and I almost ask what’s wrong until I remember I’m not supposed to like him or any of this.

      He reaches for his shorts and pulls them on, tucking away his cock.

      “You can go home now,” he says in a gruff voice, snapping me back to reality, and I feel like a cheap whore who’s just been dismissed from a job.

      Quickly, I get off the bed, cover  my nakedness and put on the bikini.

      Embarrassment heats my cheeks, and I don’t look back at him as I walk out. I  move as fast as possible, hoping to get as far away as I can.

      Once outside, I jump in my car and drive.

      It takes me ten whole minutes before I realize I’m driving in the wrong direction, and I have to do a U-turn and head back the right way.

      God. What the hell is seriously wrong with me? I’m falling apart, slipping away, and doing shit that doesn’t make sense. None of my actions make sense, and now I’ve fallen into this hole of shit with this guy I don’t want to know, or feel for.

      It was the touch—the way I touched him. That’s what made us snap.

      It was too gentle, too sensual, too passionate for whatever we’re supposed to be.

      Whatever it was, I can’t allow it to happen again.

      I reach home an hour later and drag on a pair of shorts and t-shirt before I enter the house. Questions would be raised if I walked in dressed in a bikini.

      I told Mom and Cal I’d be hanging out at a friend’s house, so they’d probably think we were swimming or something. I still wouldn’t do it, though.

      When I step out of the car, I force Chad out of my mind. I don’t want him in my head anymore screwing with me.

      The intimacy clouded my judgment  along with the fact that being with him  was different from anyone else I’ve ever been with.

      He’s different, and he makes me feel different.

      And… I can’t deny that I’m actually attracted to him.

      I’ve felt attraction before, just not at this magnitude. That’s something I have to work through on my own and fast.

      I need to remember why I’m doing this and not get sidetracked by the intense emotions that take over when I’m with Chad. I also need to watch myself when he does things like he did tonight.

      To him, I’m a toy, a game, a joke. I’m this month’s piece of ass who might not even last the month. I imagine him getting bored and just paying me off early.

      When I get what I want, I can leave all of this behind me.

      I can leave him behind.

      Grabbing my bag, I go into the house. The aroma of something delicious tickles my nose and wakes up my tastebuds.

      It’s late, so the staff would already have left for the day. Either Mom or Cal does the cooking when they’re home.

      When I get up to the floor where my room is, I see Cal ahead standing by my door, and I nearly freak out as I think he could have gone inside my room.

      I quickly mull over what I might have left out on the bed or the desk, hoping against hope I wasn’t that stupid.

      Then I see he’s painting my door. He’s painting it the lilac color my door used to be in L.A.

      The house we lived in wasn’t where my nightmare took place. After it happened, my parents moved. That wasn’t for safety; it was for a fresh start.

      I decided I wanted my walls purple, so Dad painted them for me. He did the door too.

      Cal turns to face me when I get closer and gives me a warm smile. He doesn’t smile much when he’s with other people. In fact, I’d be more inclined to believe he couldn’t.

      Usually, although he looks every bit the professional lawyer in a suit, when he’s in his casual clothes—like now—he looks like a regular guy. But, a tough guy.

      His arms are lined with tattoos that are just the right amount that can be covered up with a dress shirt. He also has the kind of muscle you’d see on a marine.

      Dad doesn’t look like that and they are roughly the same age. Dad is fifty and Cal is forty-eight.

      “Hope you don’t mind,” he states, his voice carrying a hint of his Russian accent. He’s the only person I know of who sounds like that. “I thought it would help you feel more at home if your room looked similar to your last.”

      I stare back at him, not knowing what to say.

      I like it. There’s something reassuring and comforting in the gesture. It makes me drop my guard, and I don’t even feel bad about Chad anymore.

      I stare back at him, and I could imagine him going crazy if I told him Chad was blackmailing me in exchange for sexual favors.

      It’s my fault this is happening, but I know he would still stand up for me if I told him.

      “Thank you. I… appreciate it.”

      His smile widens. “Oh, good. Well, I have a few days off work. If you want, I can do the rest of the room. Just move your stuff around, so I don’t get paint on them.”

      I would like that. “Thanks, I will.”

      “Dinner’s ready if you want to grab a bite. I made lasagna. There’s more for us because your mom’s going to be working until tomorrow night.”

      “Oh. I like lasagna.”

      “I know. Are you okay?”

      I nod slowly and drop my gaze briefly to my feet. When I return my eyes to him, concern fills his eyes.

      “I’m fine.”

      “I know it’s weird changing your whole life in a matter of months. I understand. I know it’s weird having me around too, but I promise I’m not as bad as you think.”

      He winks, packs away the paint then leaves.

      As I watch him go, the brat inside who thinks he’s trying to replace her father still wants to hate him, but more and more, I’m finding I can’t.

      I go into my room and plop myself down on the bed, catching sight of myself in the long mirrors lining my wardrobes. I can’t help but notice how radiant my skin looks.

      I look like I just had sex. My skin is in full afterglow mode even though I left Chad’s house a long time ago, and we didn’t have sex.

      We could have, though. I was sure we were going to once we got to his bedroom.

      

      Next time we see each other I don’t think he’s going to allow me to leave unscathed. If it’s anything like tonight, I worry how I’ll feel  after.

      It’s better to feel like a whore than the way I do now.  Earlier I got way too close to the fire and almost got burned.

      I can’t let that happen to me.
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      Come straight to my house after school.

      Take your panties off before you come in the house, and make sure you take those pills of yours.

      

      Chad’s last message with his orders for today plays through my mind on repeat like a song I can’t get out of my head.

      It’s so entrenched into the fibers of my mind I can’t think past the words.

      I can’t really hear anything when someone is talking to me and when I look at something, anything at all, I keep seeing his words floating before me as if someone picked them from my mind and gave them form.

      I got the message before I went to sleep and the first thing to piss me off was that he knew I was on the pill.

      Sure, people can make assumptions, but he didn’t. He knew.

      Which means he’s looking at things he shouldn’t be looking at again. My doctor emails me a prescription that I can take straight to the drug store and top up my pills. My guess is Chad saw that.

      Bastard.

      Biology class is about to start, and it will be the first I’m seeing him today. We have lunch after, and I want to get off the school grounds for a break.

      I hate this stress and the anxiety it’s causing. Neither can be healthy for me.

      This is the only class I don’t have with Isabelle, and I’m not liking that already.

      I shuffle in my chair and gaze out the window at the lush scenery of the quad and the gothic-style buildings ahead that are part of the school. When I turn back to look ahead at the board, the Titans walk in, laughing.

      Chad is the last to enter the room and his gaze goes right to me.

      He follows his friends, but his eyes never leave my body. My skin heats when I recall his massive cock assaulting my mouth and the way he ate me out.

      He looks at me with a wild sexual hunger ready to unleash, and it makes my pussy clench with desperation.

      Within two seconds, it becomes very noticeable that he’s looking at me. The students who see stare at me in disbelief, and I look away.

      I take out my history book, so I’m ready to dive in when the class starts, but just as I open it to start reading thick fingers flutter over the page, closing the book.

      Looking up, I see him, and as he lowers to my ear, the sun picks up the lighter parts of his eyes the same way the moon did in the park.

      What is he doing?

      What the hell does he want?

      “Get up, let’s go,” he whispers in my ear.

      “We’re in class.”

      “Fuck it, let’s fucking go now. Grab your things.”

      “No.”

      “Don’t make a scene, baby girl.”

      A scene? Like the one we’re already making?

      He tugs on my arm and glares at me.

      Deciding it would be worse if I stayed and cause a bigger scene to fight him off, I get up and grab my things.

      He takes the edge of my elbow so he can guide me out of the class.

      When we get down the hall and out of view of people, I pull out of his grasp, but he catches my arm again and yanks me back.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I hiss.

      “Nothing more than usual.” He chuckles, tightening his grip on me.

      “Where are you taking me? We’re not supposed to see each other until after school.”

      “Change of plans, Malyshka. I want you now.”

      Oh, God. What the hell?

      “We’re at school.”

      “So, fucking what?”

      What else did I expect him to say?

      “But we’re at school.”

      “If you didn’t want to get fucked you shouldn’t have worn that.” He motions to my plaid skirt. It’s another old thing, but he’s looking at it the same way he did my tattered skater dress the other day.

      And he just told me I was going to get fucked.

      He’s going to fuck me. Right here at school. He’s going to do it.

      I want to run, or scream, or something other than being led away like some sort of sacrificial lamb. But I’m paralyzed in every way possible. I’m locked into this whether I like it or not.

      We head to the locker—the boy’s locker room, which is thankfully empty. But how long for?

      “Someone could come in here and see us,” I state, looking around. “I can’t get caught in here. People will talk.”

      “The room is free for the next twenty minutes.”

      Twenty minutes? That’s way too risky. Someone could definitely catch us.

      “Chad, this is a bad idea.”

      “No, it’s not. This is happening.”

      He hustles me to the back and into a storage room which has a separate door that can be locked. This looks like the janitor’s room because there are boxes of cleaning supplies and items.

      Before I can look around properly, Chad grabs me and crushes his lips to mine, robbing me of all thoughts.

      He knocks my bag out of my hand, and I hear my pens clatter to the floor.

      Shoving me against the wall, he starts kneading my breasts hard in his large hands. He then moves from my lips to nibble on my neck. That’s going to leave a mark on my already pale skin.

      “I’m clean.” He mutters in my ear. At first, my mind is so rattled from the reckless pleasure sweeping over my body that I don’t follow what he means. Then I do. “Are you clean?”

      “Yes. I’m clean.” When you aren’t sexually active, you don’t have to worry about that. I’m on the pill for my skin. It came in handy when I started having sex two years ago.

      Things ended with Josh, my last boyfriend, when he moved to Europe, which I knew was going to happen. Maybe that’s why I was so comfortable with him. I knew we weren’t going to last.

      Chad bites my ear lobe, bringing me back to my present nerves. He lifts my skirt and cups my sex, flicking his fingers back and forth over my swollen clit.

      “Did you take your pill like I told you to?”

      “Yes.” The moan in my voice is evident. It speaks of my pleasure and needs for all that he’s doing to me.

      He gives me more, and God, that feels so good.

      Moving aside my panties, he pushes two fingers into my pussy, and I gasp, trying desperately to catch my breath.

      With his fingers deep inside me, he starts a slow, steady pump that makes my head spin. I grab onto his shirt, then his shoulder so I don’t fall off the face of the earth.

      “You like that, Billie?”

      I should say no. I remind myself that I shouldn’t like anything and everything we do is not real. It’s just a thing to pass the time, but the asshole starts pumping harder and stroking my clit at the same time.

      “Stop trying to resist.” He taunts and then says something in Russian that sounds sexy as hell.

      I don’t know what in the world he said but the sound of him speaking in that accent sends a jolt of pleasure to my core. He notices the effect straight away and continues speaking in Russian.

      “What are you saying?” I’m desperate to know.

      “Are you sure a good girl like you wants to know what’s on my dirty fucked up mind?” He gives me a mocking smirk.

      “Yes.” I hear myself say as he continues his pumps.

      “Dirty girl. I said I’m going to fuck you raw and hard. I’m going to fuck you bareback, and when I finish with you, you won’t know what the hell hit you. You’ll beg me to fuck you over and over again, and you won’t be able to get enough of me.”

      Oh my God, I come straight away on his fingers.

      As my juices flow, he laughs with pure male satisfaction while I come apart.

      He surprises me further by crouching down and moving my skirt up to my hips so he can drink me.

      His tongue in my pussy, lapping up my arousal, claims my mind, and everything I told myself I shouldn’t do fades.

      When he’s done, he stands again and tweaks my nipples.

      “Take your clothes off but leave the skirt on.” His voice is gruff and commanding.

      It speaks directly to the inner part of me that craves what’s coming next. It weakens me so that I don’t know what I want and what I do.

      It wouldn’t matter. He’s here to take, and I’m here to give my body to him.

      “Do it, now.” He raises his voice. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

      Quickly, I pull off my top and undo my bra. I take off my panties and as soon as I put my clothes to the side, he reaches for me again and turns me to face the wall.

      My fingers graze the rough concrete as I press my palms to the gritty surface.

      I turn my head, so I can see him, catching him openly admiring my ass. He  lifts the skirt and bends down so he can bite my ass.

      I yelp, and he smiles in that raw predatory manner.

      “Didn’t do that yesterday. Now I’ve licked it; it’s mine.”

      I gaze back at him, feeling too stunned to talk. Anything I would have said falls out of my mind when he shoves his pants down his legs and takes out his cock.

      The bulbous head already has pre-cum beading at the tip, and he looks hard and ready to fuck me.

      With a savage smile on his face, he grabs my hips, and I snap my gaze back to the wall.

      The fat head of his cock grazes my entrance; then he’s pushing in.

      I can’t believe we’re doing this here. I can’t believe we’re doing this at all.

      Me—the good girl who likes to stay away from trouble, and him—the bad boy who owns the school.

      He doesn’t take his time to inch into me.  He slams into my passage, and I’m so aroused and wet my body welcomes his merciless cock.

      I cry out from the intense pleasure. It’s too much all in one go, so much my knees buckle.

      Chad slips a hand around my waist, pulling me closer, then he starts to really fuck me.

      My breasts bounce against my chest hard when he hammers into me, driving deeper inside me and faster.

      I come again—this time savoring the exhilaration of the sensation that laps over my body. It claims me as ruthlessly as he does.

      He tunnels into me, muttering what sounds like sweet nothings in Russian. I don’t understand, but I don’t care. Everything feels good and the skin-to-skin contact is unreal. I’ve never had sex like this before. That just shows I really have lost my mind.

      Chad pulls out of me and turns me back to face him so he can pick me up.

      I wrap my legs around his waist and he plunges back into me, continuing his plunder of my body.

      “Hold on tight, Malyshka; I’m going to fuck you harder.”

      When he delivers his promise, I arch my back into him and allow him to take me. Then stars speckle everything around me, including him.

      A fierce growl rips from his throat when  he pounds harder, and his cock  goes solid inside my passage.

      A breath later, he comes flooding in my passage with his warm cum, which arouses me all over again.

      He pushes me against the wall, and we stay like that for a few minutes until our breathing returns to normal. When it does, he pulls out of me, and I sink back to the ground, my feet turning cold instantly when they connect with the floor.

      Chad walks over to a multi-pack of tissue, takes out some, and hands it to me to clean myself.

      I do, just as his cum starts leaking down my thighs with a smear of blood.

      He notices it and catches my throat.

      “Don’t tell me you were a virgin.” He searches my eyes in disbelief.

      Quickly I shake my head and hope he won’t ask me anything more about that.

      “Sorry, I like rough sex. You’ll get used to it.” He comes closer. “Meet me in the parking lot in half an hour. You’re having lunch with me.”

      “What?”

      “You heard me. I’m taking you home.”

      I don’t want to do that for a million reasons. “What about my car?” That’s just one of them, and it’s the least of my worries. People were looking at us in class. What are they going to think when they see me leaving with him?

      “I’ll take care of that. Better get dressed; the football team will be in here any minute.”

      He fixes himself and straightens out his clothes.

      With that taunting grin on his face, he leaves me naked against the wall with the exception of my skirt.

      I grab the rest of my clothes and put them back on, feeling my blood spike as I panic. The football team could catch me in here.

      I manage to get out and go into the girl’s bathroom without anyone seeing me.

      The moment I catch sight of my disheveled appearance, I’m glad I had the good sense to come in here. I’m a mess, and my skin is glowing like it has lights placed underneath it.

      Turning the cold tap on, I gather some water and splash it on my face to take the edge off. It works to some extent, but my body is still burning up.

      I press my fingers to my cheeks and shake my head at my reflection.

      My God. I just had sex at school with Chad, and it was…insane.

      It was raw insanity, and I feel like I should have expected that.  He owned my body, leaving me numb like I had no brain.

      Now, what are we doing?

      What am I doing?

      I was going to head to town anyway, but he could be taking me anywhere, to do anything.

      Someone is bound to see us leaving, and it will be weird. They’ll start talking. It’s not like people don’t know the bad blood between us.

      “Locker room quickie?” Comes a voice I recognize. I’ve heard the voice several times over the last week. She’s just never spoken to me.

      Jenna walks into the bathroom and tosses her vibrant red hair over her shoulder.

      I’ve been aware of her and seen her watching me. She was doing it earlier today before classes started, and she was in history class. She would have seen Chad take me out.

      Is that why she’s here?

      “Can I help you with something?” I straighten and stare her down.

      I’m used to bitches like her. The ones who think you’re going to steal what’s there’s.

      Back in L.A., it took me a while before I could stand up for myself. When I did, I owned it, but then it was easier because I had friends around me.

      Isabelle is fast becoming a friend, but she’s not a vicious bitch.

      “You can leave Chad alone. He’s mine.”

      I can’t help it; I laugh. Not because what she said was funny, but because I’d love to leave him alone. I just can’t.

      “We’ll see how funny you think my request is when I slam your head into the wall.” She comes closer as if she’s really going to carry out her threat.

      “Please try.” I nod, surprising her. “Please, just do it. Give me a reason to put you in your place.” I step forward, meeting her in the middle.

      “It’s you who needs putting in your place. You just come here and think you can take.”

      “I haven’t taken anything. You would do good to leave me the hell alone.”

      “I’ll leave you when you leave what’s mine. He doesn’t want you. He only likes the idea of you because he hates you.”

      I bite the inside of my lip, knowing she’s right. Some guys get off on that aspect of the forbidden and off-limits .

      The door swings open, and two of the female janitors come in with mops and a cleaning trolley.

      “You’re lucky,” Jenna hisses, leaning close. “Next time, you might not be.”

      She walks away, and I release the breath I’m holding.

      Great. Just what I need.

      I have head bitch on my ass, and she wants me to leave her man alone. The guy who wants me because he hates me.

      All I can do is keep going as I am, and I have a feeling it’s not going to end well no matter what I do or don’t do.
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      Holy fucking hell.

      Billie’s breasts bounce up and down in front of my face as she rides my cock like she owns me again.

      This was the fantasy I had as I took her in the locker room—her in my car, straddling me, giving me everything.

      We parked up in the woods near my house nearly half an hour ago, and this has been us ever since. I’ve never had more fun skipping school.

      Grabbing her little hips, I fight to control my release, but she’s too fucking hot for any kind of control. All I have to do is look at her, and I want more.

      Today was completely unplanned. I was supposed to take it easy today and maybe not see her.

      I only thought to do so because last night happened and I wasn’t prepared for it.

      Last night I wanted to do more to her. Then she touched me.

      When we were kissing, she laced her fingers through my hair, and it was too much. Too meaningful.

      The simple caress was far too intimate for our little arrangement.

      But I craved it in that moment, and that’s what stopped me.

      The joke’s on me because there was nothing about today that was going to be easy.

      Or even under my control. When I saw her in history class earlier, I took one look at her in that tight top and her silky-smooth legs in that little skirt and decided I had to have her.

      Now I feel like I’ve lost my fucking mind, and I don’t even care.

      I drive into her tight little pussy harder, and she grips onto my shoulders, digging her nails into my skin through the fabric of my shirt.

      Somehow, I always manage to keep most of my clothes on while I get her undressed. She’s just wearing the skirt again.

      “Chad!” Her pussy spasms around my cock, and my balls draw up.

      The sound of my name on her lips is fucking magic.

      “That’s it, baby, say my name. Scream it.” I grab her hair and pull, holding her back so I can fuck her harder.

      She screams louder, and I’m so glad we came here. Here she can scream as loud as she needs to, and her cries of pleasure all belong to me.

      The car bounces with us, and when she comes, her walls wrap around my length like a clamp and take everything out of me.

      We both cry out from the wild pleasure and surrender to the call of recklessness that takes over.

      I know I do anyway, and I can see she’s trying to fight whatever is inside her that wants this.

      I’m breaking her just like I wanted to—piece by piece.

      Here’s where I could destroy her by making her feel for me–-or rather make her feel more for me. I can see it in her eyes. She wants me as much as I want her, and she doesn’t know what to do about it.

      I just want her too damn much to sever this crazy spell that’s seized my mind and made me obsessive over the girl I was supposed to hate.

      I take her back to my place, and we get lost in each other as I live out one fantasy after another.

      That night when she leaves, I find myself staring after her car as it goes through the gates. As I’m greeted with the emptiness of the house after, it makes me crazy all over again.

      I end my night jerking off to the video she made on the site, and before I close my eyes, I look at the topless pics of her on my phone.

      I can’t stop thinking about her, and I don’t want to.
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        * * *

      

      Unknown to most, I’ve actually started taking a few college classes at Raventhorn University. Understandably that’s not something I want to be common knowledge.

      People know me as the badass. I show them what I want them to see, and it’s enough, so they don’t dig deeper.

      They see me getting by on a whim and wonder how the fuck I manage to come out on top every single year.

      Some think it’s because the connections my father has, but there comes a point when it becomes obvious it’s not that, and that’s when I leave them guessing and baffled.

      Of course, my teachers know what I’m about, and most of them can’t stand it. That blowhard, Principal Kolyav, hates it. They all hate that I could potentially ditch an entire year’s worth of learning, turn up for the exams, and ace it better than who they consider to be their best students.

      Today I’m starting my morning with homework—college homework, the only homework I care about.

      It’s seven a.m., and I’ve been at it for about an hour. I’ll get ready for school in a little while, then head out.

      I usually do this on weekends, but this weekend, I’m going to visit Mom’s grave. She’s buried on a little island in New Hampshire.

      Seeing her grave always stirs up my sadness and grief from losing her but being away from here gives me a break.

      When Mom’s family first came from Russia way back when, New Hampshire was where they settled. Since my parents didn’t have a marriage of love, she’s buried in  the private family plot. That’s where I want to go when I’m gone, if I don’t have the family and the life she wished for me.

      Chances are I won’t.

      I usually stay in New Hampshire with my uncle when I visit, which has been at least twice a month.

      When I’m there this weekend, I don’t want to think about anything. I have a feeling, however, that Billie Fairchild will be the exception.

      I finish off my work and pack away my folders. As I’m clearing the desk, I see the file I made of Billie’s bastard father.

      It contains all the correspondence he had with Mom. All the emails with his contracts and promises to fulfill his duties—which was to just do what he was hired to do.

      Nothing else was required of him. No favors, nothing shady where he had to work magic, just his fucking job.

      Those emails contained heartfelt messages from my mother in regard to her patients in the States and third world countries who were benefitting from her treatment.

      They were people who would have now died or will subsequently die because everything was shut down after the money was stolen.

      The bastard was hired because Mom believed his bull shit. Her methods of treatment were all still in research and clinical trials.

      She came up against all sorts of backlash from the medical world. That’s why she funded the majority of the program herself.

      When the money was stolen, she tried for over a month to fix the problem, but it just got worse, and she grew sicker.

      Dad didn’t help her when he could have. He had the money to fix everything, but he refused because some of those people who didn’t want Mom in operation were his investors.

      Everything’s so fucked up in all sorts of ways that shouldn’t be.

      It’s no wonder I am the way I am. Full of hatred and vengeance.

      And, I don’t think I can be blamed for wanting someone to take responsibility for my mother’s death.

      In the back of my mind, though, even a devil like me knows it’s not right to expect Billie to pay.

      However, my selfishness knows that’s the only way I get to have her.

      My interest in her was born in hatred, but my obsession in desire.
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        * * *

      

      Billie walks into my bedroom, taking those tentative steps.

      She’s still afraid of me, and now that we’ve been fucking for days, it’s clearer  than ever, she’s afraid of herself, too.  At first, there  were glimmers of  worry in her eyes. She’d try to mask it. Now there’s nothing she can hide.

      Especially when she looks at me.

      It’s Friday evening again. Our Fridays, so far, have been quite eventful. This one will be no different.

      “Take your clothes off for me nice and slow,” I tell her.

      She swallows hard, then obeys, taking off her jeans first when she steps out of her ballet pumps, then her top.

      “Everything off,” I prod when it looks like she’s going to keep on her bra and panties.

      She takes those off too, and my gaze glues to the smooth skin of her pussy.

      “Good girl.” I walk around her, taking measured steps.

      I’ve had my fill of her body, but every time I see her naked, I’m fascinated in other ways. I see something else to like and commit to memory. Like the little beauty spot in the small of her back and the way her hip dips when she’s nervous but also mad—mad at me.

      “I’m like a toy to you, aren’t I?” she speaks against the silence.

      When I face her, I see the fury.

      “Do you want to be something else? Do you want to be my girl, Billie?”

      “You asshole.”

      I laugh. “How many times have you called me that? I’ve lost count.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be calling you that again before the day is out.”

      I move closer and press my hand to the flat of her stomach. Her cheeks flush pink, and she looks away.

      “Bad girl, you want me, and you shouldn’t.”

      She glares at me. “I don’t want you. Please don’t mistake me for skanks like Jenna, who, by the way, is welcome to you, so she can leave me the fuck alone.”

      I take that to mean she’s had a run-in with Jenna.

      She’s about to continue her tirade, when I slide my finger into her wet pussy and shut her up.

      “Baby, you’re soaked, and I’ve only just touched you. That’s want.” I grab her hand and press it to the bulge in my pants. “That’s what you do to me, Billie Fairchild. Jenna doesn’t get me worked up the way you do, and she never will.”

      I don’t care; I confessed something I shouldn’t have. It’s worth seeing another piece of that wall she’s built up to keep me out crumble.

      There’s a twinkle in her eyes which gets brighter. It’s there for me, all for me, and I want it.

      Nothing else matters, so I allow instinct to guide me to her lips and kiss her.

      I pick her up and carry her to the bed, where I feast on her lips and her body.

      Lost in the wildness that takes us, she runs a hand over my hair and quickly pulls back. It snaps me from the sexual haze, and I stare down at her seeing she’s wary because of that first time.

      Just now, the touch was as sensual as it was that night, but the difference was I liked it.

      It didn’t scare me.  What scares me now, is her not touching me. I know what that means, and I know something has changed in me toward her, but the reckless part of me doesn’t care and wants her too much.

      So, I take her hand and return it to my head.

      The moment her delicate fingers touch me; the beginning of a smile tips the corners of her mouth.

      She tries to bite her lips to hide it but fails.

      “You’re prettier when you’re smiling.”

      “I’m surprised you noticed such a thing.”

      “Just shut up and kiss me. You fucking know you want to.”

      I return to her lips, and she kisses me, taking me deeper down the rabbit hole I dug for myself.
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      Look at me, again.

      I’m in his arms once more, but this time as we kiss, everything feels different.

      Everything sensual that was placed to the back of my mind has come forward and met the wild sexual haze that usually possesses us when we’re together.

      It’s so potent that as he kisses me a jolt of emotion hits my soul.

      I no longer find myself counting down the days until this is over. Instead, I’m thinking about what I’m going to do after, when I’m supposed to leave and this will end.

      What if I never feel like this again?

      What if I never meet anyone who makes me feel like everything, just with one look.

      Chad is not the guy to lose my heart to .

      He told me not to fall for him, so what’s happening to me now?

      My brain is desperately struggling to hold on to the line I’m not supposed to cross in this arrangement of ours, but my heart is leaping over it head first.

      I never used to understand when people would say they could fall for someone within days, or at first sight, but now I think I do, and that’s not good.

      Doing what he’s told me to do has opened up this vortex of wanting him, and I seem to stop myself from falling deeper into the great beyond.

      Chad kisses me harder, and I allow the desire sweeping through me to guide my actions and my every thought.

      I push aside my worries and tug on his shirt. I’ve never seen him shirtless or fully naked before, and I want to.

      I loop the white cotton and pull harder, and he follows my meaning.

      He breaks from my lips and lifts the shirt over his head with a proud smile that only a guy who knows he looks like a Greek god would have.

      My lips part as I take in the serious muscle facing me, with rows of tattoos lining his abs.

      On his chest is the image of Poseidon holding up a golden trident. That’s his Titan, and it suits him.

      The artwork against his muscle is so striking I reach out and touch it, running my fingers along the smooth but taut skin over hard muscle, evidence of how he must workout.

      “Like what you see, baby girl?” The deep baritone of his voice whispers over me like a gentle caress, and he captures my gaze in such a way that I can neither deny the truth nor look away. “Answer me.”

      “Yes.”

      “Then come back to me.” He crooks his finger, beckoning me to go to his lips, so I do.

      We fall into a kiss that speaks of forever, and it feels like we should always be doing this.

      When he sheds the rest of his clothes, gets on top of me, and plunges deep into my body, that feels like always too.

      At that moment, fear comes back when I like feeling this way too much.
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        * * *

      

      My eyes flutter open, and my gaze lands on the watercolor painting of a lake near Chad’s bookcase.

      It’s bright outside, but I have no idea what time it is.

      Wait a minute…

      Chad’s room?

      Bright outside?

      My awareness snaps into focus, and I realize with horror that I spent the night at his place.

      When I move to sit up and find his arm secured around me and my back pressed against his chest, I’m not sure what surprises me more.

      My craziness for sleeping over, or him.

      The slight shuffle makes him stir, and he lifts his head to look at me, but doesn’t move his arm.

      “Go back to bed; it can’t be time to get up yet.” His voice is groggy with sleep.

      While I stare back at him open-mouthed, he turns me to face him and kisses me as if we’ve always done this.

      “Chad, I have to go. It’s Saturday. I wasn’t supposed to stay over. My parents are gonna go crazy.”

      I can just imagine how Mom and Cal must have freaked out when I didn’t come home. Mom could have called the police or something because while I’ve told her about Isabelle, she doesn’t know her number.

      They might have even sent out Cal’s fleet of guards to look for me.

      Chad smiles against my lips. “You said, parents.”

      “Yes, so what? That’s not important.”

      “It is. Because you always talk about your mom but not Cal.”

      I pull away to look at him and bring the sheet up to cover my breasts.

      “I guess I do.”

      “Do you think he’d be worried about you?”

      I don’t have to think about the answer to that very long. “Yes.”

      “Good, I thought so. That’s why when they both messaged you last night, I answered back and told them you were staying over with a friend.”

      I stare back at him and press my lips together. “Thanks. Why didn’t you just wake me?”

      “Because I didn’t want to. It was interesting to watch you sleep; then it was interesting to fall asleep next to you.”

      I don’t know why I find that funny, but I laugh, and he looks at me as if I just did the most interesting thing he’s ever seen.

      “What?” I ask. “Why on earth are you looking at me like that?”

      “Because, that’s the first time I’ve heard you laugh.”

      “It can’t be. I laugh all the time.”

      “Not with me. Now I know what you sound like laughing.”

      Heat creeps into my cheeks, warming me all over.

      “I think I should go; you sound like you’ve lost your mind.”

      “I haven’t lost my mind.”

      Feeling slightly awkward, I slide off the bed and he watches me when I go over to the center of the room to grab my clothes.

      He sits up, and I can’t help note that the just-got-out-of-bed-hair he’s sporting, looks sexy as fuck on him.

      “What are you doing today?” he asks, smoothing his hair out of his face.

      “Just stuff.” Today I’m going to the hospital for my first day of volunteering at the research center.

      I would have told him, but the hospital I’m going to is where his mother used to work.

      I had a brief interview the other day over the phone. I couldn’t believe the coincidence when the man I spoke to mentioned Chad’s mother as one of the people who helped build the center.

      I had no idea before. I decided I’m not going to be working there long enough to worry about it, so I won’t.

      I’ll be there for a few hours on Saturdays. It might seem pointless because I’m leaving, but I’m doing it  to keep in touch with something I love. I did a few voluntary placements in L.A. This will just be one more thing to add to my resumé.

      “What about you?” I decide to ask too.

      He’s always by himself. He said his father and stepmother were away, but whenever I’ve been here, I haven’t even seen any of the house staff.

      He acts like it doesn’t matter, but I’m sure it must. The house is huge, and I can’t imagine what it must be like being alone here.

      “I’m going to New Hampshire.”

      “What’s there?”

      A shadow of grief washes over his face. “My mother’s grave.”

      Instantly my heart sinks, and I’m even more glad I didn’t tell him about where I’m going.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked.”

      “It’s fine. It’s a thing I do.”

      “Oh, I hope it will be okay.” I stare back at him when I finish doing the buttons up on my jeans.

      “It will. See you Monday here again. It’s car wash day.” He nods, and I roll my eyes at him. “Green bikini this time.”

      “Okay, boss.”

      Is it wrong to like something that’s so wrong for you but makes you feel good in the most twisted way possible?

      That’s how I feel about him.

      And that’s exactly it—the point.

      Chad makes me feel alive.
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      By the time Monday came, I was like a vicious, hungry dog.

      The moment Billie skipped on to the drive in her little emerald bikini, I decided I had to have her. The fucking car could wait.

      Days later, it’s still waiting. I indulge in her, and the more I take, the more I can’t get enough. Even when I think I’ve had my fill, I take one look at her and get hungry all over again.

      When I’m not with her, I miss her more than I should, and I know I’m in trouble

      for doing so.

      The only break I force myself to take from Billie’s body is the following Friday night because I’m meeting the guys at Ilya’s house.

      I would have skipped out on the meet-up but decided to go as I’ve barely spent any time with them since Billie came on the scene.

      When I get there, rage fills me when I see the guys invited Jenna. Everyone is out by the pool drinking and messing around. It looks more like a party than us hanging out the way I thought we would.

      Whenever we go to each other’s houses, we normally play pool and get high.

      Maksim—the fucking asshole he is—raises a beer to me and laughs.

      I’m not sure if he’s already drunk or high or both.

      Jenna skips over to me the moment I walk in, throwing her arms around me.

      “I couldn’t wait to see you,” she bubbles, shaking her hair and pushing her breasts into my chest.

      I step out of her embrace, and she pouts, reminding me of a little kitten.

      “Not now, Jenna.”

      “Then when? I have on those lacy  black thongs you like. Come on, we have the whole of upstairs free, or we can stay here and go in the hot tub.”

      I had Billie in my hot tub the other day.

      Billie…

      I blink when Jenna shoves a hand into my chest.

      “What the fuck is with you? And why the interest with that new girl?” She folds her arms under her breasts.

      I sneer and glare at her. “It seems you’re forgetting who you’re talking to.”

      Instantly she backs down, looking cautious.

      “I just wanted to know.”

      “You don’t get to know. If I don’t want you, I don’t want you. Now go.”

      Her eyes widen, and shock siphons the blood from her pretty face.

      I talk like that all the time, just not to her.

      She moves away, and I head over to the little garden area where I can be by myself.

      I light up a cigarette and take a long drag.

      Maksim comes up to me minutes later with a tentative expression on his face.

      “Sorry, man. I thought you might change your mind.” He looks me over like he’s inspecting me.

      “Don’t worry about it.”

      “So, I couldn’t help but notice you turned Jenna down again. It’s not like you to turn away easy pussy.” He leans forward and rests his elbows on his knees. “You’re fucking the new girl, aren’t you?”

      I take another drag and hold the smoke in my lungs, causing more damage to what I’m sure is already there given the amount of shit I smoke.

      “Why the question?”

      He laughs. “Jesus, Chad. Since when do we keep things from each other. Especially shit about chicks. I know you’re fucking her. I’ve seen you with her a lot.”

      I haven’t exactly been careful. People might be talking, but they’d never let me know they are. They’d be too scared to.

      “You like her, and I think it’s okay to,” he adds.

      “You do?” He might not be saying the same things if he knew about my arrangement with Billie.

      “She’s just a girl, Chad. I might be high right now, but have you ever just considered that it might be okay to like her since she had nothing to do with her father’s shit?”

      I have. There have been several times over the last few days where I’ve pushed the whole thing to the back of my mind and wondered if maybe this could work.

      Billie didn’t have anything to do with what her father did, and yes, I do like her.

      I think I might more than like her, but she wants to leave.

      I won’t be enough to keep her here. And why should I be?

      It was me who wanted her gone. Me, who provided the way for her to leave.

      Me, who was the fool all along.
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        * * *

      

      Saturday morning comes again all too quickly, as if time has decided to be my enemy and work against me.

      Billie and I have ten days left of our agreement.

      I hardly slept after she left last night, and I was up early staring at the wall, wondering what the hell I’m going to do when we stop seeing each other, and she leaves New York.

      I mulled over it for hours, never coming to a solution that didn’t see me slipping back into my old ways.

      The crazy thing about doing that is when a guy like me meets someone like Billie Fairchild; you’re never the same again.

      The thought lands me in even more trouble when it pushes me to

      check out where she is by tracking her phone.

      I’m surprised when the tracker picks her up in the research center of St. Peter’s Hospital. That’s where Mom worked, although her charity was  in Long Island.

      The hospital was where it all began.

      What is Billie doing there?

      She never mentioned working there, but I suppose she wouldn’t.

      There’s a possibility she knows Mom worked there. That’s probably why she didn’t say anything.

      I check the hospital site on my computer and look at the visitor’s log on reception. It shows Billie is one of the new volunteers for the center. She checked in at nine this morning and will be there until one. That’s in an hour.

      If I hurried, I could get there for one.

      Wait… what?

      Am I serious? I’m going to go there and see her on a day outside our arrangement?

      I shouldn’t do that. It would be a bad idea.

      Why not, though? What would be the harm in seeing her?

      I can do that if I want to. Rules are meant to be fucking broken. What’s the point in being the rebel if you can’t do that?

      Before I can talk myself out of it, I leave the house and head to the hospital.

      When I get there, the staff look happy to see me and allow me inside when I tell them I’m there to see someone. I used to meet Mom for lunch sometimes, and if she was ever working on a weekend, I’d pick her up, and we’d go to dinner after work.

      No one knows that side of me. Only she did. She was the only person worth showing it to.

      The custodian directs me to Billie. When I find her reading a story to a group of kids who look like they’ve been receiving chemo, I stop in my tracks and hang back so I can watch her.

      She smiles at them, and I’m reminded of the way my mother used to be with her patients. Especially the ones like those I’m observing who were on the clinical trials. Those who’d gone past hoping and had to rely on miracles.

      There are so many similarities between this girl and my mother—each pushing my cold heart to open and cast aside the darkness threatening to swallow me whole.

      Billie finishes up the story, and the children clap.

      She lifts her head to look at the clock, and that’s when she spots me.

      Our eyes lock, and I can see the fear riddling her mind.

      Quickly she dismisses the children and walks over to me with a look of uncertainty on her face.

      “Hi,” she says, bringing her hands together. “You’re here.”

      “You are too. Didn’t know you were working here.”

      Nervousness comes back to her eyes. “I started last week. I didn’t exactly want to talk about it too much because I’m not sticking around, and…”

      Her voice trails off, and I know why.

      “My mother used to work here.”

      “Yeah. I’m mindful when talking about your mother. I don’t think I have any right to mention her.”

      Weeks ago, I might have felt the same way. I don’t now. “It’s okay to talk about her. I think if she were alive, she might be extremely fascinated with you.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. She would have liked that you want to work with people who have rare illnesses. I like that you do.” Christ, listen to me. There was something freeing about saying that, though.

      “Is that why you’re here?” She raises a brow. “Because it’s kind of Saturday and we don’t see each other on Saturdays. Unless you changed the rules of the contract.”

      I gaze into those bright green eyes, and they suck me into a place I never want to leave, swallowing me whole. The feeling makes me want to be real with her and not hide.

      “This isn’t about that. I wanted to see you.”

      “And so, you tracked me down?”

      “It makes me more interesting; don’t you think?”

      She smiles. “It does, but you’re going to have to stop doing that if you don’t want me to think you’re a stalker.”

      “What’s wrong with being your stalker?” I feign innocence and lift my shoulders into a shrug.

      She starts laughing, and I love the sound so much, I wish I could record it.

      I reach forward to cup her face and she moves toward me at the same time I lower to kiss her.

      Apart from the night of the party weeks ago, this is the first that we’ve kissed in public. That night didn’t really count because I couldn’t see anyone else around.

      There are people around now who know me, but I don’t care who’s watching.

      The girl I care about is kissing me back and just pressed her dainty hand to my chest.

      I move away from her lips to gaze down at her.

      “Go to lunch with me?”

      “Okay.”
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        * * *

      

      We ate, and then the rest of the time was spent in my car.

      I parked under the Willow tree by the river where no one could see us. There she rode my cock, and I got drunk on her body.

      I’m doing it all over again now as I kiss her. It’s almost dark, and she was just putting her clothes back on, but every time she tried to fix herself, I ended up taking something else off.

      “You are going to get me in trouble.” she moans as I kiss her neck and tweak her left nipple.

      “We’re already in trouble.”

      “You know what I mean. Chad, I’m going to have to head back soon. I have homework.”

      “You’re mine; I don’t want to share you with anyone, not even fucking homework.”

      “You are crazy.” She giggles.

      “Yes, and I’m being serious. You’re mine.” Possessive need takes over again like it did earlier. This time at the thought of her belonging to me. “Tell me you’re mine.”

      I nibble on her neck, wanting her again. I want to take her home and have her all to myself in my bed.

      She answers with a moan, and I guide her hand over my aching cock.

      “Tell me.”

      “I’m yours.”

      “Good girl. No one else will ever touch you.” As I say those words, I know I’ve officially lost my mind, and the worse part about losing it is I don’t want it back. “You will forget everyone else before me. Everyone who’s ever touched you. Everyone.”

      Suddenly she stills, and her lips feel frozen against mine as if all the warmth has been taken from her body.

      I look down at her and notice straightaway that something’s off.

      “What’s wrong?” I search her eyes.

      “Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” She shakes her head. “I should go home now.”

      It’s like she’s just shut down.

      She fixes her top and pulls on her jacket, her eyes clouding.

      “Billie, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine. It’s late. I just want to go home. If you drop me back at the hospital, I can drive myself home.”

      “How about I drive you home and get someone to pick up your car?” I want to find out what the hell happened.

      She looks hesitant at first, then nods, agreeing.

      “Okay.”

      I turn on the engine and drive out slowly, keeping my gaze trained on her until I have to focus on the road ahead.

      It was something I said. I just can’t work out if she’s mad at me or if it’s something else.

      I say a lot of things to piss her off, but she’s never reacted like this.

      Maybe it was what I actually said—about being mine.

      It crossed the line and spoiled something.

      We get to her place nearly an hour later after driving in silence. This is the first time that I’d be driving through the gates, which open when she signals to the guards.

      I drive down the long driveway and park up in front of her house. I’m about to get out and open the door for her, but she gets out and mutters a mere thanks.

      Deciding I’m not going to leave this alone; I get out of the car and rush after her, grabbing her arm.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” I search her eyes and notice how dull they look, like she’s about to cry. “What did I say to piss you off?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Stop lying to me.” I frown, gritting my teeth. I run over what I said back at the park, and the thought that she might not want to be mine enrages me, which is crazy because in ten days’ time, we’ll be over. That, however, doesn’t register in my brain. “What the fuck is wrong with me wanting you to be mine?”

      “Nothing. Just stop it.”

      “No. Something is clearly wrong. I told you you’re mine, and I don’t want you thinking of anyone else.” The way she’s acting makes me wonder if she’s hung up on some fucker from L.A. “I don’t want you thinking of anyone else when you’re with me. Are you? Is that what the problem is?”

      “No, Chad, not everything is about you. Maybe I do want to forget everyone before you, but I can’t.”

      Tears stream down her cheeks, and the look of pain in her eyes tells me everything I need to know about what’s wrong with her.

      At first, I push the thought out of my mind because I don’t want to believe something bad could have happened to her, but it did.

      This girl has been the star of my fantasies and obsession nearly as much as she’s been the thorn in my side, so I know what her eyes are telling me.

      I know what her heart and soul are telling me as she bares it to me.

      This isn’t about some guy she’s hung up on and can’t forget.  It’s about someone who hurt her deeply. Someone who attacked her and destroyed her.

      Someone who raped her.

      The answer hits me like a punch to my gut, and that word in my mind makes me feel like hulking out and ripping reality apart.

      For the first time in my life, I feel like a self-centered asshole who did think everything was about him.

      It wasn’t.

      I’m so numb with rage that I release her arm when she wrenches it free of my grasp.

      “Billie—”

      “Just leave me alone.” Her voice is barely audible through her tears.

      I don’t want to leave her, but I think tonight it might be for the best.

      I watch her rush up the path and into the house. When the door closes, the sound echoes in my heart.

      I called her mine earlier, but she didn’t feel like mine until just now when I saw her pain.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            SEVENTEEN

          

          
            Billie

          

        

      

    

    
      I overreacted with Chad when I saw him yesterday.

      At least I think to him I did.

      The only thing I know is  I wouldn’t have acted any other way if I did it all over again.

      The wind picks up the ends of my hair as I stare out into the shadowy expanse of the Hudson River.

      I couldn’t stay in the house today, so I went for a long walk. The kind that saw me gone for the whole day. I drove out to the Palisades because Isabelle told me it was good for those times when you needed to get lost from the world.

      She was right. The place is huge and beautiful.

      I walked around, then before night fell. I stationed myself here by the edge of the cliff so I could watch the sunset.

      I thought I’d leave then, but I’m still here. I’m reluctant to go home because I don’t want to answer questions I know I’ll find difficult to answer.

      When I got in last night, I ran straight up to my room. I knew Mom and Cal were home, and hours later, they came to see if I was okay.

      I never said much, but they could see I was far from what I assured them.

      I’ll never be okay, never be fine, never be whole.

      The memory of my attack triggered this time because of how badly I want to forget.

      As Chad called me his, I didn’t even think of the warning not to fall for him. I wanted to be his, and I desperately wanted to forget the past. Then I realized it would always be a part of me.

      I know he figured it out. I could tell he knew what happened to me even without me saying it.

      I remember when it all happened. I used to feel vile and disgusting. Filthy and dirty. Unworthy of everything good. Like the little whore that devil used to call me.

      I stopped speaking for a while, and it wasn’t until after a few years of therapy that I felt like myself again.

      By then, I was nearly twelve. To go through something like that at such a young age was awful. Sometimes, I don’t know how I did it, and I always worry about what people will think of me when they find out the sordid details of my past.

      What did Chad think?

      I’ve been his whore for a month already. I was a whore again yesterday when I was with him.

      The snap of a twig  crunching under a heavy boot has me turning around quickly. Surprise fills me when I see Chad approaching. The moon shines down on him, lighting him up and highlighting the worried expression on his face.

      This is the first weekend since we entered this arrangement that we’ve seen each other on both days.

      I don’t have to ask if he tracked me here. It’s the only way anyone would know I was in this particular location.

      “You know, this is getting tiresome. You can’t keep doing this to me,” I scuff, staring at him as he comes closer.

      “You think it’s safe to be out here by yourself, practically in the wilderness?”

      “It’s not the wilderness.”

      “It’s close enough.”

      I sigh and draw back, my hands turn sweaty from the unease stirring inside me. “What are you doing here, Chad? It’s Sunday. I know you have better things to do and better people to see.”

      “I wanted to see you.”

      “You shouldn’t. In a few days, I won’t even exist in your memories, and that’s a good thing.”

      “That’s not true. I think you know that.” His glare intensifies.

      “I know no such thing, but I know you know what happened to me. I don’t want to talk about it. Especially to you.”

      “Why the hell wouldn’t you want to talk to me?”

      “Because I couldn’t  bear for you to think that maybe I deserved it.”

      He stares back at me as if I just slapped him. What I said was horrible, but I can’t forget what he was like when I first met him. As far as I’m concerned, that hasn’t changed.

      “How can you say that to me?”

      “Chad, to you, my father practically killed your mother. Because you can’t get to him, you want me. You might be happy something bad happened to me.”

      “You know deep down that’s not true.”

      “Isn’t it? Am I not the devil’s daughter?”

      He pauses for a moment like he’s considering something, then shakes his head. I’m not sure if the gesture is in response to my question or his thoughts.

      “My mother killed herself,” he says, and I suck in a breath.

      “What?”

      “My mother killed herself after things went down with your father. Only a few people know that, and now I’ve told you.”

      “My God. I feel even worse.”

      “That’s not why I told you. I told you because regardless of what pushed her, it was her choice. I wanted someone to blame because I wanted more time with her. You see what it’s like at my house. I don’t actually have a family. She was my everything.” He draws in a deep breath.

      “I’m so sorry Chad. I truly am.”

      “Thank you. Billie, it rips me up inside that something so bad happened to you, and I don’t care whose daughter you are.”

      “You don’t?”

      A quiver lances through my stomach when he takes my hands and kisses the tops of them.

      “No. I stopped caring a long time ago.”

      Relief washes over me, and the burden I didn’t even know I was carrying lifts from my shoulders.

      He sits next to me, slips his arm around me, and I rest on his chest.

      As his heart beats in my ear, strong and resilient, a comfort I’ve never experienced before surrounds me.

      It allows my weary soul to take refuge in his protective arms, and I feel safe and whole. Two things I haven’t felt in so long it’s like pure oxygen in my lungs.

      The feeling gives me glimpses of the version of myself I’m trying so hard to find, and I realize I am myself when I’m with him.
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        * * *

      

      Isabelle gives me a curious smile as I set out the bowl of fruits on the wooden lunch table.

      We’re having lunch outside today, and this time I’m keeping our lunch date.

      “What? You’re looking at me weird.” I chuckle.

      “I was just wondering if you’re actually going to stay for the whole of lunch or if you’ll have to mysteriously run off again.” She smirks.

      I know she’s suspected something is going on between Chad and me but hasn’t said anything. Yet.

      She’s been edging around to ask the question. I have a feeling this is going to be one of those times.

      “I’m not running off. I promise.”

      “Are you sure? Because your man just walked onto  the quad, and he’s looking this way.”

      She gazes over my shoulder with mischief in her eyes.

      I follow her gaze and when I see Chad with the other Titans, I think  this could easily be my first day of school all over again.

      Isabelle and I are sitting in different places, but Chad and the guys are doing the same thing.

      We’re far apart, but unlike that day only a few weeks ago, the look he’s giving me doesn’t produce the same terror.

      I still feel that solace from last night as he held me on the edge of the cliff, and I have a feeling no matter how far I go—it could be to the end of the earth or to the moon—I’d still feel it.

      He continues walking, but I watch him until he goes through the thicket of trees that lead to the science labs.

      When I return my gaze to Isabelle, of course, she’s already looking at me. The mischief has turned to wild curiosity, and she’s laughing.

      “Are you ever going to tell me what’s going on with you two? Just so you know, I’m over here dying to know. I could drop dead from the suspense any minute now.”

      We both laugh.

      “You’re not going to drop dead.”

      “The point is I could.” She nods vigorously. “So, tell me what’s going on.”

      How can I tell her what’s going on when I can’t even explain it myself?

      There are the bad parts—a.k.a. the contract. I could never breathe a word of that to anyone.

      But there are the good parts which have evolved outside of the contract which I never anticipated. Ever.

      “Well?” she prods.

      “Can I tell you another time?” Like at the end of the contract.

      Maybe I’d feel better to talk then, although I’m supposed to be leaving.

      “You can. I am inferring that to be in the affirmative.” She drops her voice lower. “As in you’re seeing him. Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me, and if you thought I was going to judge you, I’m not. I’m not wired that way.”

      “Thank you,” I answer, although I’m not confirming or denying anything—technically.

      I look back to the empty trail Chad left behind. Even though he’s gone, and a group of students now fill my view, I still see him and still hear his words.

      He called me his.

      What would it be like to truly be his?

      I’ve never felt anything more tempting.

      I suppose the only way to know what it would feel like to be his is to stay in New York and abandon my plans to go back to L.A.

      Love might tempt me to do it.
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      Maksim cheers as I lean over the pool table, take my shot, and win our round.

      I laugh when Ilya curses us in Russian, calling us cunts and everything under the sun. He’s five g’s down. It’s time to quit, but the fucker would never do that.

      “You fucking assholes.”  He slams a fist into my arm, which doesn’t hurt.

      That’s how we mess around. If this  were a real fight, the end of his jaw would have connected with my face. Then he’d be on the floor picking up his teeth.

      We’re at the Crow, the bar we usually hang out at when we’re not partying at each other’s houses. We’ve been playing pool for two hours already, and it doesn’t look like we’re going to stop any time soon. Any kind of game we play involves betting, and I always win.

      I’m here because it’s Billie’s mother’s birthday so she went out for a family dinner.

      If she didn’t have plans, I would be with her. Right now, I’m counting  down the time until tomorrow when I see her.

      I shouldn’t count down anything because time is still my dearest enemy, but I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t. I count down because I can’t wait to see Billie, and I stop myself from doing so because the days are fast approaching for her to leave me.

      “One more game,” Maksim calls out as another song starts playing.

      The volume is low up here on the game floor, but when they change the song, it gets louder for a few seconds.

      I nod, and he high fives me. Ilya and Lev, however, already look defeated, but they’re in.

      I laugh at them and take a swig of beer, stepping back so Maksim can have his turn.

      The soft flutter of fingers runs over my back when I set my beer bottle down on the little table next to me.

      When I turn and find Jenna standing behind me with a saucy smile on her face, my insides twist. Looks like last time she didn’t get the message.

      She hugs me. A clear indication that my parting words at Maksim’s party fell on deaf ears.

      “What do you want, Jenna?” I can’t hide my displeasure for seeing her.

      “You.” The laughter that falls from her lips reminds me of burnt honey. Not sugary or sweet, but brazen and sour. “Are you ready to come back to me yet? I’m always ready for you.”

      “I told you I don’t want you. But I’ll say it again. I don’t want you, Jenna.”

      She smiles like she’s privy to some fucked up joke I don’t know the details of.

      “Okay. I’m sure that’s going to change. It always does with you.” She runs a light finger over my chest and saunters away.

      I won’t change my mind. Even when Billie goes. I know I won’t because there’s no one like Billie for me.

      Don’t fall for me.

      That’s what I told her. I just never gave myself the warning.

      I take another swig of my beer and move back to the pool table. Maksim cuts me a glance, clearly because he’s curious about what I said to Jenna.

      I nod, silently telling him I sorted it out. I walk closer, but as soon as I get to the table, the room spins. It happens so fast I question if it happened at all.

      The room spins again, and I feel weird. Instantly I know something’s wrong with me.

      I was fine a minute ago. I haven’t had anything to make me feel this shitty. So, what the hell could be wrong?

      “You okay, Chad?” Lev asks. He’s the first to notice something’s off with me.

      “Yeah,” I lie. I don’t like attention on me, especially when I don’t know what’s going on. “You guys keep playing; I’ll be back in a second.”

      I move away from them and head downstairs to the restroom with the disabled facilities because it’s bigger.

      Making my way through the dancing bodies on the dance floor, I try to quicken my pace, but I feel worse quite quickly and nearly fall over.

      I just make it inside the restroom before my fucking body heats up like someone is throwing fire on me.  It’s then I know I’ve been drugged.

      I’ve had this feeling one time before, and never again. I’d had a potent  dose of E that could have killed me. This feels different, though—like something else. A mixture of something else.

      The water isn’t enough, and the air around me is so tight it feels like it’s slipping away.

      My vision blurs, and the next thing I know, I’m falling.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Chad, wake up.”

      That voice. It sounds so far away, but I think it’s Maksim’s.

      “Chad, wake up.” The voice comes again, and I know it’s him.

      My eyes flutter open, and I see his face hovering over me; him, Lev, and Ilya.

      There’s another guy here, too, I recognize to be one of the bouncers.

      I’m lying on the floor. The cool ground feels colder than it should, but  that could just be my skin. At the thought, I recall what happened.

      “Are you okay?” the bouncer asks.

      “No.” I release a sigh and try to sit up, but my head feels like it’s going to fall off. “Someone drugged me.”

      “You need to go to the hospital.”

      Hospital? I need to find out who the fuck did this to me and kill them. Who would even think they could do shit like this to me and live to talk about it.

      “How long was I out for?”

      “Maybe an hour, give or take,” Lev answers. “We got lost in the game, and time flew by. We thought you hooked up with some chick but came to check on you anyway.”

      Steadying myself, I stand. Maksim, however, keeps a hold on me.

      “Chad, you need to go to the hospital,” he says, looking more worried than I’ve ever seen him.

      He would because he knows whatever knocked me out had to be hardcore.

      It was in my drink. Someone must have put something in the beer when I had it on the side.

      I’m about to answer him when I realize my pockets feel lighter.

      Did someone drug me to steal from me?

      The first thing I reach for is my wallet, which I find in my back pocket.  I check the next pocket that should have my phone and growl when my hand comes away free with nothing.

      “My phone’s gone.”

      Someone took my fucking phone. Who would do that? Who would take my phone and leave my wallet, which had at least a grand’s worth of cash?

      That makes no sense.

      And shit. Shit, shit, shit.

      My phone has my secrets. And Billie’s too.

      Her video. Her pictures.

      “I need to get my phone back.”

      I know even as I say the words, I’m not going to get it back, and dark dread cascades into my soul.
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      My gaze automatically flutters over to Chad sitting in the back row when I take my seat near the window in Biology class.

      We’re having lunch together in a few hours, which translates to getting off campus and either spending what could be the rest of the day in his car or his bed. I don’t mind either.

      I just want to be with him.

      Although I had what could be considered as a nice dinner out with Mom and Cal last night, it was still strained. All I could think about was Chad and seeing him today.

      There’s something not quite right about him, though. It’s in his eyes as he stares back at me even though he winks. There’s just a dullness in his expression I haven’t seen before.

      Mr. Gorton, our teacher, walks in and starts the class.

      I turn my attention to him as he starts talking about osmosis and diffusion.

      We’re supposed to watch a video for most of the class, which I’m glad for because I can’t concentrate today. My mind is still jangled from my consideration to stay.

      Of course, it’s crazy, and I’m shocked at myself for even deliberating the idea in response to a boy I haven’t known long enough. But I feel the time we’ve spent together has been enough.

      My head is spinning with all sorts of ideas and possibilities I never expected to factor in. The same way, I never expected to fall in love with the one person I know I absolutely shouldn’t have.

      I went through a lot to get to this point, and L.A. still feels like where I need to be, especially for Dad when he gets out of prison.

      Who will he have if I don’t go back?

      If I stay here, it will be like turning my back on him and all the aspirations I wanted for myself at UCLA.

      Will it, though?

      A voice keeps whispering those words to me, enticing me to desire what I have with Chad.

      The inappropriate sound of a loud orgasmic moan tears into my thoughts, and I’m pulled back to reality just in time to see the live image of myself on Mr. Gorton’s widescreen TV, naked and lying on my bed, touching my pussy.

      My eyes nearly explode in my head when I realize what I’m looking at.

      My video!

      Chad’s video of me.

      Oh my God, no, no, no what’s happening?

      What the hell is happening?

      Behind and around me, the class erupts into a cacophony of laughter, hoots, and cheering as I make myself come on the video.

      The TV takes up a good portion of the wall so everyone can see it.

      “Turn it off!” Someone calls out.

      The person sounds like Chad; at this point, I don’t care who’s speaking. I’m so embarrassed I can’t breathe.

      Mr. Gorton fumbles with the control, but it doesn’t seem to be working.

      Of course, this is my world, so that would happen, wouldn’t it?

      I come on the screen, and then a caption in white letters runs over my breasts.

      It says:

      
        
        I sold my body to Chad Volkova for 30 days for $100k; call me on 7675186 if you want to book my pussy.

      

      

      

      Jesus Christ.

      I stare long and hard at the words, refusing to believe what I’m seeing and failing because this is real.

      This was the cost of freedom?

      This was the cost to fix my mistakes?

      Chad did this to me.

      Obviously, this was him.

      My God, he did this.

      Why was I so foolish to allow myself to fall for him?

      Bile rises in my throat, and I just manage to get up and run before I embarrass myself further by throwing up everywhere.

      Howls of laughter follow me down the hall, and I’m only free of the torture when I get outside, out of the school building. There two large hands seize me mid-flight, lifting me off the ground.

      “Billie, wait, please.” It’s him—Chad. But, I don’t know why he’s here.

      “Let go of me.” I thrash against him, kicking him hard in his shins with the heel of my pumps, but he continues to hold me. “Let me go, Chad. Let me go, you bastard. You did this to me. You did.”

      It’s only when I say those words that he releases me.

      When my feet touch the ground, I don’t continue my pursuit to my car. Instead, I whirl around and slap him across his face.

      “I didn’t do it.”

      “Stop lying to me! What was the plan? You’d make me feel for you, then crush me?

      “My phone got stolen.”

      “I don’t believe you. You wanted to punish me because of what my father did to your mother.”

      “No, that’s not true. Billie, my phone was taken. This isn’t me.”

      “Stop it! You think I’m stupid? You fucking bastard. Even if that’s true, you’re like Mr. Tech genius. No one can just get into your phone like that. And why would they do this to me? It’s you.”

      “Billie, you have to believe me. I didn’t do this. I would never hurt you this way.” His eyes plead with me to believe him, but I can’t.

      I don’t know what to think. My mind is a minefield waiting to detonate and I feel  so foolish for giving him my heart.

      “You are despicable.” I shake my head at him. “On my first day of school, we stood right here, and you told me to leave. You said if I saw you again, you’d make me wish I’d never been born. Congratulations, you won, Chad. Now people know I sold myself to you.”

      “Billie—”

      “Fuck you. I don’t want anything from you. So, keep your fucking money.”

      He tries to reach for me again, but I swat his hands away and run.

      Run past the audience who’ve gathered to watch, then to my car.

      Tears blind me as I drive out of the school, not knowing what the hell I’m going to do. Everything has gone to hell.

      The school knows I’m a whore, Chad knows I’m a whore, and I have no way of getting to L.A.

      Oh, God.

      I cry harder, so hard it hurts. My heart hurts more than my dignity, and I feel even worse for it.

      I’m supposed to be more sensible than this. I’ve been through enough life shit to exercise more care when it came to trusting people, yet I trusted him.

      I gave him my body, my mind, my soul. My secrets.

      Of anyone I shouldn’t have trusted, it was him. Him all along.

      Home is the last place I want to be, but I find myself there. When I park up on the drive, I jump out of the car and don’t even bother to close the door.

      I rush inside the house, where I see Cal in the hallway. He’s on the phone and looks like he’s in the middle of a serious conversation. He’s also dressed in his suit, clearly ready to go to work.

      However, the instant he sees the wreck I am, he hangs up the phone and comes closer to me.

      I should run the other way and head up the stairs to my room. He’s not my father so I shouldn’t seek any comfort from him.

      “Sweetheart, what happened to you?”

      His words cut into the delusion I’ve filled my mind with for the last few months, and I rush into his arms.

      He holds me, and at that moment, it doesn’t matter that he’s not my father because he’s always taken care of me the way a father would.

      He’s doing  it again as I break down against his chest.
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      When I stop crying, Cal takes me to my room, but I can’t tell him what happened. I could never tell him. I don’t even know what words I’d use.

      I crawl into bed, and he covers me with a blanket, then plants a kiss on top of my head.

      “I’ll be back to check on you,” he mutters, tapping the top of my wrist.

      I nod, and he leaves; then, I close my eyes and fight the images that haunt me out of my mind.

      I fall asleep somehow, and it’s only when I open my eyes that I realize I was sleeping.

      It’s night now. I’ve been asleep all day, and I’m almost sure Cal must know what happened to me by now. The first thing he would have done was call the school.

      This occurrence wasn’t just some prank amongst students. A teacher saw it too.

      Everybody in biology class saw my naked body and my naked pussy with me touching myself, looking like I was in a cheap porn video.

      I sit up, allowing my feet to touch the fluffy carpet, accidentally knocking over one of my science books that was already leaning on its side.

      Fucking science. Fucking everything.

      Fuck me.

      I’m a mess.

      If I were a drinker, I’d drown my sorrows at the bottom of a bottle. I can just imagine everyone at school knowing what happened and talking about me again.

      Reaching for my bag, I dig for my phone to see if maybe Isabelle messaged me—if she still wants to be friends.

      I get my answer when I look at my phone and find twenty missed calls from her in addition to a hundred missed calls from a number I don’t recognize.

      I have a few messages from the same number. When I click into my inbox and open the first message, I see it’s from Chad.

      
        
        Billie, it’s Chad. Call me when you get this.

      

      

      I guess the unrecognized number does tend to suggest he did have his phone taken, but I don’t know. My mind is torn between wanting to believe him and wanting to protect my heart.

      Honestly, he’s the last person I want to speak to, and I wish I could go back to that first day of school when Isabelle essentially warned me not to get involved with him.

      Because I didn’t listen all of this happened

      This is my hell.

      No matter what I felt for him, if he  weren’t such an asshole, he wouldn’t have done the video in the first place or blackmailed me.

      I find ten messages from Isabelle, so I read them quickly. Each of them asks me to call her.

      God bless her heart for her kindness. I get the feeling, though, she’s saying that to calm me because the situation is bad.  The kind of bad I’m sure Raventhorn Academy don’t want associated with their school—no matter who my mother is or my stepfather to be.

      As much as I would love to speak to Isabelle, I can’t call her now. There’s no way I can speak to her. Not yet.

      A little knock sounds on my door, and my back goes ramrod straight. Whoever that is—whether Mom or Cal—it’s not going to be good.

      I shouldn’t have come back here.

      Now I’m stuck, and God knows what’s going to happen now.

      “Come in,” I call out, my voice sounding hoarse as if I haven’t spoken

      for a thousand years.

      The door swings open, and both Mom and Cal are there.

      I bring my hands together, waiting for the blasting to start.

      God, she might actually kick me out, and I’ll be free of her in a way I never wanted or thought possible.

      I could have ruined her career already, and I wouldn’t know.

      My eyes glue to her disappointed ones, and any hope I might have had that she didn’t know what happened fades into the ether. She knows. They both do.

      Mom looks back at Cal, who nods to her with quiet encouragement.

      I expect them both to come in and rip me apart, but she alone comes in, and Cal closes the door leaving us both inside my room, which feels so much more like a prison now.

      Silence fills the space between us. Not the type of reverent silence you’d find in a church on a Sunday morning while the patrons say their private prayers. But more like the silent hush before an execution.

      She looks at me. I look at her. And I feel ashamed.

      I sold my body to a boy for a hundred grand so I could get away from her.

      What do I say?

      What can I say?

      Should I say anything?

      Mom looks as if she’s been crying. I would cry too if my daughter did something so low to embarrass me.

      I swallow hard and gear up to say something. I want to start with sorry, but it doesn’t feel like it’s enough.

      “I heard what happened at school today,” Mom confirms.

      Tears tip over my lids at the confirmation, and I know to start with that apology.

      “I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Mom.”

      She stares back at me and dabs the corners of her eyes. She looks more haggard than I’ve ever seen her, and I wish I could fix everything.

      “I’m assuming the money was for L.A.? You were going to leave?”

      I nod. This isn’t the time to lie or try to be a smart mouth and defend myself or my independence. I fucked up, and I have to accept it.

      “I didn’t mean for this to happen, and it wasn’t like I was some kind of whore. I promise you it wasn’t. This was a guy I liked.”

      Mom bites down hard on her back teeth and blows out a ragged breath. “Were you careful?”

      “Mom—”

      “Billie, were you careful?” she asks with more insistence keeping her gaze nailed to mine.

      “Yes.” It feels like a lie. Although it’s not technically. I took my pills, but Chad never wore a condom. I believed him when he said he was clean and assumed, like the fool I am, that he was sleeping with just me. That’s not being careful.

      “I drove you to this,” she mutters, shocking me down to my core.

      I wasn’t expecting her to say that.

      “But this is all me and my own stupid fault.”

      “Yes. It is your fault, and Billie, I’m furious that you would do this and sell the most precious thing you have. But I can’t be angry when I know it’s my fault too.” She pauses for a beat. “This is what happens when you try to control someone who’s a grown adult. I don’t know what made me think I could control you when I was already seeing your father when I was eighteen.”

      I always forget that. Mom had me when she was nineteen. Maybe that’s why we clash so much, because she’s not even forty yet and I’m a year shy of being half her age.

      She steps forward, coming closer, and I’m thrown when she sits next to me and takes my hand into hers.

      I search her eyes, unsure of what’s going on, but then she squeezes my hand and drags in a deep, measured breath.

      “You can go to UCLA. If that is where your heart is and you’re not going there to be closer to your father, you can go. I will pay for whatever  you need to get the education you want so all your dreams can come true.”

      I gaze at her wide-eyed, not sure if I should be relieved. “Really?”

      “Yes. You have my word. But I think the time has come for me to tell you certain truths.”

      “Truths?”

      “Yes. I think you’ll need to hear everything before you make up your mind about L.A. I know you’re worried about your father, and I look like the bitch wife who put him behind bars. I look like the bitch wife who cheated on him and screwed him over when he seemed to be the good husband.”

      I’ve never heard her speak like this before.

      “Mom… I don’t know what to think.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      It’s an odd question, but one I’m surprised I don’t have to think about. “Yes.”

      “Good, then trust what I have to tell you. Trust that I don’t stand to gain anything from what I’m about to reveal if I’ve already offered you what you want.”

      “It sounds serious.” I’m almost afraid to hear it.

      “It is. There are things about your father I wanted to keep secret from you, but this is how it blew up in my face.” She releases my hand and brings hers to her cheek.

      “Tell me, Mom.”

      She dips her head, draws in a breath, and focuses on me. “Your father and I didn’t have the marriage we made everyone believe we had. When he wasn’t brutal, he was vindictive, and he was always threatening to take you away from me.”

      Her comments from weeks ago come rushing back to my mind, and I find it hard to believe she’s talking about the same man I’ve revered all my life.

      “Why was he like that? I never saw him behave that way.”

      “He would never show you that side of him. As for me, he claimed he loved me. Being brutal was his way of keeping me in line so I’d never think to leave him. My career began because of him. I owe my foot through the door to him, and he never allowed me to forget. I wanted to leave him many years ago, and I wish I’d had the courage to. I never knew that staying would cause more disaster.”

      “You mean what happened recently?”

      “No, but it was only recently that I became aware of what kind of monster your father truly is.” She takes a sip of air.

      “What disaster are you talking about?” The only disaster that I know of which happened before our recent scandal was my abuse.

      “I’m talking about what happened to you when you were little.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Billie, when I found out what that man did to you while I was away working, I lost it. It was me who killed him.”

      My mouth drops, and I glare at her as shock slams into me.

      “What? You did?” I blink several times.

      “Yes. Your father hid the evidence but threatened to destroy me if I ever left him or told anybody what he was doing to me. Years of abuse followed. I just wanted to get away from him and take you with me, but it was impossible. He allowed me my fame if I kept being his wife, and we looked like the model family. It was while I was working in Russia that I met Cal, but he approached me because he wanted information on your father. It was the start of the scandal.”

      “Oh, my God.”

      “There’s more, sweet girl, so much more that will hurt you, but I have to tell you.”

      My heart stills as if it’s going to stop beating, but I will it to continue going.

      “What, Mom? Tell me.”

      “Cal was hired to investigate your father. While he was digging around, he found out that Jack, the man who abused you, paid your father money to have you.” Her voice breaks, and my heart shatters into shards of fragile glass as I struggle to comprehend what she’s telling me.

      “What do you mean? I don’t… understand.” My voice shakes and the rest of me follows. My brain is rejecting the information even though my heart has already received it.

      “Billie, your father accepted payments for Jack to sleep with you.”  Tears stream down her cheeks. “He did it because it meant he could go higher in the firm.”

      I stand as if invisible strings pull me up and hold me in place. My arms flop to my sides, and my mouth slackens.

      My trembling lips move, but no words come out, although there is a myriad of thoughts racing through my mind.

      “D…Dad…” I choke out.

      “Yes. It was him, Billie. And when I killed Jack, I just made it easier for him to get the position he wanted. All those years, he held me captive and made me believe I was in the wrong, when it was him. He did terrible things to people, but he destroyed us. He stole the light from your eyes, and he didn’t even care. He just wanted money and power so much he sold his little girl’s virginity to a predator to get where he wanted to go, and that is why I don’t want you anywhere near him or anywhere near L.A.”

      A sound like a tortured cry pours from my throat, and all I can do is scream.

      Emotions attack me from right and left, ravaging my insides.

      Fear. Anger. Disappointment. Hurt. Pain. Sorrow.

      Hatred.

      It all slams into me like a tsunami. As I fall and my soul weeps with tears from my heart, Mom catches me.

      People say the truth can set you free, but my truth anchored me to hell and shattered the glass house I never even knew I lived in.
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      There’s only one vindictive bitch who has the balls to do what was done to   Billie and me.

      One.

      One who would know the password to my phone because I made the mistake of telling her when I was drunk out of my mind.

      Of all the drunken hookups I’ve had with Jenna, I regret that the most. I regret them all, but that one was the kicker. The thing to take me down when I least expected it.

      I figured out it was Jenna who put the whole thing together the instant I saw the video playing.

      She would have known I would figure it out, too—and that it was she who drugged me. That was why I couldn’t find her anywhere yesterday when shit was going down.

      At the club, she must have slipped something in my drink when she hugged me.  Then all she had to do is watch and wait. I’ll never know what she actually wanted from me. But when she saw what was on my phone, she must have decided she’d hit the jackpot. The video and the contract I emailed Billy were two damning weapons she used against both of us.

      Yesterday my day was split between looking for her and trying to call Billie.

      

      Perhaps it was a good thing I didn’t find Jenna because God knows what I would have done.

      I just walked into English class hoping she’s here, and she is.

      The bitch is here talking with her group of disciples as if nothing happened.

      I know her so well. That’s why I knew to try here first thing. Since she knows me too, she knew I’d be mad as fuck yesterday, and if she was a guy, I’d kill her—no exaggeration. In the Bratva, when a fucker does what she did to me, the answer is death.

      There’s no way around it.

      As she’s not a guy, I found the only other way I knew of dealing with ruthless bitches like her. A way she never anticipated because she doesn’t know everything about me.

      She doesn’t know I’m far worse than what she ever imagined, and she fucked with the wrong guy.

      When I march up to her and her little band of bitches it’s clear she thought I would have cooled off by now, and she’s even hoping I didn’t guess it was her.

      The first thing I do is take out the envelope from my pocket. I had my lawyers prepare it last night. It’s times like these when we involve the law. When we think the law will produce a worse result than death.

      I hold out the letter to her, and her smile brightens.

      “What’s this, Chad? And hi, good morning.”

      “That’s a formal letter letting you know you’re being investigated for drugging me. A copy has been sent to your parents.”

      The smile falls from her face. “What? I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “You do, and you need to give me my phone right the fuck now.”

      “I wouldn’t know where your phone is. Where the hell do you get off doing this type of shit to me? It’s not my fault your little girlfriend is a slut.”

      “Jenna, give me my phone.” I continue and decide to let the slut comment slide.

      When she doesn’t budge—just like I preempted—and we now have the attention of everyone else, I decide to take things up a notch.

      “I’m sure you thought yesterday was funny. Didn’t you?”

      “As funny as the next person,” she counters. “Classic idea to out the little bitch.”

      “Yeah? It’s good to air out the secrets in public, isn’t it? I’m sure the class would love to know your parents put you in rehab last summer so you wouldn’t have to do community service for stealing jewelry from Nordstrom’s.” The moment I say that, her eyes go wide, and the fear of God drains the blood from her face.

      She’ll want to know how I came by that information, and how in the hell I could have possibly found out something that was sworn to secrecy under the blood oath.

      Unlike my family, who are only part of the Komarovski, her father is a Knight. Things are far more serious for them.

      Put simply, I shouldn’t know anything, but I do, and that was just a fraction of the shit I have on her up my sleeves.

      “What about the affair you had with your father’s best friend,” I declare loud and clear, so Svetlana, her best friend, .

      The man I’m talking about is her father, and that affair ruined her parents’ marriage. No one knew until just now the homewrecker was Jenna.

      “You bitch,” Svetlana cries, shoving Jenna hard. “It was you.”

      “I can explain,” Jenna says.

      “Make sure you explain the baby, too, and the abortion her father paid for,” I add.

      Svetlana rushes away in tears.

      “You asshole,” Jenna says, facing me with  tear-filled eyes.

      “Oh, I’ve only just gotten started. There’s a fuck of a lot more.”

      “Don’t.”

      “Did Billie get the chance to tell you no or ask you for mercy? Did she even get the chance to save herself? No, so why should you?”

      “For fuck’s sake, Chad, you talk to me as if you don’t know me. This girl comes on the scene, and suddenly, you don’t want me. She had to pay.”

      “Give me the fucking phone, Jenna, or I swear to Christ I will keep going.”

      With a look of defeat, she reaches into her bag and hands me my phone.

      “Good, I suppose I’ll see you in court.”

      It won’t just be her who goes down for this; her family will too.

      As for now, I know I’ve caused more than enough damage.

      I walk away, walking past Mr. Davison, our English teacher.

      He just looks at me as I leave because he knows there’s no point saying anything. I won’t listen. Definitely not when I have to get my girl back.

      I make my way outside and call Billie. The phone I used yesterday was one of Dad’s spares.

      I dial her number, and it goes straight through to her voicemail. I didn’t want to leave another message to add to the host I’ve already left, but  it’s all I can do.

      I’m not sure how her family will receive me if I turn up on their front door because I know they know what happened. Cal isn’t stupid. He would have figured out that even if the video exposure wasn’t my fault, I shouldn’t have had that video in the first place.

      I’m sure he would greet me with his guns if I went to their home, but I will go if I have to.

      When the beep sounds, I open my mouth to leave the message but stop mid-thought. All my previous messages have told Billie it wasn’t my fault and that I wouldn’t hurt her.

      This one needs to be different, so I think of all the things that were my fault and work with that.

      “Billie, it’s me. I know you don’t want to speak to me, but I’m not going to stop trying to get you back. I’m sorry for the way we met and for blackmailing you into being with me. Instead of being the asshole I was, I should have just asked you out and gotten to know you properly. I still would have fallen for you the same way.”
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      I pull the blanket tighter around my shoulders. It’s not cold, I just like the comforting feel of the fabric against my skin.

      I’m sitting on the back porch looking at the rose garden.

      It’s Saturday. I should be at the hospital, but I can’t go anywhere where I’m supposed to act like I’m okay.

      I’m not. In some ways, I’m worse than I was before Mom told me the truth, but in other ways, I’m not.

      Knowing Mom was my protector this whole time, gives me some assurance, but I feel terrible for the way I’ve behaved. All she’s ever done is love me, and I sided with Dad, who was the real devil all along.

      I still can’t wrap my head around it. I was so deluded, so blinded, I couldn’t even see he wasn’t what he showed me.

      The floorboards creak, and I lift my head to see Cal coming toward me with a tray of chocolate muffins and a steaming cup of hot chocolate.

      I straighten up as he comes closer and sets the tray down on the little wicker table before me.

      “Your mom thought you’d like this.”

      “I do. Thanks so much.”

      Like Mom, he’s come to check on me a lot over the last two days, but this is the first we’ve spoken. I was either lying in bed crying or half asleep.

      I haven’t said much since I broke down. I have questions. I just haven’t had the strength to ask them.

      He pulls up the little chair and sits in front of me.

      “How are you doing?” he asks.

      “I’ve seen better days.” I smile when he taps my head. “Thank you, Cal. Thank you for everything and for taking care of us. You know Mom told me everything.”

      “I know. Do you want to talk about it? If you’d rather your mother, I can get her.”

      “No, you’re just as good.”

      He smiles, and his eyes sparkle. “It means a lot to hear you say that.”

      “I mean it, and I’m sorry I’ve been so difficult and rude.”

      “It’s okay.” He smirks. “I was your age once, and I guess if all I was, was difficult and rude, I’d be a saint.”

      I find myself smiling.

      “You’re so well put together. I can’t imagine you being any other way.”

      “That’s what I’m like now.”

      I pull in a breath and decide to ask him the most prominent question on my mind.

      “My father, what can he do to my mother when he gets out?”

      “Nothing. He can’t do anything to either of you because you’re under my protection now.” He nods. “If he even thinks to attempt anything at all, the consequences will be dire, so he won’t.”

      A chill rushes over my skin, but at the same time, I feel the safety I’ve yearned for all this time.

      “Thank you.”

      “How are you feeling about him?”

      I shake my head. “There are no words, Cal. I can’t just say I feel bad because it’s not enough.”

      “I understand. Time is the only thing that will heal you, but at least now you know the truth. Your mother and I never wanted to hurt you. We knew you loved your father with everything inside you, and we didn’t want to taint that. I especially didn’t.  We thought we could keep it from you, but it was best you know.”

      “It was best. I’m shattered from the news, but I needed to know who my father truly is, and who you are too.”

      “I’m always going to be here for you, Billie. Always. I love your mother, and I promise you I’ll take care of you both.”

      “I know you will. We’re both lucky to have you.”

      “I’m the lucky one. With that said, everything should be okay at school. I contained the problem, so you don’t have to worry if you want to go back. The decision to go to L.A. is still yours.”

      I’ve purposely shoved L.A. out of my mind. With the truth out, my mind opened to a number of possibilities for where I’d like to go to college. I’ll talk more about how I’m feeling about it another time. I am, however, curious to hear how Cal contained the situation at school.

      “What did you do?” I ask.

      “I spoke to the right people. It was all orchestrated by a girl called Jenna. Apparently, she stole Chad Volkova’s phone.”

      What a bitch. So, Chad was telling the truth?

      The darkness lifts from my shoulders, and my heart opens.

      He didn’t do it, but… what about everything else that’s wrong with us?

      “She is being dealt with,” he adds.

      “People can’t unsee what they saw,” I mutter.

      “No, they can’t, but they also know how to choose their battles, and that is one fight no one wants with me. Okay?”

      “Yes, and thanks.”

      “Any more questions?”

      “No.”

      “Okay, well, I’ll leave you with those thoughts. You probably should also give Isabelle a call at some point. She seems like a friend. She turned up at my office yesterday asking for you.”

      That makes me smile. “Really?”

      “Yeah. She said it would be too cringe to come to the house, so she wanted to be professional.” He chuckles.

      “I’ll call her.”

      “Good. See you later.”

      He stands and leaves.

      I reach for my phone. It’s been switched off, so when I turn it on, I see more missed calls from Isabelle but just one from Chad and a voice message.

      The number is actually from Chad’s phone this time.

      Quickly, I fire off a message to Isabelle, letting her know I’ll call her later. Then I listen to Chad’s message.

      The moment I hear his voice, everything fades from my mind. When I hear what he has  to say, all the love I feel for him flows into my heart, and I never want it to stop.

      I would have fallen for him the same way, too, so there’s only one thing I can do.
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        * * *

      

      When I get to Chad’s house, I find him in his living room reading a Calculus book.

      The butler let me in and directed me in here.

      As Chad lifts his head and sees me, he stands and rushes up to me but stops a breath  away.

      I gaze into his eyes and think of all we’ve done together. Being this close again makes me realize what I felt was real.

      “Calculus?” I try for lighthearted first.

      “Don’t tell anyone. It’s my secret.” He gives me a little smile.

      “I got your message.”

      “And.”

      “Apology accepted, but I would have said no if you asked me out,” I tease with a little smile.

      “No, you wouldn’t have.” He grins, relief brimming within his eyes which seem brighter.

      “Yes—”

      He grabs me and kisses me, loving my lips with his, and healing the pieces of my soul that need him.

      He pulls away slightly to cup my face. “I love you, Billie Fairchild and if you’re going to L.A. I’m going with you. I’ll spend every cent of that money on making you happy, and I’m never ever letting you go.”

      I smile and plant a kiss on the edge of his chin. “I’m not going to L.A.” I can tell him all the reasons why another time. “I love you, too, and I am staying right here. When the time comes, I’m also going to Raventhorn.”

      That makes him happier. “Looks like you’re mine forever then.”

      “If you want me.”

      “I need you, Malyshka.”

      “I need you too.”

      “Then I’m all yours.”
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        One year later

      

      

      

      “Oh my God, it’s beautiful.” Isabelle points excitedly at the English building across the distance on the campus.

      “It is.”

      We were told the building was one of the most beautifully designed at Raventhorn University, and I’m inclined to agree. It has the same gothic-style  design the academy has but with a cosmopolitan edge.

      We arrived on campus two hours ago and went straight on to the tours.

      Isabelle and I are in the same sorority and will be living next to each other for the next four years at Myrridin House,.

      She’s become the very best friend I could ever have, and I hope I’m the same for her.

      The tour ends a few minutes later, and just like he promised, Chad is standing by the  bridge waiting for me.

      “Looks like I’ll be seeing you later,” Isabelle says.

      “It seems that way.”

      “Have fun.”

      I give her a quick hug and skip into Chad’s awaiting arms. He picks me up and spins me around as if we didn’t see each other yesterday.

      The difference between then and now is we’re here at the place we’re supposed to start the rest of our lives.

      And we’re together.

      “You need to see my room,” he mutters, planting fiery kisses along my neck. “It has a really big bed.”

      “That comes in handy.”

      “Glad you think so, I can’t wait to see how you’ll look wrapped in my sheets.”

      His lips return to mine, and he carries me away.

      As he does, I think about how far we’ve come.

      I became his, but he became mine too.
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        * * *
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      He’s the arrogant, jerk who rules the campus

      She’s the quiet girl out to ruin him.

      

      Straitlaced, studious, shy and accident prone were words that once described Kelsey James until she declared war on the rowing team and their sexy but conceited leader, Adrian Colton. Determined to punish them for their role in blackmailing best friend, Kelsey would stop at nothing until everyone discovers the truth about him.

      

      Rich, powerful, popular and every female’s dream, until all of that was ruthlessly stolen from Adrian by one unexpected girl on a mission to destroy him. His privileged life hadn’t prepared him for losing everything and definitely not for dealing with a beautiful, prickly woman he loved to hate.

      

      As they fight their unwanted attraction, Kelsey and Adrian must face an unknown assailant with deadly intentions.
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      “Suspend him from the team.”

      The words hung in the air and weighed heavily on Adrian’s chest. He barely heard the verdict over the pounding of his heart. He wondered if the others in the room could hear it.

      It didn’t bode well for his future if the first vote cast was to suspend him from the rowing team.  His fate at Blackstone University was being determined by seven austere people in front of him.

      That first verdict was from an elderly professor who should have retired a few decades before. Professor Marcella’s public speaking class was a horrible graduation requirement that students were forced to take. The crazy woman made students write their own obituary and read them in front of the class. Who would ever want to talk about their own death?

      Adrian locked his legs and crossed his arms over his muscular chest. His father had always told him to never show any outward emotion. A mildly bored expression was to be displayed to the world. Nothing else would be tolerated. A Colton must always demonstrate the proper decorum. What a bunch of bullshit.

      He kept eye contact with each member of the student disciplinary council in front of him as he clenched his jaw to keep from saying something that was sure to get him kicked out of college all together. How many times in his life had he swallowed down a reaction or comment that would have diverged from his perfect persona? How many times had he edited a remark in his head so he wouldn’t say it out loud?

      “Not guilty. He should stay on the team.”

      Two down. Adrian was a little surprised Dr. Bannister, the dean of students, had sided with him. He had not had much interaction with the dean, but he had heard the man was stiff and structured. That description fit in with his appearance. Tall, thin, slightly balding, and wire-rimmed glasses were just the start. He also sported a pinstriped suit with deep creases in the pants and a bright white shirt that had enough starch to stand on its own. The look was completed by a bowtie. Oddly enough, it worked for the guy.

      Alone in the center of the Blackstone University Board of Trustee’s chambers, he was now second-guessing his decision to decline representation. He would face his future on his own. He didn’t have anyone to stand with him anyway. All his so-called friends had either been arrested for committing unimaginable crimes or had abandoned him. They didn’t know if he had really been unaware of what had been going on or if Adrian was just as guilty.

      The two guys he had hung out with the most had manipulated, lied, coerced, and even killed to get what they wanted. Parker and Eric were sitting in a jail cell after trying to kill a student named Gwen Mason at a gala a few weeks ago. The president of the university, Parker’s father, Eric’s mother, and several others were also arrested for a multitude of offenses including embezzling university funds, blackmailing a US senator, and murder. Everything was a mess, and he was in the middle of it.

      Adrian had not taken part in their plans, but popular opinion found him guilty by association. Maybe he was? Adrian had never cared enough about what was going on to ask questions. He never actively participated or had knowledge of any crimes, but he sensed something wasn’t right. It had been easier to ignore the world and pretend he had the perfect life.

      He just didn’t care. Thinking back over the past few years, he couldn’t remember the last time he cared about anything. Until now.

      He didn’t want to be thrown out of school or off the rowing team. The only peace he found was on the water, rowing his sleek boat, and racing against time or the other team. On the water, he could just be himself.

      A throat cleared, bringing his attention back to his trial. Two verdicts down and four more to go. The vice president of academic affairs, Dr. Rex Osborne, would render the final vote in the case of a tie or uphold the majority’s wishes.

      The entire council sat in tall-backed leather chairs behind a long, curved desk on the raised dais in the front of the room. Some looked out of place, while others, like the dean of students, appeared to belong.

      The one student on the council shifted in her seat, looking everywhere but at Adrian. She looked vaguely familiar, possibly from one of his classes, but he couldn’t place her. The girl’s chocolate-brown hair was pulled up in a messy bun, making it impossible to tell how long it was, but Adrian thought it would probably flow down to the middle of her back.

      Her wide, deep brown eyes were framed by luscious lashes that were not enhanced with mascara like many girls on campus tended to cake on. She would not need any make up to increase her attractiveness. Adrian wondered why she wouldn’t look at him. Hopefully, it was not a sign of how she was going to vote.

      A short man with a goatee, who Adrian had discovered was in charge of the counseling center, cleared his throat again. “We should postpone these proceedings until additional information is presented.”

      The vice president shot the man a dirty look. “Harold, you’ve seen all the evidence and information we have discovered. You’ve been given the opportunity to ask questions, which you have done. We’ve wasted enough time with this matter. It needs to be finished.”

      Hearing that, Adrian was even more convinced than before that the entire hearing was a complete sham. Dr. Osborne had overseen the investigations into the members of the Onyx Society who had not been immediately arrested. Adrian had cooperated as much as possible, even going against his parents’ demands that he remain silent.

      He had done nothing wrong, and he didn’t have anything to hide. Keeping quiet would have made him look even more guilty than everyone thought he was.

      “Harold. Your verdict.”

      Harold Green glared at Dr. Osborne. “Mr. Colton, I don’t believe that you knew nothing of what was going on, but I do believe in giving second chances. Rex, I insist Mr. Colton perform community service regardless of the outcome of this disciplinary council.”

      Dr. Osborne’s face turned red. “Harold!”

      Harold folded his arms across his chest. “I do not vote in favor of suspension at this time.”

      Dr. Osborne rolled his eyes, and it took extreme effort for Adrian not to do the same thing. At least it was another vote in his favor. He didn’t like the idea that he could be punished either way and hoped no one else on the council joined in with Harold.

      Professor Patrick McGregor had been in the army for a couple of decades before he joined the university as a member of the political science department. He was one of the toughest faculty members on campus, not accepting any excuses or cutting the students any breaks. Adrian knew he would vote for suspension. There had not been any question in his mind how the cranky, old curmudgeon would vote.

      “Son, a man is judged by who he associates with and how his actions affect others. You have failed at both. First, you haven’t made the right choices in your companions. Second, inaction and complacency are just as bad as committing the crime. You may not have performed the deeds, but you did nothing to stop those who did. If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be staying at this university.”

      McGregor shook his head. “I know this is your last year of college and your tuition has already been paid for the year, but I do not agree with the University Trustees’ decision to allow you to complete your degree. A man doesn’t learn without harsh consequences. You need to be not only suspended from the rowing team but removed from it completely.”

      Adrian was finding it more difficult to stay still and not lash out. He expected this from the horrible old man, but hearing the venomous words spat at him cut him deeply.

      He watched the others on the dais. Everyone looked uncomfortable after McGregor’s little speech. Adrian hoped it would not affect the next votes.

      “Maggie, you’re up.” Dr. Osborne loosened his tie and rubbed his forehead.

      Adrian didn’t know much about the woman who was about to vote, but he knew she worked in the athletic department. Maggie Spruce dressed the part even at his hearing, opting for workout clothes and sneakers instead of business attire. She was in her thirties but seemed to act a little younger. He thought she might be some sort of trainer, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe their shared love for sports would help her side with him.

      Maggie shifted in her seat and took a deep breath. “There is no evidence that Mr. Colton participated in anything other than hanging out with other members of his rowing team. We must remember that Mr. Colton lives in the team house, so it is natural that he would be friends with the others who lived with him. I understand that it has been a seriously long time since some of the members of the disciplinary council have been to college, so I must remind you that these students are barely adults. They tend to stay in small circles of friends, usually within their sports, activities, and living arrangements.”

      She turned narrowed eyes at McGregor. “I agree with Harold. Mr. Colton deserves another chance.”

      Adrian tried not to smile, but he felt the corner of his mouth raise. Maggie Spruce was someone he could respect, and he was going to make it a point to thank her even if he lost his place on the team.

      The lone student on the council was the last to provide her decision. She still wouldn’t look at Adrian, even though he was focusing on her. He watched her jaw clench, and his heart sank. She was going to vote against him. Why? Why would she do that? Students should stick together, but he didn’t think she understood that simple concept.

      Dr. Osborne stood up and walked in front of the curved desk. He clasped his hands behind his back and turned to face the side, so he could see the council members and Adrian at the same time. “We have one final vote from our student government representative, Kelsey James.”

      Kelsey turned her gaze to Dr. Osborne and shifted higher in her seat. “The entire rowing team should be disbanded, but I know that won’t happen. The least we can do is to cut out the worst of them. I vote for suspension.”

      The worst of them? Was she fuckin’ kidding? Adrian’s anger grew, but he forced himself to appear unfazed. He knew he was failing miserably when Maggie’s expression turned sad, and he could see pity in her eyes. That sucked. He didn’t want anyone to pity him.

      Dr. Osborne paced in front of the council. “It seems we are tied with three votes for and three against suspension. In the event of a tie, it is up to me to render the final verdict.”

      He turned to face Adrian. “We’ve heard some valid arguments on both sides that I find myself agreeing with. You are in this hearing because you have made some poor choices, but you also were not an active participant in any wrongdoing. It is my decision that you will serve a one-month suspension from the rowing team and perform two hundred hours of community service. You will also be placed on probation here at Blackstone University for the duration of your sentence. If you mess up even the slightest little bit, you will find yourself expelled.”

      Suspended. The word reverberated throughout the large meeting room. Adrian couldn’t stand there anymore. He needed to leave before he did something that would definitely get him kicked out of school.

      Dr. Osborne paused to stare at Adrian. “Have I made myself clear?” He waited for Adrian’s curt nod. “Do you have any questions?”

      Adrian bit out, “No.”

      “Good. This council is now complete. Please report to my office first thing in the morning and we’ll go over the details.”

      Adrian nodded again, turned on his heel, and strode out of the room. He needed to escape before he lost his composure.

      He shoved his way through the heavy double doors and into the hallway, not knowing where to go. He had just lost the only thing left that had mattered to him. The men’s bathroom was across the hallway and provided him with a temporary destination to get himself under control.

      His heart beat wildly in his chest, and his throat began to tighten. He made sure no one else was in the room before slamming his hands down on the sink and dropping his head. “Fuck!”

      Taking several deep breaths, he glanced up into the mirror above the sink. All he could see was a screw up. A guy whose life was a disaster and no clear way to fix that.

      Adrian turned on the faucets and splashed water onto his face. He needed to come up with a plan but all he could focus on was the fact that they ruled against him. They didn’t give him the benefit of the doubt. Most of them went into the hearing already condemning him.

      The one that pissed him off the most was Kelsey. She could have prevented him from being suspended from his team, but she didn’t. She was the final vote.

      He stormed out of the lavatory and into the hallway, stopping short when he came face to face with the girl who helped ruin his life. “You!”
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      Kelsey took a couple of steps backward before catching herself and stopping. She was not going to back away from a bully.

      “Were you waiting for me? What do you want? To rub it in? To Gloat? Didn’t have enough satisfaction ruining my life?”

      Kelsey fisted her hands on her hips. “You got exactly what you deserved! Actually, you got less than what you deserve. They should have kicked you out of college. Your whole team should be punished. Everyone knows that!”

      Adrian folded his arms across his chest and gave her a measuring look. “You’re unbelievable. You listened to campus gossip and passed judgment on me? On my team? You don’t know what happened. I didn’t do a damn thing.”

      “You and all your friends treat everyone like crap! You all think you’re gods on this campus. That you can do no wrong. You think you can take whatever you want. Make people do what you demand. Slavery is illegal!”

      His gray eyes narrowed. “What? You’re nuts.”

      “I am not!”

      Adrian smirked. “I get it now. This was your pathetic opportunity to punish someone popular because you don’t fit in. You decided to lash out at me because your life didn’t turn out like you wanted. Your little revenge tantrum fucked me over!”

      Kelsey’s face turned red, and she leaned toward him. “You conceited jerk! That was not me throwing a tantrum! That was me serving justice.”

      Adrian dropped his arms and shifted to sidestep her. “Listen up, Buttercup. Stay away from me and stay away from my team. We don’t want or need you doing anything.”

      “See! That’s exactly what I’m talking about. You think everyone is on this earth to serve you.”

      “Your term, not mine. You’re the one who said you were serving justice.” Adrian arched his brow. “Forgot what you said already?”

      Her temper flared. “I know what I said! Someone has to stop you and all the guys like you.”

      “You don’t know a damn thing about me, but I know your type.” He circled around her, taking her in. “You’re probably a psychology or sociology major planning to save the world. Dreaming of taking on corporate America and joining the peace corps. Not everyone who has money and power is evil. Maybe you should take the time to learn that before you make yourself more of a fool. Run along back to your loser friends, buttercup.” He turned and walked away from her.”

      “You’re such an asshole! And don’t call me buttercup.” Kelsey seethed. He was just another spoiled rich kid who sponged off his parents and had no idea what the real world was like. Maybe community service would provide a valuable lesson.

      She sighed. His wealthy parents would probably donate something to the university and get him out of it. The rich and powerful never had to face any consequences.

      Adrian left her standing in the middle of the hallway glaring at his back. His life was destroyed by a girl who didn’t like the popular crowd and was using her position on student government to punish him.

      He made it outside and sucked in as much air as he could. He felt like he couldn’t breathe inside the building but walking through the doors to the sidewalk hadn’t helped. He needed to get onto the water.

      The problem with that was he was supposed to attend his International Business class. Technically, his punishment was set to begin the next day, so cutting one of his classes today would not violate their rules.

      He might have been banned from competing with his crew team, but he could still take out his single scull boat on the Schuylkill River. His personal boat was stowed in Boathouse Row in Philadelphia, which is made up of a line of 19th-century boathouses behind the Philadelphia Museum of Art. Blackstone University’s rowing program didn’t allow students to compete with their own boats, so Adrian kept his with a local rowing club.

      He jogged over to his sleek, metallic black Porsche Panamera, hopped in, and revved the engine. He was in the mood to drive fast, but he would probably hit city traffic. Blackstone University was just outside of Philadelphia, in Gladwyne, with the city only minutes away but having the privacy of a suburban location.

      Twenty minutes later, Adrian was pulling his boat from the rack and slinging it over his shoulder to haul out to the water. The lightweight boat was long and sleek, and not difficult to carry.

      Adrian slipped the two oars into their notches and settled onto the small seat. The boat was only about a foot across, not leaving much room to move around. Reaching forward, he pulled the oars to him and began to move into the center of the river. It was a calm day on the water, perfect for a ride.

      Pushing and pulling the oars over and over, Adrian lost himself to the repetition. He would not be racing against another person or team; he would be trying to outrun his turbulent thoughts. The past month had been the worst of his life and hits kept coming. If he allowed himself to think too much, he would crumble. Nothing would ever be the same.

      After Parker and Eric were arrested along with their parents, everything had begun to happen at once. Since his family was friends with Parker’s, they were all under investigation. His parents’ assets and bank accounts were all frozen, which meant that they were essentially broke. They couldn’t even withdraw enough money to pay their monthly bills. Luckily, Adrian’s tuition and room and board had already been paid for the year, or he’d be in even deeper trouble.

      Worse than losing access to their money was that his father was put on administrative leave from his own company. The board had not been understanding and there were even rumors of replacing him as president of the large financial brokerage firm.

      His parents had locked themselves away in their home and Adrian didn’t think they had left much. His mother had screamed about the embarrassment and the scandal and cried about how she would never be able to show her face at the country club. Priorities.

      His older brother, Heath, distanced himself from the family and was working with the investigators. He claimed it was to help clear the family, but Adrian knew that his brother was making a play for their father’s position within their company. His brother was an opportunistic dick.

      Adrian sighed. His head was too messed up for a trip down the river to help him.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey opened the door to the apartment she shared with her best friend, Janie, a little harder than she had planned, making it bang against the wall. She dropped her large hobo purse onto the coffee table as she passed it.

      “Uh-oh. What happened?” Janie stopped rummaging through the kitchen cabinets when she spotted the family-size bag of Swedish Fish Kelsey was wrestling with to open.

      Kelsey put the bag up to her mouth and tried to rip it with her teeth.

      Janie pulled a pair of scissors from the knife block and held it out to her. “Here.”

      Kelsey tried once more to rip the top off the bag before accepting defeat and the scissors. "Thanks."

      “Must be bad.” Janie motioned to the handful of Swedish Fish Kelsey was stuffing into her mouth. “A small bag wouldn’t cut it?”

      Kelsey dropped the bag onto the counter. “Ugh. It’s nothing. Just a rough meeting.”

      Janie’s eyes narrowed. “You’re not telling me something. You said you had a student government thing. Aren’t they usually boring? You normally come back from those meetings with a double espresso to wake you up, not a bag of gummy fish. That’s your go-to cheer up candy for when you’re stressed out of your mind.”

      Kelsey stalked over to the fridge, pulled it open, and grabbed a Cool Blue Gatorade. “Maybe I was just in the mood for Swedish Fish?”

      Janie leaned against the counter. “I’m not buying it. What happened?” She paused. “You don’t have to hide things from me. I know you’re still upset with me for keeping things from you. I should have told you what Eric and Parker had been doing, but I couldn’t. They were going to hurt you or my brother if I told anyone and I couldn’t risk that.”

      Kelsey twisted the top off her Gatorade and took a sip to stall. “Janie, they treated you like a slave for almost a year. You did whatever they made you do all the while pretending you were still dating that jerk! What am I supposed to think? Why didn’t you trust me? I could have helped you. We could have gone to the dean or someone.”

      Janie stared at the floor. She had allowed a guy she had been dating to manipulate her and set her up to look like she was plagiarizing, all to blackmail her into basically being his slave. Eric had made her clean their rowing team house, do his laundry, and be on call for his errands whenever he wanted her. “They threatened you and I couldn’t live with myself if they hurt you or got you expelled from school. They were so powerful. I didn’t think they would ever be taken down or caught.”

      “You trusted Drew Maxwell.” Kelsey shoved more of the candy into her mouth. “Why him?”

      Janie focused on her best friend. She hated the rift between them. “He’d been the only one to ever stand up to them. He also introduced me to his military friends. It was the first time I felt as if there could be an end to all of it.”

      Drew Maxwell was the star soccer player at Blackstone University even though he had only been at the college for a short time. He had transferred to Blackstone after his brother had been killed, determined to discover who did it. It turned out Janie and Drew both had a common enemy in Parker and Eric.

      Kelsey dropped the bag and her Gatorade on the counter and moved closer to Janie. “I wish I could have helped you.”

      Janie gave her a sad smile. “You helped me every day. You gave me the only normal I ever got.”

      Kelsey pulled Janie in for a hug. “Never hide things from me again. Promise.”

      Janie pulled back. “I promise. Now, tell me what you did this morning to rile you up so much.”

      Kelsey busied herself with uncapping the bottle and taking a long drink. “Just a boring council meeting with some professors and staff.”

      Janie folded her arms across her chest. “Are you going to make me ask you a million questions?”

      Kelsey smirked at her. “It’s much more fun that way.”

      “Kels.”

      Kelsey rolled her eyes. “I was on a student disciplinary council.”

      “Oh, wait. You lied to me?” Janie glared.

      “No. No. I didn’t. I was the student government representative on the council, and it was part of my duties as vice president.”

      “What else aren’t you telling me?”

      Kelsey popped a few more red gummies in her mouth. “Alright. It was Adrian Colton’s hearing.”

      “Are you freaking kidding me?” Janie began to pace. “Why? Why would you want to be on that? I thought we were putting this all behind us.”

      “There was no way I was going to let that jerk get away with hurting my best friend!”

      “Oh, Kelsey, what did you do?”
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      “I voted to suspend him from the team. After what he and his friends did to you, he should have been kicked off the team.”

      “You didn’t base your verdict on me, did you?” Janie ran her hands through her hair. “Kels?”

      “That whole team should be thrown out of school!” Kelsey’s fists were on her hips. “Ugh. He’s… He’s… Such an arrogant jerk.”

      Janie grabbed her hand and led her over to the couch in their living room. “Tell me everything from the beginning.”

      “The vice president of academic affairs presented the information that was gathered about Adrian, the rowing team, his friends, and the mysterious Onyx Society. It took about forty minutes for him to go over everything.”

      “What did the evidence say?” Janie curled her feet under her.

      “It was mostly about Eric and Parker, but there was a lot about Adrian being present when some of the things had happened. He was a part of the rowing team and one of Parker’s best friends.” Kelsey left out the part where the police had cleared him of any wrongdoing. The hearing had been about what was best for the university.

      “Go on.” Janie knew her friend was holding something back.

      “They made me go last. I wanted to go first, but since I was the student government representative, I had to wait until the end.”

      Janie winced. “You had to be the deciding vote?”

      Kelsey nodded. “Yeah. There were six of us on the council. One professor didn’t show up so there was an even number. My vote tied it for suspending him from the team. Dr. Osborne had to give the final ruling.”

      “What’d he say?”

      Kelsey took another sip of her drink. “Adrian was suspended from the team for a month and has to do community service.”

      Janie studied her best friend. “Are you feeling bad about voting that way?”

      “No! Of course not! He deserved way worse than what he got.” Kelsey stood from the couch. “Uck. He was so conceited. He had the nerve to blame me for him being suspended. Like it was completely my fault, and not the two other people who voted the same way I did.”

      She began to circle the living room. “He burst out of the men’s room and almost knocked into me and then he started accusing me of all kinds of craziness. He could have at least worn a shirt that fit him properly instead of it almost bursting at the seams when he folded his arms over his huge chest. I was waiting for the buttons to pop off and fly all over. Why don’t guys wear the right size? They throw on clothes and don’t bother considering how it looks to everyone else. He could have hurt someone if a button had flown off!”

      Janie started laughing loudly. “I never thought Adrian had big muscles.”

      “Are you kidding? His arms are huge, and his chest and back are ripped.” Kelsey was not going to think about how his khakis were snug against his butt when he walked away.

      “Ripped, huh?” Janie chided.

      “Whatever. He needs bigger clothes.”

      Janie tried to suppress a grin. “Well, it’s over now. You don’t have to deal with his big muscles anymore.”

      Kelsey shot her a glare.

      Janie adopted an innocent expression. “We can focus on something else, like the fundraiser for the animal shelter.”

      “Yeah.” Kelsey flopped back down on the couch. “Let’s plan out what we’re going to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Adrian strutted into the fraternity house a block off campus. Phi Delta had been banned from campus two years ago for too many wild parties and getting into hot water for their pledge practices. They had lost their university endorsement, so technically the guys in the frat were not recognized in the Blackstone University Greek system, but they were still very much active and continued to throw as many parties as they could. Just about every night of the week, there was something going on. And that was precisely why Adrian was walking through their door.

      He planned to get as intoxicated as he could, possibly hook up with a hot girl, and definitely pass out. He just needed to make sure he didn’t throw up first. It didn’t matter how attractive he was or how amazing in bed. The women worth his time wouldn’t think throwing up was a good thing. It would completely ruin the mood.

      Most of the guys in the house had more money than they could ever spend but put forth a huge effort to do just that.

      “Yo, Colton! What are you doing here on a weeknight?” a guy called out. He had one girl on his lap and his arm around another.

      Adrian winked at two girls who were openly checking him out. If they were still there in a little while, he might bring both back to his place. He continued across the room toward the kitchen. Three guys and a bunch of females were standing around two kegs.

      “Want a beer, Adrian?” Kevin called out from behind the kegs. He had a stack of red plastic cups next to him.

      “I don’t drink shit beer.” Adrian knew they offered up the crappiest light beer to those who didn’t know better. The good stuff was usually in the pantry off the kitchen and that was exactly where he was heading.

      Every time Adrian came to a party at Phi Delta, he was always amazed at how nice the place was. A couple of the guys had gotten together to purchase the old Victorian and had the whole place renovated. Polished hardwood floors, ornate chair rail, crown molding, and natural stone in the kitchen, pantry, and bathrooms were just some of the features.

      What was even more surprising was how clean and maintained they kept it. With parties nearly every night, they had to have one heck of a cleaning service.

      A guy named Rob gave him a chin lift. “Follow me, brother.”

      Adrian held out his fist and waited for Rob to bump it. “Definitely need a drink tonight.”

      “Figured I’d see you soon with all the trouble your buddies have gotten into.” Rob by-passed the kitchen and opened a door at the end of the hallway.

      Adrian grinned when he realized it was the den that was normally reserved for the guys living in the house. “Thanks, man.”

      “No problem.” Rob walked behind the bar that took up most of the back wall and poured two large glasses of whiskey. At a bar, it would probably be at least a triple.

      Adrian accepted the dark, amber liquid with pleasure. The first sip burned its way down, but Adrian welcomed the sensation. After a few more mouthfuls, he wouldn’t feel it so much.

      Rob reached down, selected a bottle that was only half full and handed it to Adrian. “I think you’ll need this.”

      Adrian smirked and eyed the bottle. That would be just enough to wipe out any thought of his crappy day. “What are you going to drink?”

      Rob laughed. “That’s all yours. I’ve got more where that came from. I figured you might want to take it out to the back patio.”

      Adrian grinned. They had set up the patio as a dance floor that the sorority girls used to attract guys. They had a theory that a male who could dance was good in bed. He had no idea about anyone else, but he could move on and off the dance floor. “Good idea.”

      “Thought so. There’s a tight, white mini skirt calling my name. I need to go claim her.” Rob strolled out the door with his near-empty glass.

      Adrian tipped his tumbler back, gulped down the rest of the alcohol, and set it down. He didn’t need a glass when he could drink right from the bottle.

      When he stepped outside, the small dance floor was crowded with scantily clad females enjoying the loud music. Adrian surveyed his selection, watching the fluid motion of their bodies, zeroing in on a tall blond in a very short black skirt that barely covered her deliciously round ass. And man could she shake it.

      He watched as she rolled her hips. The girl could move, which if Adrian reversed the ladies’ logic, meant she would probably be good in bed.

      Adrian put the bottle to his lips and took a big swig before striding onto the dance floor. A few girls rubbed up against him as he made his way toward the blond. If he hadn’t singled her out, he would have enjoyed their attention.

      The blond had her arms up in the air and had just spun around when Adrian came up behind her. She stepped back against him, rubbing her ass into the front of his jeans, grinding against him as she swayed to the pulsing beat of the music. Adrian snaked an arm around her waist as he matched her motions.

      She turned in his arms, reaching for the bottle, but he held it back from her. “You have to earn it.”

      Desire and determination lit her eyes as she rubbed even harder against him, running her hands all over his chest. She leaned in and kissed his neck, nipping it before whispering in his ear. “Let’s get out of here.”

      Adrian was almost disappointed in how easy she made it. He normally liked a bit of a challenge, but she could be worth a night of fun. “I’m not ready to leave yet.”

      She pouted and reached for the bottle again. Adrian sighed but lifted the whiskey toward her lips and poured a little in her mouth. She went wild and he knew she would be up for whatever he had in mind.

      Adrian took several mouthfuls and just as he knew would happen, it went down smooth and without even the slightest burn. He pulled her closer to him and kissed her hard and fast as he became blissfully numb.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian groaned as his eyes slid open. He rubbed the grit from them as he tried to remember what had happened the night before. After his unsuccessful attempt at clearing his head by taking out his scull boat, he decided a drink might help. He recalled going to Phi Delta and dancing, but the rest of the night was a blur.

      The bed he had woken up in was not his own and he had only a vague recollection of dancing with the blond who was asleep next to him. They both had some clothes on, so it must not have been that great of a night. If he had to guess, they had gone back to her room to have some more fun but passed out before the good stuff began.

      He slipped from the bed and winced from the dizziness and slight nausea the movement caused. Two empty bottles of Jack Daniels littered the floor and a raging headache showed just how much they had consumed.

      Pulling on his jeans and thrusting his feet into his sneakers, he snuck out of her room. He didn’t need the awkward next day chat that girls loved to have. He needed to go back to his place and shower before he got himself into even more trouble.

      Pausing at the door, Adrian glanced back at the blond. She was attractive but not enough for him to bother with again. Besides, he had no idea what her name was.

      When he got to his house, someone was vacuuming, and the sound intensified the pounding in his head. It was going to be a long day.

      Even though he didn’t have the time to make himself fully presentable, Adrian required a shower. The stench of stale alcohol and perfume reeked from him.

      Since his life had fallen apart and his perfect persona was shattered, he no longer felt the need to look the part. He took perverse pleasure in sporting a wrinkled navy T-shirt and faded jeans so worn they had natural rips and not fabricated ones for style.

      Adrian slipped dark sunglasses over his eyes before jumping into his Porsche and heading away from the rowing team house. He was told to be at Dr. Osborne’s office first thing in the morning. It was entirely too early.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, he ran his fingers through his wet hair, shaking off the excess water. Adrian hadn’t put any product in it before he left the house. He didn’t care how it dried. There was a sense of freedom in not being as close to perfect as possible. Adrian ran his hand along his jaw, feeling the scruff there. Deciding not to shave was a first and he liked it. It might become a habit.

      Pulling into the parking lot with only five minutes left was cutting it too close, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. If he didn’t find a place to park right away, he was going to be late. He noticed a few spots in the back row, so he sped down the aisle to get to them. Adrian whipped his car between the lines, threw it in park, and exited the vehicle.

      Adrian began to weave his way through the vehicles as quickly as he could. He passed a Mini Cooper with eyelashes adhered to its headlights and rolled his eyes. Definitely not a man’s car. He was about to step out into the aisle when a silver Audi A4 nearly ran him over. He jumped back between the cars but could still feel the wind from the near miss blow over him.

      Adrian glared at the driver as she yanked the wheel to avoid hitting the row of cars next to him. He was shocked to see the girl who had ruined his life behind the wheel. Was Kelsey that bad of a driver? Was it a game to her? Had she tried to hit me on purpose?

      He watched as she headed toward the back of the lot and out of sight. He wished he had time to follow after her and find out what the hell she had been thinking, but he needed to get to his meeting with the vice president.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh my gosh! What are you doing? You almost hit that guy,” Janie screeched from the passenger side of the car. “And sideswiped a bunch of cars!”

      Kelsey slammed on the break and the car jolted to a stop. “Oh no!” She placed a hand to her chest. “My heart’s beating like crazy.”

      Janie twisted in her seat to look out the back window. “Kels! Did you do that on purpose? I know you love me but trying to kill Adrian Colton is not a good idea.”

      Kelsey looked out the rearview mirror and connected eyes with Adrian. She quickly glanced away. “No! I would never try to hit someone on purpose. I, uh…wasn’t paying attention. I was looking for a parking spot.”

      Janie faced the driver’s side. “It looked like you were aiming for him.”

      “Great. Now, he’s going to hate me even more.” Kelsey’s heart continued to thunder in her ears. She had never been that close to hitting someone before and she never wanted to be again. “I didn’t mean it. I swear.”

      “We need to stay away from him. He looked really mad.” Janie watched Adrian hurry away from their almost accident.

      Kelsey had been watching a car behind her pull out of their parking spot and was considering throwing her car in reverse to get it when the person had pulled back into it. Parking spots in the lot closest to the academic buildings were in high demand. Even though there were a lot of students who lived on campus and in the surrounding town, there were even more commuters.

      She had personally witnessed a few screaming matches and near fistfights over a parking spot. She took her foot off the break and continued on. “We’re going to have to park in the back of the lot and hustle to class.”

      Janie turned back around. “No time for coffee before our first class. We’ll have to grab some before the next one.”

      “I have a feeling there won’t be enough coffee for today.” Kelsey hoped she was wrong, but the day started off badly and was just getting worse.

      She had forgotten to set the alarm on her phone, causing her to wake up late and having to rush through a shower. That meant she didn’t get to wash her hair, so it was once again in a messy bun. Thank goodness someone had the good sense to create a hairstyle for the perpetually late. The coffee Janie had made them was still sitting on their counter in to-go cups, probably ice cold. Kelsey needed the caffeine and was mourning its loss.

      Kelsey had also left her organic chemistry book on her bed by accident. She remembered it halfway to campus. Hopefully, the professor wouldn’t have them use their books in class or she would be in trouble. There wasn’t any time to turn back and get the book.

      They parked in one of the only open spots around and jumped from the car. Kelsey opened the back door of the car and pulled out her messenger bag. “Let’s go.”
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      Adrian jogged toward the administrative building, making it inside with only a minute to spare. He had wasted too much time watching Kelsey stare at him through the mirror of her car instead of heading inside to his appointment. He wondered if she tried to hit him on purpose. From the shock on her face, he didn’t think so, but he wasn’t sure. She could have given in to an urge that she squelched at the last minute.

      He rubbed his eyes. He needed a gallon of coffee to chase away the hangover he had earned the night before.

      Dr. Osborne’s office was directly off the lobby on the first floor, so he would just make it. He strolled up to the receptionist’s desk and gave her his best cocky smile. “Morning, Mrs. Carroll.” He noticed her name plate was decorated with flowers around the edges and it sat on a white lace doily.

      The older woman took her time glancing up at him, but only for a second. Her focus returned to her computer screen. “Are you Adrian Colton?”

      “Yes, Ma’am.” Adrian got closer to the counter to see what had her so riveted. Mrs. Carroll was watching some sort of show with the volume either off or she had earbuds tucked under her gray hair. He waited a minute for her to respond, but he lost her attention again. “Mrs. Carroll?”

      She huffed and clicked the mouse. “Wait here.” She pushed up from her desk and went to the vice president’s door, knocking lightly before entering.

      Adrian leaned over the desk to look at her screen. Whatever show the receptionist was watching was stopped at what she probably considered a good part since there were two partially dressed people in an intimate embrace. Chuckling, Adrian wandered closer to the door.

      She returned quickly and motioned for him to enter.

      “Cutting it close, Mr. Colton.” Dr. Osborne motioned to him. “Shut the door.”

      Adrian wisely said nothing as he pulled the door behind him. He wanted to tell the vice president that he would have been on time if his receptionist could have torn herself away from the video that had enthralled her.

      Dr. Osborne moved around his desk and perched on the edge. “The student life office is going to oversee your community service hours. They have several others who are also volunteering their time the same way you will be.”

      Adrian rolled his eyes. Yeah, he was volunteering. Of course, Blackstone University would want to pretend his punishment was voluntary. The elite school had already been embarrassed enough.

      Dr. Osborne stared at Adrian. “I wanted to meet with you before you went over to student life. I know you think the council’s ruling was unfair and in a way it was. We needed to make an example of you so that nothing like this happens again. Even though you didn’t purposely harm anyone, you were a part of the group that got out of control. The Onyx Society has been a part of Blackstone since the university began. It’s launched the careers of hundreds of powerful individuals and has built alliances between businesses, countries, and organizations. Your group’s little coup attempt almost destroyed three hundred years of history and prestige.”

      Adrian didn’t have anything to say to that. The side group of the Onyx Society had been Parker’s idea and the guy had made it seem like forming a smaller group to take over was the best thing in the world. When Parker wanted something, there was nothing that would stop him from getting it. He also had a way of being able to convince anyone to do anything he wanted.

      Most of the time Adrian ignored Parker’s antics because that was what they seemed like. He had no idea the guy he had hung out with had a devious and deadly hidden side. He couldn’t call Parker a friend; Adrian didn’t allow anyone in. His father had made sure that Adrian didn’t have any friends. Coltons had acquaintances who benefited them. They never let down their guard or allowed anyone to get too close.

      Dr. Osborne folded his arms across his chest. “We know it was Parker’s idea to use a scorpion sting as the initiation. Were you aware he selected one of the deadliest scorpions in the world?”

      Adrian couldn’t keep his mask of indifference. His eyes grew large, and he felt sick. “No. It was all supposed to be an act. A big show pretending it was a deadly insect. The scorpions should have been the ones people keep as pets. Their sting would only cause a mild skin irritation for some people.”

      Dr. Osborne’s gaze never left Adrian. “You had no idea people were getting poisoned?”

      Adrian paced in front of the desk. “No. Alcohol was always involved so no one thought anything of it. The few people who had passed out were brought home to sleep it off.”

      “What about the girl who died?”

      “I have no idea. I had only attended two initiations with scorpions, and both were men. The first guy made it through fine, but he didn’t participate in any society business. It got a little carried away with Drew Maxwell. I assumed he was drunk and passed out. I knew Parker was going to dump him somewhere to sleep it off. I had no idea he was thrown into the woods.”

      “But you knew about the antivenom?”

      “It was supposed to be a shot of cheap vodka. Tastes like crap but wouldn’t hurt anyone.”

      Dr. Osborne blew out a frustrated breath. “Parker and Eric performed eighteen initiations with scorpions. Five students died directly as a result of not having enough antivenom or having an adverse reaction. Why weren’t you included in those? You want me to believe you only participated when your group was targeting Drew Maxwell?”

      “Look, the guy’s a dick, but I didn’t want him dead.” Adrian shrugged. “He could have dealt with a little humiliation.” His father had compared Adrian with Drew his whole life. ‘Why can’t you be more like the Maxwell boy?’ He’d heard that sentence, and ones like it, thousands of times growing up. It had gotten to the point where Adrian started to hate even hearing Drew’s name.

      Adrian stopped in front of Dr. Osborne. “I’ve been all through this with the campus security, local police, FBI, and a bunch of other feds. I don’t have anything to hide. I told them everything. I’m not rotting in a jail cell with the others because I didn’t do anything! All I want to do is finish school and get the hell, I mean heck, out of this area.”

      “Have you been in contact with Parker or Eric?”

      Adrian’s eyes narrowed. “No and I don’t want to.” He wondered where the vice president was going with these questions. Why was he fishing for information?

      Dr. Osborne sighed. “You need to take this time away from the rowing team to evaluate your life. Community service will be good for you.”

      “Yeah.” Sarcasm dripped from Adrian’s lips.

      “Be careful, Adrian. We’ll be watching you.” Dr. Osborne stood. “You can report to student life before your first class.”

      As soon as he stepped outside, he spotted Gwen coming around the corner of the building. He had been a dick to her. “Hey, Gwen,” he called out as he jogged over to her.

      She gave him a cautious smile. “Hi, Adrian.”

      “I should apologize.” Adrian shoved his hands in his pockets. “I was an asshole to you and Drew.” He had not known what Parker had planned, but he had given both Drew and Gwen a hard time whenever he had the chance.

      Gwen sighed. “You’ve already said you were sorry.”

      “I’m pissed that I didn’t realize how out of control Parker had gotten. You knew though, didn’t you?”

      “Not in the beginning. He got worse when things didn’t go his way until he completely cracked.” Gwen shifted her bag on her shoulder. “I’m glad you weren’t involved in all his plans.”

      Adrian looked away. “I should have known.”

      “We can’t look back.” Gwen said as she turned toward her building. “It’s not too late to change.”

      Adrian wrinkled his brow as he watched her walk away.
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      Janie rushed into the humanities building for her history class and Kelsey continued toward the social sciences center. Kelsey wished they had gotten to campus sooner so she could get some caffeine, but that would have to wait for her sociology class to get done.

      Kelsey slipped into her usual seat, which was second from the back of the class along the windows. Her place had been strategically selected so she could watch what was going on in the courtyard where students liked to hang out. She spent most of every class wishing she were with whoever was out there.

      Every class from the moment roll was taken to the second his time was up, the professor read word for word from the book in a monotone voice that bored everyone to death. More than a few students would fall asleep. The cute guy in the back row against the wall would be snoring in a matter of seconds. She had no idea how he could fall asleep that quickly.

      Kelsey smiled when she noticed a few men jogging together around the perimeter of the courtyard. She knew they were exercising there to draw the female population’s attention and she was fully supportive of their efforts. They were going to make sociology tolerable. The only thing better would have been if they were running shirtless.

      She felt a tug on the back of her hair and spun around expecting to see her friend, Gwen, but was shocked to see someone else in her place.

      “I heard what you did. The whole campus knows,” Alyson sneered.

      Kelsey groaned and she was pretty sure it was audible. She turned back to the window, not wanting to give the mean girl in her class any time or attention.

      “I can’t believe you.” Alyson tipped the desk closer to Kelsey. “You’re lucky Adrian’s going to be okay.”

      Kelsey whipped around. Of course, the campus would have already found out that she almost hit Adrian in the parking lot. News traveled quickly at Blackstone. She blew out a frustrated breath. “He’s just fine,” she said aloud and then muttered quietly. “I didn’t actually hit him with my car.”

      “I can’t believe you! You tried to destroy his life and kill him?” Alyson pointed a bright red manicured nail at Kelsey. “You think you’re hot shit on student government, making decisions that ruin people’s lives, but you’re nothing but a loser with no friends.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Kelsey hadn’t thought about what the girls on campus would think and say about their beloved crew member being suspended. She had known that he attracted a flock of females wherever he went, but she hadn’t realized his fans would be angry with her. She should have known.

      “You’re in my seat.” Gwen Mason glared at Alyson as she stood next to her desk.

      “There are no assigned seats.” The tall blond flipped her hair over her shoulder.

      Gwen smirked and shrugged. “I’ll just go sit by Conner. He won’t have to fake he’s sleeping so you’ll leave him alone. He’ll probably thank me.”

      Alyson hopped up from the desk. “You better watch your back,” she hissed at Kelsey before hurrying over to the chair in front of Conner.

      Gwen slipped into the chair Alyson just vacated. “What was Ms. Malicious spewing about today?”

      Kelsey wasn’t sure if she should mention it to Gwen or not. Adrian’s problems were wrapped up in what his teammates had done to Gwen. She didn’t want to bring up a raw or painful memory. “She, uh, was just being her normal nasty self.”

      Gwen shook her head. “It takes up way more energy to be negative and bitchy than it does to be nice. I don’t understand girls like that.”

      Kelsey could tell she was thinking about Alyson’s friend, Clarissa, who had been arrested along with the others for her part in the campus scandal. Clarissa’s jealousy of Gwen had morphed into hatred after her plans had been ruined when Parker and Eric had gotten incarcerated. She had freaked out and tried to kill Gwen. “How are you doing?”

      Gwen gave her a small smile. “I’m… happy. Things are really good with Drew, and we can just live our lives in peace. I know there will always be problems at times, but we’re not going to worry about that.”

      “I’m glad things are getting better.” Kelsey couldn’t believe everything Gwen went through.

      “Thanks. We’re moving on and this time, finally, there are not secrets or lies waiting to be discovered.” Gwen twisted a bottle of water on her desk. “The most important thing I learned was to question everything. I was too complacent and just let things happen to me and around me. I allowed others to make decisions and I coasted through life, not really living. It’s very easy to fall into a situation where you exist and not live.”

      Kelsey nodded, not knowing what to say.

      Gwen leaned closer. “A lot of other people fall into the same trap. Some without even realizing it. Sometimes we get into situations that we don’t know how to get out of and can get wrapped up in the wrong things. Adrian seems to have a charmed life, but he’s had it rough.”

      Kelsey opened her mouth to respond but couldn’t when the professor began taking roll. What was Gwen trying to say to her?
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      The student life office was on the other side of campus, requiring Adrian to cross the courtyard and pass all the academic buildings. Even though not many students were about because classes were already in session, he still had a few girls stare at him as he passed.

      That had lessened since the campus discovered Adrian’s friends were coldblooded killers, but there were still females that wanted him despite all that. Heck, some wanted him even more.

      Adrian’s attention shifted to a short, bubbly redhead practically running to him. He pretended not to notice and kept moving, but the girl was determined.

      “Adrian!” she gushed. “I thought that was you.”

      The girl was eyeing him like he was a huge lollipop she couldn’t wait to lick. Before his fall from grace, he would have taken her up on her blatant offer. Now, he wanted something more. Maybe a challenge; something to hold his attention. A certain prickly brunette came to mind, but he cleared that thought as fast as he could.

      He gave her a chin lift and kept moving.

      She was not deterred, keeping pace with him. “Are you going to the Theta mixer on Thursday? You really should. I’ll be there.”

      He pulled his arm away from her when she began to stroke it up and down, like she would pet an animal. “No.”

      He knew he was being rude but couldn’t bring himself to care.

      “You’ll want to hang out with us. It’s going to be a great time.”

      Adrian didn’t answer. He already told her no and didn’t want to repeat himself.

      “Come on, baby. I’ll make sure you have a very good time.”

      Adrian rolled his eyes. “I’m not interested, Ally.”

      A fabricated hurt expression crossed her face. “It’s Kali, not Ally.”

      Adrian shrugged. Her name wasn’t all that important. Even though she was pretending he had hurt her feelings, he knew he could still snap his fingers and bring her back to her place for that very good time she promised.

      She pouted with her lip out. “I can’t believe you forgot my name. You’re going to have to make it up to me.”

      Yup. He was right. Not even a sliver of a challenge. Easy girls were boring. “No time. I’ve got someplace to be.”

      He increased his pace to get away from her, but it still took several strides for her to abandon her pursuit. He was so focused on ditching the clingy girl, he didn’t notice someone watching him.

      The Student Center was right in front of him, standing taller than most of the other buildings around it. Adrian bypassed the front entrance that would make him cross the student lounge and opted for the side doors near the restrooms.

      The student life office took up the entire third floor and was usually filled with people hanging out instead of going to class. Working in that office had perks and privileges.

      Adrian took the stairs two at a time, not wanting to wait for the elevators. He pushed his way into the lobby and approached the information desk.

      “Hey. I’m looking for the Volunteer Office.”

      The student slouching at the desk didn’t bother looking up from his iPad. He simply pointed to the hallway on the left.

      Adrian didn’t bother with a thanks. A vague hand gesture was not helpful enough to acknowledge.

      Blackstone University was pretty good with signage, so the office was labeled with black letters on the full-length glass door. He was surprised to see a few football players seated in the waiting area.

      One of them pointed to the small table near the door. “You have to sign in, dude.”

      Adrian gave him a chin lift. “Thanks.” He grabbed the clipboard and pen and scribbled his name. He didn’t bother filling out the rest. They would figure out his reason for visiting the office soon enough.

      He took a seat one away from the guy who had helped him when he walked inside. Adrian glanced around the room and counted six other males and one female, all in various degrees of boredom. He wondered if they were all there for the same reason.

      No one in the room looked like they wanted to be there or volunteer for anything.

      The tall, muscular guy next to him was bouncing his knee. “They’ve got to be making us wait on purpose.” He ran a hand through his nearly black hair. “My history class is sometimes even better than this.”

      “What are we waiting for?” Adrian didn’t have a class until 11AM, so he had time. He just would have liked to spend it getting something to eat and some much-needed caffeine.

      A guy with a bleached blond mohawk across from him took a rubber ball from his pocket and bounced it on the tile floor. “It’s part of our punishment. It’s supposed to make us nervous or something. They like to screw with students who get community service.”

      Another guy with light brown hair and piercing green eyes chuckled. “Yeah, we’re real scared and intimidated.”

      Adrian smirked. “Are you all here for community service?”

      The girl snorted. “What do you think, Captain Obvious?”

      Adrian didn’t normally like girls with brightly colored hair, but the girl rocked her short pixie cut black hair with bright blue tips. It was a goth-type look, but on her it was cute and not edgy. He had a feeling she had been trying to go for edgy.

      “Don’t mind Riley. She’s still pissed we got caught.”

      “Caught?”

      They all laughed, and Riley glared.

      “We, uh…”

      The door opened and they all stopped laughing and joking around. A tall, thin man with a receding hairline grabbed the clipboard and faced the students. “All of you, come with me.” He ushered them into a conference room and motioned for them to take a seat.

      “I’m Dr. Arthur. I’ll be monitoring and evaluating your Community Service sentences.” He paused. “Why don’t you all go around the table and introduce yourselves. We’ll be working together for the next few months.”

      Riley folded her arms across her chest and smirked. “We all know each other except for Cap over there. He’s not one of our crew.”

      Adrian shot her an amused glance. She shortened Captain Obvious to Cap.

      “Already causing trouble, Ms. Hess? You wouldn’t want me to put that in your evaluation, would you?”

      She looked like she was going to argue, but the guy next to her kicked her under the table.

      He glared at her for a second before turning to Dr. Arthur. “I’ll start. I’m Ian Murray, the best half back on the football team.”

      Adrian figured he had to be at least six feet four or so and weighed over two hundred pounds of pure muscle. His medium brown hair was cropped close to his head and was shaved on the sides. He could fit in with the military.

      Riley rolled her eyes.

      “My name is Jackson Scott. I catch anything thrown my way.” Jackson was probably the shortest of the group at about six feet.

      Adrian could tell he was a jokester. His grey T-shirt had big bold letters, “Sarcastic Comment Loading’ and it had a bar with half the lines colored in. His light brown hair was in a backward baseball hat.

      “Yeah, even venereal diseases,” someone mumbled under their breath.

      They all laughed and Jackson’s face reddened.

      Adrian wondered what the story was there. He glanced at the guy who had been seated next to him in the waiting room.

      The blond mohawk leaned closer and put his hand in front of his mouth. “I’ll tell ya the whole story later, but Jackson understands how painful waxing his balls can be.”

      The whole room erupted in loud laughter. Adrian liked this bunch of guys.

      “Enough!” Dr. Arthur was not amused.

      Mohawk guy went next. “The name’s Cade Franklin. I’m the kicker. I used to play goalie in high school but discovered girls like football players better than soccer players.”

      “Yeah, too bad that doesn’t include you,” Riley snickered.

      “One more outburst and I’m going to add hours.”

      Adrian didn’t like Art as soon as he saw him, but their supervisor was shaping up to be a real asshole.

      “My name’s Hunter Collins. I throw shit.” He gave them all a cheesy smile, his dark brown hair falling onto his forehead.

      “Watch your language.” Dr. Arthur scribbled in his notebook.

      The next guy rolled his bright blue eyes. “Xander Ames.”

      Riley rolled her eyes again. “He’s the other wide receiver.”

      Adrian thought he looked like a movie star on one of those superhero shows, but he couldn’t remember which one. He was sure the girls would know it in a second.

      The other big guy of the group folded his arms across his massive chest. “I’m Alec Sanchez and no one gets past me.” He glared his deep brown eyes at Arthur.

      Arthur snapped his fingers at Adrian in an impatient attempt to get him to introduce himself. “Let’s go; you’re last and you’re holding things up.”

      Riley cleared her throat loudly. “You skipped me.”

      Arthur scowled at her. “Hurry it up.”

      Riley smiled sweetly at him but turned to Adrian. “You’ve already heard that I’m Riley Hess. I have no idea why I hang around these idiots.”

      “Awww, babe. You love us,” Ian complained.

      “She wouldn’t know what to do without us,” Alec chimed in.

      “Enough! You. Start.”

      Adrian smirked when Riley muttered caveman. “Adrian Colton. And yeah, I’m that guy.”

      Arthur pointed his hand at Adrian. “We’re not going to put up with any nonsense from you.” He scanned the room. “You’re all here to do community service and I’m going to make sure you complete every single hour. If you are one minute late, you will make up the hour.”

      Riley stood up. “That’s not fair. You can’t do that!”

      Arthur leaned over her. “What are you going to do about it? I can do whatever I want.”

      Hunter stood and placed his hand on Riley’s shoulder. “Let’s get our assignments, so we can get this sh... crap over with.”

      “Fine.” Arthur pulled a stack of papers from a folder on the credenza next to the conference table. “Fill these forms out. You’ll be working at the animal hospital and shelter near campus. They have a partnership with the school of Veterinary Science, but they need volunteers to help operate the shelter. That’s what you’ll be doing.”

      Adrian suppressed a smile. He loved animals. Maybe the community service wouldn’t be too bad.
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      Kelsey jumped up from class the second the professor closed his textbook. She had an hour before her next class, and she needed to fill it with as much caffeine as she could consume during that time.

      As she made her way to the front of the class, Alyson was there to block her way. “What’s the rush? Going to go hide? That’s about all you can do after what you did to Adrian.”

      Kelsey sighed. She was not in the mood to deal with Alyson. “Now you have a reason to go talk to Adrian. You can console him.”

      Gwen stepped up next to Kelsey. “Ignore her, Kels. Everyone else does.” She guided her friend around the mean girl and into the hallway.

      Kelsey blew out a breath. “I shouldn’t have engaged her. I know better. She always knows exactly what to say to make me lose my temper.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      Kelsey watched Alyson follow Conner from the room. She could tell Conner was trying to get away from Alyson, but she was in hot pursuit. “I need some caffeine. Want to come?”

      “Oh yeah. I’ll never turn down coffee.” Gwen fell into step next to Kelsey as they made their way across campus. They had made it halfway to the coffee house when a guy stepped away from a group of students to intercept them.

      “Hello, sweet things. Where are you off to?” Greg Lindstrom’s fake smile was in place as his eyes traveled up and down Kelsey and Gwen.

      Gwen folded her arms over her chest. “None of your business.”

      Greg was good friends with Eric and Parker, the two men who tried to kill Gwen. He had been away the weekend that everything happened, or Kelsey knew he would have been involved. Somehow, Greg had escaped punishment when he shouldn’t have.

      Kelsey glared at him. He was a part of the rowing team and one of the guys who treated Janie so badly. “What do you want?”

      Greg acted as if both girls were gushing over him. “Just being friendly. It’s a beautiful morning for a walk and I’m offering to escort you to wherever you’re going. You never know when a dangerous situation could occur.”

      Kelsey glared at him. “No, thank you.”

      Gwen sidestepped around him. “We can manage on our own.”

      Greg shook his head. “Be careful.”

      Kelsey and Gwen hurried away.

      When they were out of hearing range, Kelsey turned to Gwen. “Why did that feel like a threat?”

      Gwen glanced back and saw Greg talking to the same group of people. “I hope he’s just being a jerk because of what happened to his friends.” She didn’t want to tell Kelsey that she agreed with her. Greg’s words sounded like trouble.

      They quickened their pace. “It’s packed,” Kelsey complained when they entered the store. “There are not many tables left, so if you grab us one, I’ll get our drinks.”

      Gwen grinned. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll take a large Cuban Dark Roast with just a touch of half and half, and a triple berry scone. The world’s best breakfast.” She handed Kelsey a ten-dollar bill and squeezed through the crowd gathering around the counter.

      Kelsey got behind the line and hoped it would move quickly. After dealing with two undesirable people, she needed her pick-me-up.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian jogged across the parking lot to his Porsche. He needed to grab his backpack and his wallet. After the dreadfully boring introduction to community service, he needed an infusion of caffeine.

      Two spaces down from his car, he was surprised to see Kelsey’s Audi. After nearly running him over, she parked near his vehicle. Seeing her car brought back his anger at almost getting run over. She could have hurt or even killed him. Why did she have it out for him?

      Loud squawking caught his attention. Two elderly women were sitting on a bench at the end of the lot, leisurely feeding the birds. They were throwing handfuls of birdseed across the grass and a variety of winged creatures were swooping down toward them.

      Watching the geese gave Adrian an idea. He approached the two ladies and gave them his most dazzling smile.

      “Good morning, ladies. How are you both today?”

      The woman closest to him sat straighter and nudged her friend. “Why, hello there.”

      “Good morning, young man.” The second woman giggled.

      Adrian shoved his hands into his pockets. “I’ve seen you feeding the birds before. It reminds me of making feeders with my grandma. We would take pinecones and spread peanut butter all over it and roll them in birdseed. It was something we did together.”

      “That’s such a wonderful memory.”

      “Yeah. It was a long time ago.” He had forgotten it until he started talking to the women. It was one of the only nice things from his childhood. His grandmother had died when he was ten and so had his fun times with her.

      He was going to turn away and give up on his idea when the second woman spoke.

      “Would you like some bird seed?”

      It had been almost too easy, but now the opportunity was presented to him without him having to ask. “Yes, please. That would be great.”

      She handed him a plastic bag with an inch of seeds at the bottom. It was the perfect amount for his plan.

      “Thanks, ladies. You both have a great day.” They waved goodbye as he made his way past his car, stopping at the Audi. Adrian opened the bag and sprinkled the seed all over the hood, top, and trunk of the car. He shook the bag to make sure every seed was used.

      Surveying his handiwork, he made his way back to his vehicle to get his stuff. He turned back to Kelsey’s car as the first bird flew down to eat and was followed by several others. As the birds flew away, they left behind white, gray, and greenish yellow blobs all over her car.

      Grinning, he hurried toward the coffee shop. He wished he could see her reaction when she found her car completely covered with bird crap.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey had been in line for more than ten minutes, but her wait was almost over. She would have been done already if the guy in front of her could make up his mind. He had been waffling between nonfat milk and two percent and then debated whether he wanted mocha, caramel, or vanilla flavoring. He had even turned to Kelsey to ask her opinion, which he hadn’t taken. She had suggested he get all three, hoping it would hurry him along.

      He had wrinkled his nose at her and turned back to the harried barista. In the end he’d decided on a skinny vanilla latte with a shot of espresso and caramel whipped cream.

      Kelsey rolled her eyes and ordered a couple of scones and two large coffees with half and half and extra shots in both. They would need the extra boost to make it through their classes.

      Her name was called before skinny vanilla latte guy and he stomped up to the front to find out why his was not first. The young girl explained that Kelsey’s coffees only had to be poured. His was much more complicated.

      Kelsey grabbed the pastry bag and a cardboard cup in each hand and headed toward the back of the shop where Gwen was waiting. Two female students stopped directly in front of her, so she turned to go around them and ran right into a hard muscular chest.

      The lid popped off one of the coffees and a large amount splashed out and all down the front of the guy’s T-shirt.

      “Shit, that’s hot!”

      Kelsey’s stomach dropped. There was no way possible that she had just dumped hot liquid down the front of Adrian’s clothes. She forced her eyes to travel past his wet shirt, up to his neck, and finally to look into his furious eyes.

      She said a silent prayer to the powers that be to open up the floor and swallow her up. “I…I’m…sorry.” She turned and set the rest of the coffee and the bag onto the nearest table, not caring that it was already occupied. She grabbed a few napkins from the people there without asking and dabbed at Adrian’s shirt.

      Adrian couldn’t believe Kelsey had done it again. The woman was a menace at best and seriously disturbed at worst. She was either a magnet for accidents or she was out to get him. He stepped back out of her reach. “You’ve done enough for today.” He paused. “Do me a favor and stay away from me.”

      She watched him stalk past the counter and around the side to the restrooms.

      Kelsey turned away and headed back to collect her coffees and scones. She slipped into her seat, handing the full cup to Gwen and stared into her half empty one.

      “I just dumped coffee on Adrian.”

      Gwen’s eyes grew large. “On purpose?”

      “No! It was an accident. I didn’t know it was him until after it happened.”

      Gwen arched a brow. “I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      Kelsey was vehemently shaking her head. “No. No, he won’t. It wasn’t the first run-in we’ve had today.”

      “Oh no. What else happened?”

      “I, uh…I almost hit him with my car.”

      “Kelsey!”

      “That was an accident too. I swear.” Kelsey covered her face with her hands. “He’s never going to believe that. I don’t like him, but I don’t want to hurt him.” She peeked between her fingers. “I hope he’s okay. I lost half my coffee. Do you think I burned him?”

      “You don’t like him, huh?” Gwen smirked.

      “No! He’s an arrogant jerk.”

      Gwen gave a small laugh. “This is going to be interesting.”
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      Adrian ran the water in the restroom and wet a few paper towels to attempt to clean up. The entire front of his shirt was doused in scalding coffee and was now sticking to his stomach. Luckily, his shirt took most of the liquid and only hit his thighs in splotches. At least he avoided having to walk around campus looking like he pissed himself. With the morning he’d had, it would have been expected. She also could have scalded his dick. He shivered just thinking about that painful scenario.

      He gave up trying to sop the coffee off his shirt. It was soaked and no amount of paper towels were going to help, so he tossed the wads into the trash. Adrian could stop at his car to see if he had another shirt inside. If not, he would run to his locker in the gym, he knew there would be something he could wear there.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey glanced toward the restroom sign again even though she had told herself not to. She wasn’t watching for Adrian to come back out, and she absolutely was not worried about having possibly burned him with piping hot liquid.

      Gwen’s smirk caught her eye. “What?”

      “The restroom sign must be incredibly interesting, or you happen to be waiting for a certain arrogant jerk to come back out.”

      “I’m not. I was looking to see if the line was slowing down, that’s all.” Kelsey twisted her head back around to look at Gwen.

      “He’s right there if you want to check on him.” Gwen waved her hand in the direction of the restrooms.

      Kelsey jerked her body around to see what Gwen was pointing to and knocked the table hard with her knee, spilling the rest of her coffee onto her lap. “Oh my goodness! I’m such a mess today.”

      Gwen slid her chair back to avoid getting doused from the spreading wetness. She jumped up, rushed over to the counter, and pulled out a handful of napkins. Gwen threw half the stack over the spilt coffee and handed the rest to Kelsey. “I’ll go get you a refill. I have a feeling you’re going to need it.”

      Kelsey dabbed at her shirt and jeans, but it was no use. Was this cosmic payback for dumping it on Adrian first? She was going to have to stop at her car to see if she had anything she could change into. She hoped her gym bag was still inside her trunk.

      When the table was cleaned up, Kelsey stuffed everything inside the empty cup and looked for her friend.

      Gwen had just picked up their refills when Kelsey joined her. She reached for the cup when Gwen pulled it out of her reach.

      Gwen laughed. “I better hold on to this for now.”

      Kelsey’s shoulders dropped. “You’re probably right. The way things are going today, I’d end up dumping it onto someone else. I’m stopping at my car to get a change of clothes.”

      Gwen nodded. “I’ll walk with you.”
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        * * *

      

      Adrian shifted a few things inside his trunk, looking for a clean shirt. The two he’d found inside his duffle bag needed to be washed as much as the one he had on. He didn’t realize how much he needed to clean out his car. It was getting cluttered and starting to resemble a sports’ locker.

      He pulled out two pairs of sneakers, his hiking boots, and several pairs of socks, which he stuffed into a plastic Lacoste bag that was in the corner. His car was messy because his father had required everything to be perfect, clean, orderly, and neat. Nothing could be left inside the vehicle, even in the trunk that no one would see. Since coming to college, Adrian’s car had begun to resemble a typical student’s vehicle and he loved it.

      A deep green color under his duffle bag caught his attention. Pulling it out, he had forgotten that his mother had bought him a golf shirt the last time she had come for a visit. Adrian grabbed the hem of his wet T-shirt and pulled it over his head, scrunching it in a ball and tossing it into the plastic bag with the other dirty clothes. He would have to do some wash when he got back to the team house.

      A screech a couple of cars down had him grinning widely. He crossed his arms over his bare chest and leaned a hip against his rear fender to watch the show.
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        * * *

      

      “Eww. It’s covered!” Kelsey glanced at the cars on each side of hers, and neither one had bird poop on it.

      Gwen burst out laughing. “Wow! How did that happen?” She scanned the parking lot as Kelsey muttered about her rotten luck. Her eyes narrowed as she spotted Adrian leaning against his car a few spots down from them, laughing his ass off. She frowned at him, but he didn’t seem to notice.

      Kelsey got closer to the car and noticed something on the windshield stuck along the wiper blade. “Is this birdseed?”

      Gwen leaned forward to get a better view. “Looks that way.” She turned back to Adrian who sported an innocent wide-eyed look. “Innocent my ass,” she muttered.

      “What?” Kelsey was shaking her head. “Did you say something? How could this happen? None of the other cars are covered with poop! Just mine. This is so gross.”

      “It was probably just a freak thing.”

      Kelsey turned in a circle to survey the area and stumbled to a stop. Her jaw dropped when she noticed a shirtless Adrian a few feet away. She suspected that he had a muscular chest, having nearly busted out of his shirt the day before, but good lord he was built. And half naked standing in the parking lot watching her.

      It took her a few seconds, but a light went off in her head. Birdseed on her windshield, Adrian watching her with a sexy smirk, and none of the other cars affected. Adrian was behind the poop fest. She stomped up to him. “You did this!”

      Adrian watched the fire blaze in her eyes. She was magnificent when she was angry. “Did what?”

      Kelsey’s fists landed on her hips. “You made the birds poop on my car!”

      “I made them, huh? Yeah, I train birds to shit on command. It’s a new talent I have.” Adrian’s blank face cracked into a smile. He was having trouble containing his laughter. The birdseed did a better job than he had hoped.

      “It’s not funny.” Kelsey huffed but her eyes were on his chest. “And put on a shirt!”

      “Are you checking me out, Buttercup?” He pushed off the car and took a step toward her. “Like what you see?”

      “Uck. Don’t flatter yourself.” She turned away from him and stalked back to Gwen who was watching the exchange with a gleam in her eyes.

      “He did this!” She pushed the key fob to open her back door and leaned inside. “I can’t believe him.” When Gwen didn’t answer, she pulled her head back out and glanced at her friend. “You’re laughing!”

      “I’m sorry! It’s funny.” Gwen shrugged. “He was probably getting even with you.”

      “For what?”

      “Really?”

      “Okay, so I almost hit him with my car. It was an accident!”

      “You got him kicked off his rowing team, almost ran him over. and scalded him. I would say he has a reason to want to get even with you.” Gwen glanced back at Adrian who was pulling a golf shirt over his head. “He didn’t do anything harmful. All you need to do is wash it off. I think you two should call a truce.”

      “I didn’t do anything on purpose.” She winced. “Okay I didn’t do most of it on purpose. That doesn’t give him the right to do this.”

      “I think you should cut the guy a break.”

      Kelsey wasn’t sure she could do that just yet.
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      Adrian was exhausted. All he wanted to do was flop down on his bed and crash for a few hours. He had drunk himself stupid last night and passed out, but that wasn’t a good night’s sleep.

      He trudged into the team house, past the first floor and took the steps two at a time. His bedroom was the last one on the left and was a little more private than the others. He had been lucky to get that room when the last occupant graduated.

      As he walked down the hallway, he saw a sheet of paper taped to the center of his door. He stomped up to it and pulled the page free. His door creaked open a little and he frowned. Adrian remembered closing and locking it. Why was someone in his room?

      Pushing that thought aside, he focused on the paper.

      

      Adrian,

      You should have told us you were suspended from the team. After everything that has happened, it is the consensus of the crew that you should no longer have the prestige and honors of a member of the Rowing Team. One of those privileges is living in the team house. You can no longer live here.

      You and your friends have embarrassed and disgraced this team. That is unacceptable. Once your suspension is over, the team will vote whether or not to take you back.

      Please remove your things by tonight.

      

      The cowards hadn’t even signed the letter. They typed it so he wouldn’t be able to figure out who wrote it. He had a good idea who was behind the venom, but it didn’t matter. They were right. He wasn’t on the team anymore and he no longer fit in with them. If he was being honest with himself, he hadn’t felt at ease with them for a long time. He had been existing and coasting through his life.

      Shoving the letter into his backpack, he pushed the door, but it only opened a few inches. His eyes narrowed, wondering what was up. Something stopped it, so he shoved against the unknown deterrent, making enough room for him to slip inside, only to stop dead.

      His room was completely trashed. It looked like a scene from a movie where someone walks into their house after the bad guys had been looking for something and were as destructive as possible. Did my former teammates destroy my room? Who else would have done it? Do they hate me that much?

      Clothes were pulled out of his drawers and were dumped onto the floor. The bookcase that had been next to his bed was toppled over and its contents thrown all over. His mattress no longer sat on the bed frame and his desk was on its side. Nothing remained in his closet except for a couple of hangers.

      Adrian rubbed the back of his neck and stared at the colossal mess, stunned. “Fuck.” The mess was overwhelming, and he had no idea where to begin. Adrian didn’t know how long he stood at the edge of the mess and simply gaped at it, trying to comprehend if what he was seeing was really there. He must have stood still for several minutes trying to make sense of the destruction around him but was unable to do so.

      Sighing, he closed the door behind him and knelt in front of the largest pile. He had to collect his most important belongings and find a place to stay. He would get the rest of his stuff another time.

      Technically, they had no right to kick him out. His tuition and room and board were all paid in full for the year. He was thankful his father had done that, or he would not have been able to stay in college. With his parents’ assets frozen, he would not be able to get any more money from them. That was going to be problematic in finding somewhere else to stay. He had a little money in his account, but it wouldn’t last long.

      He dropped his backpack onto a pile of clothes and unzipped it. He was glad he had his laptop with him, or it would have probably been damaged. He hoped his tablet had made it through the devastation.

      Adrian sifted through the clothes and other items on the floor. Most of the books he found were novels he had read or planned to. His love for reading had helped him through many lonely nights when all he needed was to escape his life for a while.

      He pulled out his textbooks and shoved them inside the bag with the ones from his classes that day. He found a wrinkled notebook and a couple of folders with the papers sticking out at odd angles. He needed those for his classes too, so they were stuffed inside. He couldn’t close the bag, but it would have to do for now.

      Clothes were everywhere, making him realize he had too many. Adrian spotted two duffle bags among the debris, so he waded through the mess to grab them. The first one he filled with socks, boxers, T-shirts, and shorts. He shoved jeans, shirts, and various other items in the second one along with his jacket.

      Pulling his tablet from under the desk, he was shocked to find it not cracked. He slid that inside his overstuffed backpack. Adrian turned in a circle to survey his room. There was so much stuff all over that he would not be able to take with him and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to.

      Stepping over another pile, he made his way to the adjoining bathroom. Shaking his head in disgust, he noticed that his shampoo and toothbrush and paste had all been tossed onto the floor. They had even taken the lid off the toilet tank.

      He grabbed his toiletry bag and what he could salvage from the floor and shoved it into the duffle. He let out the strap on the one duffle and slung it over his shoulder, along with his backpack, and picked up the last bag. He would stop back and grab a few more things once he found a place to stay.

      He wondered if he should bother locking the door. It hadn’t stopped them from trashing his room. More out of habit than anything else, he pulled the door closed behind him and locked it. Why make it too easy for them?
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey slipped the bright purple animal rescue polo shirt over her T-shirt and smoothed down the front. The veterinarian, Dr. Katherine Hogan, who owned the clinic and animal rescue wanted all her staff and volunteers to wear a uniform shirt when working with the animals or helping clients. They also had to pin on a name tag with paw prints on it. The red nameplates clashed with the purple shirts, but Dr. Hogan didn’t seem to mind.

      The whole place was decorated in bright bold colors, unlike most other shelters and animal hospitals around. Kelsey liked the warm, friendly atmosphere.

      “Good afternoon, Kelsey.” Marie, the receptionist, greeted. “It’s going to be a busy evening. Dr. Hogan has a packed schedule and we just got in two new strays. The one dog won’t let anyone near it and hasn’t been checked out yet. Oh, and Mr. Young is here again with his cat.”

      Kelsey sighed. She liked Mr. Young, but he was sometimes difficult to deal with. He was a little bit of a hypochondriac when it came to his cat. “And there’s probably not a single thing wrong with the cat. That’s the third time this month. What’s the problem this time?”

      Marie giggled. “Miss Kitty has been moody for the last two days.”

      “Do you want me to talk to him?” For some reason, Mr. Young loved Kelsey and she was the only person who could reason with him.

      “He’s in with Dr. Hogan now.”

      “I’ll be in the back with my fur buddies. I could use a little loving after the day I had.” Kelsey adored the residents of the shelter and looked forward to spending time with them. Her feelings were torn when one of them was adopted. Although she was happy for the animal, she would miss them like crazy. She bonded with some more than others so for a few of them, she cried when they left the shelter.

      Stopping at the first pen, she let herself inside and closed the gate behind her. Kelsey knelt on the ground and a curly-haired mutt bounded up to her, nearly knocking her over in his excitement. His greeting was a long, wet swipe of his tongue down her cheek. Kelsey laughed as she hugged the dog. “Hello, Bongo. It’s so good to see you, boy!”

      Kelsey rubbed the dog’s fur and scratched behind his ears.

      “There you are,” Dr. Hogan called out as she reached the pen.

      “Hey, Doc. How’d it go with Mr. Young?”

      “I told him he needed to give Miss Kitty some space when she got moody, and she would come back to him when she got over it. There wasn’t a thing I could find wrong except that she was a little overweight from Mr. Young feeding her every time she begged for it. I told him he needed to go back to the recommendations we had set for him before.”

      “Aww. He loves her and can’t stand to see her beg.”

      “She wouldn’t beg for more food if he set boundaries.”

      “I guess not.”

      Dr. Hogan leaned a hip against the side of the pen. “I wanted to talk to you about tomorrow. I know it’s your day off, but I was hoping you would come in for a little while.”

      Kelsey shook her head. “You know I hardly ever say no, but I have two tests this week.”

      “The university is sending a group of students over to help out. I just need you for a little while and you can study here after you get them situated. Please. I’m desperate. Gretchen quit today.”

      Kelsey wasn’t surprised to hear about Gretchen. The girl had been so completely focused on her new boyfriend, nothing else existed. “I can’t pick up all her shifts.”

      “I’m not asking you to. I’m going to give Rebecca more responsibility. Please.” Dr. Katherine gave her a beseeching look. “You would really be helping me out.”

      Kelsey groaned. “Okay, but I do need to study.”

      Dr. Hogan beamed. “Thank you, Kelsey. I owe you. I’m putting you in charge of all the students. Show them around and get them started on the various jobs around the shelter. You can study here and just be available for any questions that arise.”

      Kelsey got a bad feeling, but she dismissed it. She could be the leader, and they would have to listen to her. Having worked at the shelter since her freshman year, she had a great relationship with Dr. Katherine. “I’ll do my best.”

      “I know you will. We’re lucky to have them right now when the shelter is nearly full. You can’t do everything by yourself, and I can’t afford to pay anyone full-time. We need to make this work.”

      “I’ll make sure they all love it here.”
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      Adrian wanted to punch something. He tried to check into a motel near campus, but his credit card was declined. When he called the credit card company, he discovered his account was frozen as well. There didn’t seem to be an end to the shit that was piling onto him.

      He couldn’t rent a decent room without a card, and he didn’t want to stay in any of the places that rented by the hour for cash. He was completely screwed. He had a ninety-thousand-dollar Porsche and no place to live. He wondered if the authorities would try to seize his car. It would be a fitting end to his demise.

      He pulled out his phone and dialed his mother. She answered right away, probably because she had nothing to do at the moment.

      “Adrian dear, are you coming home for your father?”

      Adrian rolled his eyes. Everything was always about his father. “Hello, Mother. I’m doing okay. Thanks for asking.”

      “No need to be rude, son. Your father is beside himself with worry over this mess the Laudons got themselves into. I told him those people were no good. Now, look at what they did to us. I can’t show my face at the club. We might have to move when all this nonsense is over!”

      “That would be tragic.” Adrian sighed. His mother’s main worry in life was her standing with her social circle. “What’s going on with the investigation? Is it nearing an end?”

      “You would know that if you came home to help your father.” Mrs. Colton clucked her tongue. “Your brother is trying to take over the business, but it’s not going well. Your father is worried about backlash and the stock prices sliding while this unpleasantness is being resolved. The shareholders are demanding answers your father can’t give.”

      “Is Dad around?” He didn’t want to talk to him, but he wasn’t getting any answers from his mother.

      “He’s playing golf. He doesn’t seem to care about what people say at the club.”

      “I’ll give him a call. Talk to you soon.” He hung up before she could tell him to come home again.

      Adrian paced a few times in front of his car to gear up for the call. He took a deep breath and clicked his father’s number on his phone. It rang enough times that Adrian thought it would go to his voicemail, but his father answered in his abrupt and condescending voice.

      “I was wondering if you had the guts to call after being almost thrown out of school and off the team. Coltons are better than that. We wouldn’t be in this situation right now if you hadn’t befriended those people.”

      Adrian clenched his jaw so that he wouldn’t lash out. He wouldn’t get the answers he needed from his father if he said what was running through his mind. His father would take no blame or culpability in his friendship with Parker’s father. Adrian had only begun hanging out with Parker because of their fathers.

      “Are there any updates?”

      “You have nothing to say for yourself, boy?”

      “What would you like me to say?”

      “I want you to take responsibility for your actions and your life. It’s time to grow up and be a man.”

      Adrian clenched his teeth so hard he wondered if he would crack a tooth. “Are you going to tell me about the case, or should I call your lawyer?” Adrian wondered why he hadn’t thought about calling Aaron Schuller, his family’s attorney, in the first place. He would have avoided the confrontation with his father.

      “Schuller thinks this will all be resolved in a couple of weeks. They can’t find any ties to illegal activities, so they’re going to have to drop it.”

      “My credit card was frozen.”

      His father cursed. “I didn’t think they were going after your assets. I’m going to have to call your brother.” He ended the call without saying goodbye.

      Adrian stared at the phone for a second before stuffing it into his pocket. Just like his father to worry about his older brother and disregard his younger son. Adrian was going to get no help from his family. He was going to have to figure things out on his own.

      It looked like he was sleeping in his car for the night. Hopefully, the morning would bring a fresh idea.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey turned out the lights in the kennels and called out good nights to her furry friends as she made her way to the back door. Dr. Katherine Hogan had to work late in her office and had asked Kelsey to settle the animals down for the night before she left. The veterinarian was young to have her own practice, having completed school and training only a few years before. She had been lucky to join an established animal hospital with a vet who was ready to retire. The older gentleman had taught Dr. Katherine everything he knew and then turned the practice over to her.

      During Kelsey’s fall semester of her freshman year at Blackstone, she had found a cat who had been hit by a car and she had brought it to the animal hospital. The two veterinarians had been so kind to her and to the cat even though they knew she couldn’t afford to pay for any of the medical procedures. It was that experience that made her want to become an animal doctor just like them. She had always loved animals and would go out of her way to help any who needed it, so becoming a vet was something she would love to do. Kelsey had worked at the shelter and animal hospital since then.

      Leaving was always one of the hardest things she had to do. She wished she could take them all home with her and cuddle them close. It broke her heart to say goodbye after each one of her shifts.

      Her car was parked behind the building where the volunteers could come inside to care for the animals when the shelter was closed to the public. The animals needed care every day, not just when the hospital and rescue was open.

      She pulled the door closed behind her and gave it a tug so that the lock engaged. Sometimes Kelsey had to lift up on the handle to get it to catch. The older building needed a little fixing up and the door was on the top of the list.

      Kelsey turned back around and screeched, her hand going to her throat. “What are you doing here?” She shouted the question in her fright.

      Greg chuckled. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Kelsey’s heart was pounding. No one was ever behind the building at that time of night. The parking lot had a lamp against the side near the door, but it barely illuminated anything. The other light was near the grass in the back of the lot. She had parked her car under that lamp.

      Greg was not a volunteer at the shelter, and she had never seen him show any interest in animals. She repeated her question. “What are you doing here?” She could see he was trying to appear casual, but there was a determined look in his eyes.

      He shrugged. “I came to see you.”

      “Me?” She shrieked, incredulously. “Why?” They were not friends. Greg hardly ever spoke to her, and they didn’t hang out with the same people. Running into him after class had been odd but seeing him at the shelter was strange and suspect. There was no credible reason for him to be wanting to see her.

      Greg stepped closer to her, and she was forced to stay where she was. The door was at her back.

      “I wanted to see if you needed a ride back to your apartment.”

      She frowned at him. “I have my car.” She pointed to the lone car in the deserted parking lot.

      He wrinkled his nose in disgust. “You shouldn’t park under that tree.”

      Kelsey got irritated all over again when she spotted the globs of bird poop still covering it. She ignored his comment, since she refused to admit that one of his friends had caused the poop fest on her car.

      She tried to sidestep him, but he shifted so that he was in front of her again. “I really need to get home. It’s been a long crappy day.” Literally, she thought.

      “A drink with me might help loosen you up.”

      “I don’t need to be loosened.” She took another step around him.

      “Come on. I promise. Only one drink.” Greg gave her a smile that was only a slight bit different from a cocky smirk.

      “No, thank you. All I want to do is go home and crash.” Kelsey managed to pass him and headed toward her car.

      Greg fell into step next to her. “How about tomorrow night?”

      Kelsey stopped and fisted her hands on her hips. “What kind of game are you playing?”

      Greg placed a hand over his heart in mock despair. “You wound me. All I’m trying to do is get to know you a little better.”

      “You think I would go out with you after the way you and all your buddies treated my best friend?”

      Some kind of emotion flashed across Greg’s face, but it was gone too quickly for Kelsey to determine what it was. “I had nothing to do with any of that stuff. I wasn’t even in town when it all went down. As for Janie. She had been dating Eric and I figured she was either getting paid or she was cleaning the place because she cared about him.”

      “You never thought to question why she was cleaning the frat house?”

      “As much as this will make me look like a dick, no I didn’t. She was just there. I never thought anything of it.”

      Kelsey didn’t believe him.

      “I’m not a bad guy. Get to know me.”

      Kelsey shook her head. “Maybe, but not tonight. I need to get home.”

      Greg walked with Kelsey to her car. “You’re not going to get home in that.”

      Kelsey frowned at him but followed his gaze. The front passenger side tire was flat. “Are you kidding me? I’m cursed today.”

      “You probably ran over a nail or something. I’ll help you change the tire.” Greg headed toward the back of her car and waited for her to pop her trunk open.

      “That’s okay. I’ll call the car service.”

      “They’ll make you wait at least an hour. Come on. I can do it in no time. Let me show you I’m not a bad guy.”

      “I don’t know.” Kelsey didn’t want his help, but he was right. She would be stranded there for at least an hour waiting for someone to come help her. She could go back inside and call Janie, but her roommate didn’t have a car. Gwen might be able to get her, but she didn’t want to bother her friend.

      “It will only take me a couple of minutes. You’ll be home that much faster.” Greg winked at her.

      Kelsey nodded. “Okay. Thanks.” She joined him behind her car and began shifting things in her trunk to get to the spare, but his focus was elsewhere.

      “Uh, Kelsey. Your back tire is flat too.” Greg pointed to the rear driver’s side tire.

      “There’s no way I got two flat tires.”

      Greg knelt down next to the wheel. “Yep. This one is flat too. Don’t bother with the spare, unless you have two of them in there.”

      “How is that possible? I couldn’t have run over two nails at once.”

      Greg walked around the car. “The tires look old. Maybe they were just going. You should get them all checked out.”

      Kelsey threw her hands in the air. “What am I supposed to do now?”

      He closed the trunk and held out his arm for her to loop her hand through. “I’ll be your chauffeur.”

      Kelsey glanced around. “Where’s your car?”

      Greg pointed. “It’s around the side of the building. All the lights were on, so I tried the front door first, but it was locked. There was a note that said volunteers should go around back. I was hoping I would find you there.”

      “Why were you looking for me?” Kelsey was still suspicious.

      “You’ve been on my mind since I ran into you the other morning.” He still held out his arm to her. “Let me prove I’m a good guy. It’s just a ride home.”

      Kelsey hesitated, but finally placed her hand on his arm. “Okay. Thanks.” It was only a ride. She didn’t have to talk to him again after that.
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      Adrian slept like crap, his back hurt, and he didn’t think the kink in his neck would ever go away. Staying in the car was not as easy as it looked in the movies. Car seats were not meant to recline back for sleeping. It was also way too bright. He had wanted to get up early and shower in the field house locker rooms before students started coming to class, but he ended up waking with the dawn. He needed a sunshade in the front window and something to cover the others if he was ever going to sleep in the car again.

      He hoped that wasn’t going to be the case, but Adrian feared he wasn’t going to have any other choice. He needed to find someplace to stay while he figured out what he was going to do long-term. Even after his suspension was over, he couldn’t and wouldn’t go back to the rowing team.

      Grabbing a change of clothes and his toiletry bag, he attempted to stretch out his back and neck when he stepped out of the car. It was going to be a long day.

      The athletic building opened super early so students could work out before classes. Normally, not many students used the facilities that early. The locker room had been blissfully empty, and no one was in the showers, so he was able to let the hot water work out some of the knots in his muscles.

      Adrian turned off the water and slung a towel around his waist, heading back to his locker to get dressed. He rounded the corner and was slammed into the wall, his face smashing into the tiles. A heavy arm pressed against the back of his neck and a cold metal gun barrel dug into his temple.

      “Where the fuck is it?”

      The voice was raspy, and it was obvious to Adrian his attacker was trying to disguise it. He thrashed, but the guy behind him was surprisingly strong and the gun was pushed harder into his head.

      “Don’t fuckin’ move or I’ll blow your head off.”

      “Get off me! I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Adrian tried to calculate his odds of getting this asshole off him without getting himself killed. It wasn’t looking good, so he would have to play along for a little bit until he could come up with a plan.

      “Tell me where it is!”

      “You got the wrong guy. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      The door to the lockers slammed, signaling someone was entering the room.

      The man pulled the gun back, smashing it across the back of Adrian’s head. The blow knocked him off balance and onto the floor.

      Adrian jumped up and turned around to see someone dressed in all black with a ski mask over his head sprinting through the lockers to the rear exit. He thought about following, but he couldn’t run through campus in a towel.

      Passing a hand over his wet hair, Adrian sighed. “What the fuck is going on with my life?”

      He hurried to his locker and threw on his clothes. He was going to have to be extra careful from then on. The attacker probably had mistaken him for someone else or he had to have been strung out on drugs. Adrian didn’t have anything that wasn’t his. He barely had any belongings left.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey was late for work, which was fitting for the day she was having. It started off with calling her automotive club service to see if they could fix her flat tires. The man who had arrived at the animal shelter hadn’t even tried to fill her tires with air. He had simply loaded her car onto the flatbed and towed it to the dealership, which happened to be a half hour from campus.

      No car meant she and Janie had walked from the apartment they shared to their classes. The five blocks they had to travel felt as if they were five miles instead of less than one. Her bookbag strap broke halfway to campus and she wasn’t paying attention to where she was stepping and tripped over a raised piece of concrete, scraping her palms and spilling her books over the walkway.

      Janie hadn’t said a word about her mishaps, but Kelsey knew her friend had been dying to comment about Kelsey being accident prone. Kelsey couldn’t help if things were always happening to her. Her father used to call her a klutz when she was growing up and Kelsey began to wonder if maybe he’d been right.

      The dealer had called and told her that there was nothing wrong with her tires and all she needed was air. The technician thought it was probably a prank and some neighborhood kids had most likely been out looking for mischief.

      So not only did she have to pay for the car to be towed, she also had to pay the dealer for labor to diagnose the problem. They could have cut her a break, but they didn’t. There went a sizable chunk of the money she had been stockpiling. It seemed like every time she was able to save a little money, something happened that required her to spend it.

      The only nice thing to occur was Gwen driving her to get her car back, but even that turned out badly. They had gotten stuck in horrific traffic on the way back so now she was late for work.

      Kelsey turned into the driveway of the animal shelter and made her way around the back of the building but slammed on the brakes when she noticed a Porsche in her normal spot. No one had assigned parking spaces, but she had been using the same one since she was a freshman. A Jeep was next to it.

      The volunteers and community service students were probably there before her. She had wanted to arrive first to get things ready for them, but that didn’t happen. Hopefully, Dr. Hogan had gotten them started on the paperwork and waivers they needed to complete.

      She backed into the spot next to the dark green Jeep and checked her appearance in the mirror on the visor. Her hair was a mess and she had smudges under her eyes. Not having the time to make herself presentable, she wiped the mascara off as best she could and smoothed down her hair. It wasn’t the best, but it would have to do.

      The back door was unlocked, making her a little irritated. There was a sign on the door in huge block letters reminding everyone to keep the door locked. It was for safety reasons and also because the door didn’t latch correctly. The wind tended to blow it open even when it was not that strong.

      She entered the back room, which was empty at the moment, and went in search of her volunteers. Kelsey followed the sound of voices coming from the kitchen and break room area. Normally Dr. Hogan greeted the volunteers in the conference room or one of the open private waiting rooms.

      Her mouth dropped open as she stopped at the doorway. Dr. Katherine was laughing and joking around with three males and a female. The girl had electric blue tipped hair that flew in every which way when the girl laughed. The two men flanking her were both gorgeous in no conventional ways. The bleached blond mohawk, earring, and jeans with more rips than not could have been in a rock band or on a movie set.

      The other guy had piercing green eyes that any girl would want to stare into. His light brown hair was a little shaggy, but it worked for him. He reminded her of the actor who played Thor in all the movies but with green eyes.

      She couldn’t see the third guy because he was blocked by the others, but she could see that he was just as muscular and fit. Maybe these volunteers wouldn’t be so bad after all. At the very least, they would be good eye candy.

      Dr. Hogan didn’t normally kid around like that, and she never did with people she didn’t know well. The veterinarian shifted and Kelsey’s crappy day was complete. Adrian was smiling and saying something to Dr. Hogan that made the woman giggle. Her boss did not giggle, and she definitely didn’t playfully tap a male on the shoulder.

      Kelsey’s life had just sunk into the fiery depths of hell. Her boss was flirting with her nemesis.

      Someone must have spotted her since they all stopped talking and turned to face the doorway. She was forced to paste on a fake smile and enter the room. “Hello.”

      “Kelsey! I’m so glad you’re here. I want to introduce you to some of the volunteers that will be helping us this semester. I think they’re going to be a perfect fit for our office.” Dr. Hogan shifted her lab coat and smoothed down her hair. “This is Cade, Xander, Riley, and Adrian. They’re here to help us.”

      Kelsey took a deep breath, ignored Adrian all together, and focused on the others in the room. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m Kelsey.”

      Riley’s eyebrows shot up and glanced at Adrian, who nodded. The girl then folded her arms across her chest. “I’ve heard all about you.”

      Xander wrinkled his forehead in confusion at Riley’s change of demeanor. “Huh?”

      Cade rolled his eyes and smacked Xander in the back of the head.

      Xander glared at his friend. “What the hell?” He glanced at Kelsey and then to Adrian. “Ohh! That sucks.”

      Cade pushed his friend. “Dude. Really?” He turned back to Kelsey. “Hey.”

      Adrian smirked at her.

      Kelsey hadn’t expected the students’ barely veiled animosity, so she took a nervous step back away from the tension in the room. Her elbows smacked into the metal rack next to the door that housed various stainless-steel pans and instruments for the animal practice. A couple pans clanged together loudly, and one fell to the floor, rolling away from her.

      Startled, she jumped causing more items to shift and make a horrible noise.

      “Goodness, Kelsey! Are you alright?” Dr. Katherine rushed over to help steady the things on the shelves.

      Adrian picked up the pan on the floor and walked it over to them, holding it out. “Here.”

      Kelsey took the pan from him and mumbled a quick thanks. Once again, she did something stupid in front of Adrian. Why couldn’t she be cool, calm, and sophisticated like other women? No, she had to be accident prone when she was nervous or in a hurry.

      Dr. Hogan turned to the students. “Kelsey will give you a tour of the place and get you started on the cages and pens.”

      Kelsey squared her shoulders, held her head high, and forced herself to at least act confident. Growing up, her older sister, Katlyn, had told her that if she acted confident even when she didn’t feel like it, eventually, the act becomes reality. She also told her to never let anyone see her fear. People could use that as a weakness. Katlyn was several years older than Kelsey and was the complete opposite of her. Katlyn was popular, outgoing, and graceful, Accidents never happened around her. She had been a great big sister, looking out for Kelsey and always offering the best advice.

      “Let’s start with the viewing areas and work our way past the examination rooms and then to the kennels and resident halls.” Kelsey turned around and started off, expecting them to follow her.

      Cade nudged Xander and the two men jogged to catch Kelsey. Riley huffed but hurried after her two friends.

      Adrian stopped next to Dr. Hogan when she called out his name. “There are a lot of reasons people build walls around themselves. They are the ones who hide their feelings the best but feel the most.” She paused to look at him. “The smart ones allow someone to break through those walls. You better catch up to the others. I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”

      “I’m not…”

      “Oh, did you think I was talking about you?” Dr. Katherine gave him a sly smile and strode from the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            ELEVEN

          

          
            A Crappy Job

          

        

      

    

    
      Adrian caught up with the group when they were passing the six small examination rooms.

      Riley rolled her eyes when Cade stopped to check out his hair in a shiny metallic surface of a paper towel dispenser.

      Xander pushed him down the hallway. “You still look like shit, that didn’t change.”

      “Kiss it, asshat.”

      Kelsey ignored them. “The operating and recovery rooms are at the end of the hallway. Dr Hogan does surgeries on Fridays unless there’s an emergency. You’ve met the two nurses, Mark and Dana. They both assist with all medical procedures.”

      The building was set up in a large square within a square, with two parallel hallways running around the perimeter. One wing was for dogs and the other for cats and various other animals. “You would be surprised at the various different animals that have been brought into the shelter. We’ve had emus, alpacas, hawks, a baby alligator, deer, a fox, and even a tiger cub.”

      Riley stopped and turned to face Kelsey. “Seriously? A tiger?”

      Kelsey grinned. “Yes. I was here when it was brought in by an animal control officer. There had been a raid on a drug dealer’s house, and they found several pit bulls, numerous snakes, and the tiger cub. All the animals had been severely neglected and needed medical attention before they could be adopted out or in the case of the tiger, sent to a large animal rescue that was equipped to deal with large cats. The tiger stayed with us for a few weeks before being sent to the Popcorn Park Zoo.”

      Adrian leaned against the wall. “I’ve been there. It’s on the way to the Jersey shore. They have all kinds of misfit, rescued, or recovering animals. Most of them have story cards at their pens and a whole bunch of the more docile animals wander around the grounds. You can buy popcorn and feed it to them.”

      Xander nodded. “I think I was there as a kid. It was pretty cool. I remember feeding some deer out of my hand.”

      “I love visiting there.” Kelsey smiled at the memory but schooled her features when she realized everyone was looking directly at her. “The kitten room is next and it’s usually the most popular. The cats are housed next to it. Xander, you and Riley can start in the cat room. The cats are held in cages at night but most of them are allowed to remain free during the day. There are a few interconnecting rooms that have litter boxes. These rooms will need to be cleaned and fresh litter added.”

      Kelsey handed out rubber gloves. “There are cleaning supplies in this closet along with litter. The scoops are hanging on the wall above the shelves. There’s a large trash can outside the side entrance near the cat wing. All doors need to be closed before going outside and make sure none of the cats follow you into the hallway. They will make a run for it if you let them. Ronda is in there and will show you what to do.”

      Xander clapped his hands together. “Come on Ri, I’ll ‘be singin’ the blues while the lady cats cry.’”

      Riley rolled her eyes. “You’re so weird.”

      Dr. Hogan had come up behind them. “I love that song!”

      Riley frowned. “That’s a song?”

      Dr. Hogan felt decades older than the college students even though less than ten years separated them. “Stray Cats Strut by the Stray Cats. They were an eighties’ band.”

      Xander winked at her and belted out a few more bars of the song. “It’s one of my mom’s favorites.”

      Dr. Hogan grinned. “It’s perfect.” She led Xander and Riley into one of the cat rooms.

      Kelsey had recognized the song Xander was singing, but she had been more focused on his incredible voice. Wow. The boy could sing. She shook her head and turned to Cade and Adrian. “We need to continue on to the next wing.”

      They walked through a heavy door that separated the cats from the dogs.

      “Cade, you and Adrian can start with the dog kennels. Their pens and rooms will need to be cleaned and the outside dog runs will need to be swept and scooped.” Kelsey motioned for them to follow her.

      Adrian took a deep breath. It was going to be a long evening. Kelsey was speaking quickly and avoiding any eye contact with him. She was also going out of her way to stay as far away from him as possible.

      He couldn’t believe his rotten luck. When he found out he had to work at an animal shelter and hospital, he thought maybe his community service hours wouldn’t be horrible. Adding Kelsey to the situation destroyed his hopes and reminded him that life was never kind to him.

      “Did you hear me?” Kelsey waved her hand in front of his face.

      He hadn’t been paying attention. “What?”

      “Maybe you should find somewhere else to do your community service.”

      “Why? Can’t handle me being here with you?”

      Kelsey clenched her jaw. She was not going to argue with him. “Come with me. You can get started with the outside areas.”

      She stopped by the closet next to the side door and pulled out a large shovel-looking tool with a claw at the bottom and a pressure lever handle that opened and closed it. “This is for you.”

      Adrian could tell she was enjoying this. “Bring it on.” He took the dog crap shovel from her and headed outside.

      He knew she purposely selected the worst job at the shelter for him to do. There was no way he would let her see that anything bothered him. He would do the job and not say a word. One hour down and one hundred and ninety-nine to go.

      She pointed toward a large metal drum trash can with a sturdy lid and bungee cords holding the lid on. “Make sure you secure the lid when you’re done.” She glanced at him over her shoulder. “It’s an easy job for you. Doesn’t take any thought.”

      As Kelsey headed around the side of the building, through the gate and to her vehicle, Adrian entered the fenced in yard. He took a minute to watch her pull a backpack from her car and sling it over her shoulder. She came back through the gate, plopped the bag on the picnic table, and flopped down on the bench.

      Great, he thought. She was staying outside to watch him.

      Adrian was going to ignore her. He decided to survey the grounds before he did anything. It was a huge area that acted as a play yard for the animals and also an educational facility. When they first arrived, Dr. Hogan had explained that she was starting a training program for the animals that were brought there.

      She had told them that many times, dogs would be passed over because of their lack of training and overactive behavior. Dr. Hogan wanted to make sure her dogs wouldn’t jump up on potential adoptive families, growl, or act aggressively toward others. She also wanted them to know basic commands. Adrian thought it was a great idea and hoped it worked out for her.

      He noticed two dogs with handlers at the other end of the grass. The two guys were attempting to guide the mutts through an obstacle course, but the dogs seemed to be resisting. Adrian stopped to watch their techniques and ended up rooting for the stubborn dogs. It was comical and he was enjoying the show.

      Kelsey cleared her throat loudly from the picnic table, reminding him of his responsibilities. Adrian went over to the trashcan and pulled the cords off, removing the lid. He would walk the grounds in a sweeping pattern, looking for crap to pick up.

      She had obviously thought picking up dog shit was a punishment for him, but he didn’t mind. He got to be outside, enjoy the nice weather, and had no one to bother him. Well, no one but a brunette with wide chocolate brown eyes that were watching him like a hawk.

      Adrian gave her a sexy grin and winked at her when he caught her checking him out. As much as she hated him, she couldn’t hide her appreciation of his body. He caught her ogling him a few times.

      Kelsey glared at him and forced herself to read the page in her textbook for the third time. Senior Ethics was dry and boring. The horrible, required course was one that colleges tortured students with before allowing them to graduate. Every senior in Blackstone University had to pass senior ethics before completing their degree.

      She had a test in the course the next morning and she hadn’t even read the material once. Her other classes had taken up so much of her time, so she let this one slide. Now Kelsey wished she hadn’t.

      Staring at the black type on the white pages wasn’t helping the words to penetrate her mind. Kelsey was distracted, but she was refusing to acknowledge the reason. It was absolutely not the irritating, obnoxious, cocky, albeit sexy man a few yards away. She was only staying outside to make sure he was doing what she asked him to do. It had nothing to do with the way he moved with such power and purpose.

      A sharp bark had her look over at the obstacle course in time to see a dog break away from one of the trainers. The animal jumped over the small fence and ran full force toward the building as the guy ran after it. She jumped up from the wooden bench and headed over to help contain the dog when Adrián dropped his scoop and stepped into the animal’s path.

      Terror flooded her as she watched the large Pitbull mix tackle Adrian.
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      Kelsey took off running, her heart in her throat. She skidded to a stop and her mouth dropped open. All she could do was gape at the man and dog rolling around on the ground playing. The dog was licking his face while Adrian laughed and rubbed the animal’s fur.

      The trainer stopped next to Kelsey. “I’ll be damned. I’ve never seen Aster take to someone like that or so quickly. She’s acting like a puppy.”

      Kelsey’s heart was still pounding. She didn’t like Adrian, but she didn’t want him injured or worse. “I haven’t either.”

      “Hi. I’m Cliff.” He attached a lead to the dog’s collar and reached a hand out to pull Adrian to his feet. “You’re one of the new volunteers?”

      Adrian allowed the other man to help him up. He glanced at Kelsey before answering, daring her to contradict him. “Something like that. I’m Adrian. Nice to meet you.”

      Cliff watched Aster pull on the leash, trying to get closer to Adrian. “She seems to really like you.”

      Adrian rubbed the dog’s head. “I can’t help it if the ladies love me. Don’t you, girl?”

      Cliff laughed. “I better get her back to the course. We’re trying to gauge their ability for additional training. Aster has a very short attention span so she might not make it any farther, but I have hopes for her.”

      Adrian watched the other dog and trainer. “Maybe she would do better by herself and not with another animal around.”

      Cliff shrugged. “I hadn’t thought about that. It’s worth a try. Thanks. See you later, Kels.”

      Kelsey waved to Cliff.

      “You were worried about me, weren’t you?” Adrian raised an eyebrow.

      “I was worried about the dog.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Don’t you have some work to do?”

      “I saw you watching me.” Adrian didn’t know why he was pushing her, but her flushed cheeks and flustered manner made him want to do it even more.

      “Get back to work.”

      Adrian smirked as he walked back to where he left the poop shovel. The lever that controlled the scoop kept sticking so he was trying to be extra careful with it. He didn’t want to end up making a bigger mess than the one he was cleaning up.

      Kelsey went back to studying, or at least trying to. After the excitement with the dog getting loose and the shock of seeing Adrian’s natural ability with Aster, she was not hopeful that she would retain too much information.

      A few minutes later, she glanced up just as Adrian was bending over to pick something up. She tried not to notice how the denim stretched over his tight ass or how the muscles rippled along his back when his T-shirt pulled up. She was not mesmerized by his shoulders and thick biceps as they flexed under the sleeves of his blue shirt.

      He turned his head toward her picnic table and grinned, having caught her staring at his butt. He winked and suppressed a chuckle when she turned away quickly. He had focused on Kelsey’s irritation instead of what he was doing so he forgot to keep his thumb on the lever. The shovel opened and dog shit dumped onto his sneakers. “Dammit! Aww, man!”

      Kelsey couldn’t help the giggle that escaped. She knew the poop scoop she gave him was broken and it was only a matter of time before Adrian learned that. Seeing it happen was funnier than she thought it would be.

      Adrian glared at Kelsey. “You did that on purpose, didn’t you?”

      Kelsey tried to adopt a serene expression, but she couldn’t stop laughing. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Dr. Hogan walked outside. “How are things… Oh my. Adrian, I’m so sorry that happened. You must have grabbed the broken shovel scoop. We need to get rid of that thing. There are other scoops that work much better.”

      Adrian shot Kelsey another dark look. “Of course, there are.”

      Dr. Katherine moved closer. “There’s a hose on the side of the building. You can wash up and then come inside to dry off. I’ll get a few towels for your shoes.”

      Adrian headed around the side of the building and out of sight.

      Dr. Hogan stopped next to Kelsey. “You must have forgotten which was the broken one.”

      “Oh, uh, yeah.” Kelsey kept her eyes on her book.

      “I used to hide behind my books and a shield of indifference when I was your age, so I didn’t have to deal with people and the possibility of getting hurt. It took me years to figure out that I was missing out on life.” She turned and walked back into the shelter.

      Kelsey turned the page even though she hadn’t read the section. Dr. Hogan’s words made her feel a little uneasy. Am I hiding behind my books and not letting anyone in? Maybe I shouldn’t have given Adrian the broken shovel scoop.

      She stood from the bench to look for him just as a stream of frigid water blasted her. She screeched and tried to get away from the flow of pressurized water.

      Adrian laughed as he soaked her with the hose. “Oh whoops. Didn’t realize the nozzle was turned to the strong stream.” He turned off the water and dragged the hose back to the rack.

      Kelsey stood next to the table dripping wet, stunned Adrian did that. She was torn between laughter and annoyance as she begun to twist the water from her clothes and hair.

      Adrian returned from the side of the building with a huge smile on his face. “A little wet there, Kels?" He stopped next to her, and his face dropped. “Oh, crap.”

      Kelsey followed his gaze. “No! What am I going to do? You ruined my book!” Kelsey lifted her soggy Ethics book and water sloshed off it. “Dammit, Adrian. I have a test tomorrow.”

      She ran her hands through her wet hair. “What am I going to do? I have to get an A on this, and I haven’t even read the whole chapter.”

      “Kelsey. I didn’t mean to get your book wet.” He took the book from her hand to look at the cover. The whole book was waterlogged. “I’ll be right back.”

      Kelsey flopped down on the bench, dejected. She was going to fail the test which would lower her grade. Veterinary School was highly competitive, so she needed to get all As to keep her GPA up.

      She glanced at her backpack. Luckily, the rest of her books were still in her bag at the end of the table, which had escaped most of the water.

      Adrian ran to his car, which was parked around the corner. He had the same Senior Ethics textbook, so he would give her his. He had wanted to douse her with the hose, but he hadn’t meant to get her book wet. It was a spur of the moment impulse that he hadn’t thought through.

      He opened his car door and rummaged through his stuff until he found his backpack. His trunk and backseat were both filled with his stuff from his room, so his vehicle was more messy than usual, but surprisingly, he knew where everything was.

      Dumping the bag on the front passenger seat, the books fell out into a pile. He frowned when he noticed two Senior Ethics textbooks on the seat. Huh. He must have grabbed an extra book from the team house when he was packing up his things. He selected one of the books, tucked it under his arm and at the last minute, pulled a beach towel from the backseat before hurrying back to Kelsey.

      She was in the exact same spot he left her in. “Hey. Sorry about the book.”

      She shrugged.

      “Here. Take mine.” He held out the towel and the book to her.

      “I can’t take your book.” Kelsey accepted the towel and wiped her face and rubbed her hair.

      “It’s no big deal. I ended up having two. I must have picked up an extra one from the team house.”

      She still appeared undecided.

      He continued to hold the book out. “Please take this one.”

      Kelsey sighed. “Okay. Are you sure you don’t need it?”

      Adrian smiled. “I hope I don’t need two ethics books. One is bad enough. The class is awful.”

      “Yeah, it is.” Kelsey patted her face with the towel to give her a moment. Her heart was racing again. Every time he was near it beat out of control.

      Adrian stepped closer. “I think we should call a truce. We’re going to be working together for a while and I want us to get along without worrying about retaliation or what prank is going to happen next.”

      Kelsey took a deep breath and nodded. She held out her hand to him. “Okay, truce.”

      Adrian’s large hand engulfed her much smaller one. When he curled his fingers around hers, she felt it throughout her whole body. Goosebumps broke out on her arms that had nothing to do with wet chills. Adrian Colton was dangerous.

      Kelsey watched Adrian shift and could tell he was going to walk away. For some reason, she wanted him to stay. “Do you have a test tomorrow?”

      Adrian needed to put some distance between them. “Yeah, but I don’t care about it.” He tried not to notice how her wet T-shirt clung to her and accentuated her full breasts and slim waist. He also tried not to think about how it would have been an even better view if she had forgotten to wear a bra. Shaking his head, he needed to stop thinking about Kelsey in that way. He didn’t like her, so he shouldn’t be checking her out. He shouldn’t be imagining pulling the soaking wet shirt over her head.

      “You’re not going to study?” Kelsey could see where Adrian’s eyes were focused, and her cheeks warmed as her body began to tingle. The heat in his eyes was intoxicating, causing her blood to sizzle in her veins. She swayed slightly as their eyes locked.

      “Nah. I can wing it enough to get by. All I need is a passing grade.” He watched a trail of water run down her neck and disappear into the V of her shirt and his jeans started to become uncomfortable.

      “I could never do that. I need to get all As. The chances of me getting into Veterinary School are slim. It’s one of the hardest graduate schools to get into. Even harder than Med School.” She had no control over her feet as they tried to get closer to him. Kelsey reminded herself that she was supposed to hate him, but her brain was malfunctioning.

      “You’ll get in.”

      “You can’t know that.” As she took another step, her foot caught the leg of the bench, and she began to pitch forward.

      Adrian closed the distance and caught her in his arms, supporting her weight.

      Kelsey clung to Adrian as she tried to right herself.

      His jeans became tighter as he held the wet beauty in his arms. Adrian stared down into her wide eyes, tipping his head down toward hers oh so slowly.

      Oh, my goodness. Oh, my goodness. Oh, my goodness. He’s going to kiss me. Kelsey felt like electric current was zinging through her body, making her core heat and her legs weak. She knew she shouldn’t want to kiss the man holding her so closely against him, but she knew if she didn’t find out what his lips felt like, she would combust.

      Adrian wanted to taste her more than anything, but he had to know she wanted it too. He descended slowly enough for her to stop him, praying she wouldn’t.

      Kelsey couldn’t wait for him to close the distance between them, so she rolled up onto her toes and pressed her lips to his.

      That shocking move by Kelsey stunned Adrian for a few seconds before he took over control and deepened the kiss. He tightened his arms around her, pressing her tightly against him as he devoured her mouth.

      Kelsey’s tongue dueled with his as she linked her arms around his neck and held him to her. It was the best and most sexy kiss she’d ever had in her life. He was consuming her, igniting a fire within that she didn’t think would ever extinguish.

      Adrian pulled his mouth away from hers to suck in much needed air. They both were breathing heavily, trying to control their raging desires.

      The back door banging loudly against the wall had them both jumping apart.

      “What is going on?” Dr. Katherine folded her arms across her chest. “Both of you, go inside and dry off. I’m not going to ask but I’m sure you both will agree that no more mishaps will be happening. Kelsey, I have some scrubs you can wear. I expected more from you.”

      Adrian rubbed the back of his neck. The entire front of his clothes was drenched.

      Kelsey couldn’t believe she had kissed Adrian and that they had almost gotten caught. What had I been thinking? They were making out in the open for anyone to see. She was lucky she didn’t get fired. Kissing Adrian had been a mistake.

      Adrian could see the different emotions flashing across her eyes and knew she was about to say something that was going to piss him off.

      “That was a huge mistake. It never should have happened. I can’t believe I kissed you!”

      Ouch! Even though he had tried to prepare himself for her words, it stung more than he had thought it would. “Don’t worry, Buttercup. I won’t be repeating that again. It’s not worth the effort.” Adrian stomped off toward his car.

      Kelsey’s blurted rant to Adrian had come out wrong. She hadn’t meant it the way he took her words. So much for their truce. He was going to go back to hating her.

      Her life sucked sometimes.
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      Adrian couldn’t believe it, but he was actually thankful for his mother’s neurotic obsession with having the best so that she could brag about it to her country club friends. Each academic year, his mother would purchase a meal plan from the school even though he had never had any intention of using it. He hadn’t until he lost his housing.

      It was not because she wanted to take care of him, she wanted everyone to think she was the best mother around. At least he wouldn’t starve. The food wasn’t great, but it didn’t cost him anything and he had a ridiculous amount of money in his student expense account. Too bad he couldn’t withdraw any of it.

      His card worked anywhere on campus and even a couple of small stores bordering the university. Adrian had discovered a small sandwich shop that made great food. He probably wouldn’t have tried it out if he hadn’t been forced to use his meal plan, but the place had a cool name, Grab Our Buns.

      Since it was just before closing, the kid behind the counter gave him some extra items that were leftover. He was determined to sample it all and the quicker the better. Adrian was rooting through the containers and plastic wrapped items when he nearly ran into someone.

      He stopped abruptly, almost dropping his roasted chicken avocado wrap which would have pissed him off since it smelled and looked so good. He couldn’t wait to take a huge bite.

      Shoving everything back into the plastic bag, he glanced up at the rude person disrupting his feast.

      “Colton.” Greg Lindstrom was blocking his path.

      Groaning, Adrian adopted his most exasperated expression. He didn’t need to deal with Greg’s shit after a long day of classes and working off some of his community service hours. “Lindstrom.”

      “Heard you got kicked off the team.”

      “You must be ready to celebrate. It’s the only way for you to get one of the top spots. Too bad it took your best friends, Parker and Eric, getting arrested and me suspended. But, hey, you can brag how you finally made it.”

      “You better watch your mouth, Adrian. You have nothing now. How far the king has fallen.”

      “Fuck off, Lindstrom.”

      Greg’s face turned red. “Tough talk for someone who has nobody at your back. You never know when someone is going to plant a knife in it.”

      Adrian stepped closer to him. “You can threaten me all you want, but we both know I can kick your ass.” He sidestepped him and called back over his shoulder. “And I’m also not in the mood for your shit, so back the fuck off.”

      Adrian never liked Greg. He was always the instigator whenever there was trouble in the house, but he was also the first one to run and hide like the little bitch he was.

      “You’re going to be sorry you ever messed with us.”

      Adrian muttered to himself as he walked away from Greg. “Whatever.” He had no idea what Greg was spewing about and didn’t care.

      He was sure Greg was the mastermind behind his eviction from the team house. He also would be willing to bet Greg was the one who had trashed his room. The guy had always been jealous of Adrian so he would go out of his way to be a dick whenever he could, which happened to be all the time. He was usually only brave when Parker and Eric were around, so he must have had new assholes to hang out with.

      Rubbing the back of his neck, he made his way to the student lounge. He could hang out there until he was tired enough to crash. He was not looking forward to sleeping in his Porsche again.

      Earlier in the day he had charmed a girl in the housing office. It was amazing how a little flirting would garner all kinds of interesting information. Even though he would have never wanted to stay in one in the past, he learned that all the dorm rooms on campus were full. They usually left several open for emergency situations or to separate roommates who didn’t get along, but even those rooms had been taken.

      The girl had also told him that once a room is paid for and assigned, even if it was in a team house, the student was entitled to stay there or be placed elsewhere. His former teammates had no right to throw him out. He was in the right, but he would not go back to that house.

      The student lounge never closed to allow for all night study sessions and provided a safe place for gathering. They had a strict no alcohol policy, but that never stopped people from bringing it there.

      Adrian considered stopping at a liquor store, but he was running low on cash, and he was going to need it for gas. He had to continue driving to the animal shelter so he could complete his service hours. Falling behind was not an option. His college career was at risk.

      He selected a secluded corner with a couch and two chairs. It had a charging station and the entire building offered a free wireless connection, so it was the perfect spot for him to relax. He spread his feast on the circular coffee table and pulled out his iPad. He could study and eat at the same time.

      Adrian glanced around the room. Not many students were hanging around. They were all either out partying or in their rooms for the night. He was one of only a few students left in the lounge. His parents had more money than just about everyone on this campus and here he was broke, homeless, nowhere to go, and unable to trust anyone. Man, his life sucked.

      Exhaustion finally hit, so it was time for him to go back to his car. Adrian needed to move it to a new location so that no one would see him sleeping in it and ask questions.

      His mother had called and demanded that he return home to help his father. He shot her down quickly, making an excuse to get off the phone. Adrian was not going to answer the next time she called.

      As much as it sucked to sleep in his car, he was not going to quit school and run home like his mother wanted. He was determined to stick things out and live on his own terms. So, his back would be jacked up for a while. He was young and would bounce back.

      Adrian thought about sleeping in the boat house or one of the athletic offices that had a couch, but he knew he would be caught. He wasn’t afraid of getting into trouble, he didn’t want the pity and sympathy.

      Even though the days were still mild, October in Philadelphia tended to have cold nights. Before long, it was going to get uncomfortable sleeping in the car as the fall turned into winter.

      Reaching the nearly empty parking lot, he moved toward his car when he noticed the door was open. Someone had broken into his car.
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      The slim jimmy bar was still stuck inside the car door where the intruder left it. His stuff was dumped into the parking spot next to his car and everything was torn apart and thrown all over.

      “What the fuck?”

      Adrian rubbed his face with his hands. Was someone messing with him? Greg or one of the guys in his house? Or was someone looking for something? The scene from the locker room shower flashed through his mind. He had dismissed it as someone on drugs or looking for quick cash, but maybe it was all connected.

      He needed to clean this crap up, make sure his car was okay, and find a secluded spot to park for the night. He could figure this all out in the morning.

      His textbooks were all over the pavement and his ethics book was in pieces, its pages torn out and scattered. Guess the asshole didn’t like ethics.

      It took a while to gather everything up and stuff most of it in his trunk. He still needed to place some things on the back seat and the floor behind the front seats. It was a huge jumbled up mess, but there wasn’t much he could do about it.

      Adrian discovered why the thin metal bar was still in between the outer door and the window. It was stuck pretty good and had taken him several minutes to wiggle it free without damaging his car door or breaking the window glass. He finally pulled it free and threw it on the passenger side floor. He should have called the police and got it dusted for fingerprints, but that would have caused a scene and raised questions he didn’t want to answer.

      He would figure out his next steps after a rotten night’s sleep.
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      Janie and Kelsey were sitting on their couch enjoying their morning coffee. It had been a couple of days since the girls had an opportunity to catch up. They both had been missing each other with their different work and class schedules.

      “You let Greg drive you home?” Janie’s eyes grew large.

      “I didn’t have a choice. Two of my tires were flat.” Kelsey tucked her feet under her and leaned back into the corner of the couch. “He told me he didn’t know Eric was blackmailing you.”

      Janie stared into her coffee cup. “At first, I thought they were all in on it, but after taking a step back and looking at the whole situation, I don’t think anyone except for Parker knew.”

      Kelsey took a sip of the steaming liquid. “Adrian didn’t know?”

      Janie shook her head. “He never said anything to me, but he also never asked me to do anything. I don’t believe he knew what Eric had done.”

      Kelsey considered that for a moment. “So, Greg might be telling the truth too?”

      “Kels, Greg and Adrian are way different. Sure, Adrian can be cocky, conceited, and self-absorbed. Greg always made me wary. I avoided him whenever possible, and you should too.”

      “You aren’t telling me to stay away from Adrian?”

      Janie set her mug on the table in front of her and reached for her friend’s hand. “I know you still want to protect me from that whole crew, but you don’t need to anymore. The two behind everything are in jail and can’t hurt anyone. Adrian lived in the house and rowed on the team. He would be at their parties and participated in some of their activities, but he held himself apart. I don’t think he was ever comfortable with them, and I don’t think he really fit in.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.” Kelsey’s heart was pounding in her chest, and she didn’t know why. Or really, she didn’t want to acknowledge why.

      “I am answering you, Kelsey. You just don’t want to hear it. Adrian is not a bad guy and after everything that’s happened to him, he’s probably not that conceited, cocky guy anymore. It’s okay to like him.”

      Janie stopped and stared at Kelsey, examining her closely. “You’re hiding something.”

      “What?” She pulled her hand away and held them both out in front of her. “I’ve told you everything.”

      “I can tell when you try to lie to me. Your voice gets higher, and you start fidgeting with the hem of your shirt, which by the way, you are doing now. “You like him. Like really like him.”

      Kelsey tried to smooth down her shirt, but she reached for the hem again. “He’s impossible. Plus, I don’t think he likes me very much.”

      “You should just tell me. I will get the info eventually.” Janie smirked at her.

      Kelsey covered her face with her hands. “Ikissedhim.”

      “What? That was jumbled all together.” Janie pulled her hands away. “Try again.”

      Kelsey took a deep breath and whispered. “I kissed him.”

      “Oh my gosh! You did?” Janie jumped up from her seat. “You kissed Adrian Colton?”

      “It was an accident.”

      Janie sat back down. “An accident? Your lips fell onto his?”

      Kelsey sighed. She was going to have to tell her best friend everything. “I caught him checking me out after the hose incident.”

      “Of course, he did. Your T-shirt was sticking to your boobs. He’s a guy. It’s in his DNA to look.”

      Kelsey giggled. “We, uh, sort of were staring at each other and moving toward one another.”

      “Uh huh. Go on. Get to the good part.”

      “I sort of fell over the bench and almost landed on the ground, but he rushed forward and caught me.”

      “Only you could trip over something and end up in the arms of a total hottie. How did the kiss happen?”

      “It was happening in slow motion until I decided to just go for it, so I pushed up on my toes and kissed him.”

      “You didn’t!” Janie was grinning widely. “How was it?”

      “Incredible. Sexy. Mind-blowing.” Kelsey leaned back into the corner of the couch. “It was the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

      “What now? How did it end?”

      Kelsey’s shoulders slumped. “Not good.”

      “Oh no. What happened?”

      “Dr. Katherine came outside. I’m not sure if she saw us or not but she knew we had an accident with the hose.”

      “That’s not bad.”

      “Well, I also told him it was a mistake. And I couldn’t believe I kissed him. He took that as a bad “I can’t believe I kissed him,’ instead of it being the opposite.”

      “Oh, Kels. Why’d you do that?”

      “I got flustered and I didn’t know how to react to Dr. Katherine’s disappointment.”

      “It’ll be okay. You can explain to him what happened.”

      “No. It’s better off this way. It would never work out. I don’t even find him that attractive.”

      Janie laughed. “I thought you might have noticed his bulging biceps and tight buns.”

      “I never said he had tight buns.”

      “No, you told me he had to have a rock-hard ass for his jeans to stretch across it like it does.”

      Kelsey wiped a hand down her face. “I can’t like him. He’s one of those guys.”

      “What? Rich, popular, and sexy? I can see how that would be a terrible idea. You need to give him a chance.”

      “You swore you’d never date a rich popular guy again.”

      Janie shrugged. “Life’s too short to make blanket statements.”

      Kelsey frowned at her friend. “What did you just say? Now, I know you’re up to something. It’s a dead giveaway when you start spewing things that sound like a fortune cookie.”

      “I can’t help it if I sound crazy smart.” Janie grinned at her.

      “That’s not exactly what I was saying.” Kelsey took a sip from her mug. “Seriously, What’s up?”

      “It’s too early. I don’t want to jinx it.”

      Kelsey jumped up, spilling some coffee down the front of her shirt. “I knew it! You have to tell me now.”

      Janie squirmed in her seat. “I promise I’ll tell you soon. He’s supposed to call me today.”

      “Is he a student here?”

      “Kels.”

      “Come on, just a little info.”

      “He graduated two years ago. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “What does he look like? Is he hot?” Kelsey sat back down, leaning toward Janie.

      “Smokin’ and sweet and that’s all I’m sayin’.”

      Kelsey reached for Janie’s hand. “I hope he’s smart enough to realize what an awesome girl you are.”

      “Thanks.”

      Both girls frowned at the door when someone knocked loudly against it.

      “Are you expecting anyone?” Janie asked.

      Kelsey shook her head. “No one I know would knock on our door at 8AM.”

      She set her coffee mug on the table and approached the door. After everything that had happened recently, Kelsey checked the peep hole. She turned back to Janie, who had walked up behind her, and shrugged.

      Kelsey smoothed down her pajama pants and pulled her tank top down before unlocking the door and pulling it open. “Hi, Greg. What are you doing here?”

      Greg grinned at her as he held a travel box with three large coffee cups. “I knew you had to work late last night, so I figured I would bring coffee to you, so you didn’t have to rush this morning.”

      Janie and Kelsey shared a look.

      Greg held out the cardboard carrier. “I got one for you too, Janie. I didn’t know what either of you liked, so I got regular coffee and a variety of creamers.” He shook the white bag he held in his other hand.

      Kelsey glanced at Janie again, but her friend just shrugged one shoulder. “Thank you. That was so nice. We were just about to get ready for classes.”

      Greg set the carrier on the coffee table and moved around the room, checking out their apartment. “You girls have a nice place here.” He picked up a textbook and set it back down. “You must have Davidson for World Literature.”

      Janie moved the book over to the table along the wall where the rest of her school things were located. “Yeah. He’s boring, but his class is easy if you read the material.”

      Greg nodded and continued his survey of their place. “I had him last year. The final is so easy. All you have to do is write about your favorite passage from the semester and why you like it.”

      Janie’s eyes shot up. “Thanks for telling me.”

      Greg shot her an award-winning smile. “Happy to help.” He turned his dimples toward Kelsey. “I was hoping to give you a ride to campus.”

      “Oh, uh.” She glanced down at her pajamas. “We’re not ready yet.”

      “I can wait.” Greg continued to smile at her.

      Janie walked over to Kelsey and linked her arm though hers. “If you haven’t noticed, Greg. We’re women and we take a long time to get ready.”

      “I don’t mind.” Greg wandered over to the kitchen that was open to the living room where they had been gathered.

      Kelsey took a deep breath. “It’s sweet of you to offer, but Janie and I are going to drive together.”

      “I can take you both.”

      Janie shook her head. “Thanks, but we want to take our time to get ready and if you’re waiting here for us, we’ll feel rushed. And that makes Kelsey grumpy. Trust me, you don’t want to see her grumpy.”

      “I’m sure she’s just fine.”

      Kelsey walked over to Greg, who was still snooping around their apartment. She grabbed his wrist and tried to pull him toward the door. “Thanks for the coffee and the ride offer. It was sweet.”

      “I told you I can be a good guy.”

      “But… I need to get ready, and I don’t know you well enough for you to stay here and wait while we are in the shower.”

      He placed a hand over his heart. “I assure you I would be a perfect gentleman.”

      She was getting irritated. Kelsey hated when people were pushy. “I was not suggesting anything like that. I’m not comfortable with you waiting for us. Thanks for the coffee. I’ll see you later.” She practically pulled him to the door.

      For a second, she thought she saw anger in his eyes, but he schooled his features too quickly for her to determine if that was what she saw.

      Greg lingered at the door. “Okay. Can I see you later? Maybe lunch or something?”

      Kelsey muttered her answer. “Yeah, maybe.” She closed and locked the door as soon as he crossed the threshold.

      Janie glared at the door. “I don’t trust him. At all. He was way too insistent about staying at our place. And he was snooping around. He’s up to something.”

      Kelsey sighed. “He did seem too eager to stay here. It might not be for the evil reasons running through your mind.”

      Janie picked up the container with the three coffees and brought it into the kitchen.

      “What are you doing with those?”

      “Dumping them out. Haven’t you learned by now? Never accept a drink from someone you don’t know well and when you don’t see it being made.” Janie raised an eyebrow as she popped the lid from the first one and poured it into the sink.

      Kelsey looked longingly at the hot delicious-smelling brew. “I know, you’re right, but it’s from The Coffee Shop on campus.”

      Janie dumped the empty cups, lids, and carrier into the trash. “We can stop there on the way to class if we hurry.”
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      Adrian was grumpy as hell. Once again, he hardly slept at all and his back was aching so badly, he didn’t think it would ever be right. He needed to find some place to stay. Sleeping in the car was not working.

      He also needed to find out who kept trashing his stuff. When his room was destroyed, before he was kicked out of the team house, he was pissed that the guys in his house had been such assholes, but he hadn’t given it much thought. They had been known to pull some crappy pranks.

      Staying there wasn’t something he had wanted to do so he didn’t fight it. His car getting vandalized last night wasn’t something he could ignore. Add in getting attacked in the locker room and he was forced to consider it all could be related.

      Someone was looking for something they thought he had. But what? He had next to nothing of value except for his car. He brought some of his nice clothes but left most behind. Living out of his car didn’t require designer labels.

      He had a tablet, laptop, and his phone, which were all only a month or so old. His mother had updated all his electronics before the semester started. Adrian didn’t think that stuff would be of any interest to anyone. That brought him back to someone messing with him. Even that didn’t make sense.

      Adrian needed help but he didn’t know who he could trust. He showered and dressed as quickly as he could while keeping watch. He was not going to let down his guard again. He was not about to let someone attack him again.

      Walking out of the locker room, Adrian noticed Maggie Spruce, the athletic trainer that was at his disciplinary hearing. It appeared she was waiting for him. “Hi.” He hoped she would let him keep going if he didn’t make eye contact or stop to chat.

      Luck was not on his side. She pushed off the wall she was leaning against and fell into step next to him. “How are you doing, Adrian?”

      He wanted to reply, ‘how do you think I’m doing,’ but he wouldn’t be rude to her. She had tried to help him. “I’m fine.”

      She laughed abruptly. “No, you’re not. You don’t have to be fake with me.”

      It was Adrian’s turn to laugh. “You’d be the only one.”

      She sighed. “There are a lot of people on this campus that care. You have to be willing to open yourself up to them.”

      Adrian folded his arms across his chest. “Yeah, that’s worked out so well.”

      Maggie tipped her head to study him. “Did you know that Katherine Hogan and I went to college together? We’ve been good friends since our freshman year. You don’t see it now, but this suspension may turn out to be the best thing that’s ever happened.”

      Adrian stopped moving and looked at her like she was crazy. “Yeah, my ex-friends have been arrested, my money’s frozen and I’m sleeping in my c… Listen, I appreciate you voting in my favor. That was cool of you, but no offense, I don’t feel like talking this morning. I’ve had a crappy couple of days.”

      “I might be able to help you.” Maggie faced him.

      “I appreciate the offer, but I’m fine.” He shifted his backpack on his shoulder and lengthened his steps. He wanted to get away from the athletic trainer before he spilled his gut to her. He almost told her he was sleeping in his Porsche.

      Maggie watched him walk away, determined to help the stubborn guy. She knew just what she was going to do.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey and Janie were walking into the Coffee Shop when Gwen and her boyfriend Drew came up behind them.

      Kelsey grinned at the couple. They were cute together and completely in love. She couldn’t help feeling a tad bit of jealousy when watching them. Gwen’s boyfriend was incredible. Drew Maxwell was one of the most popular guys on campus and deserved the title. He was drop dead gorgeous with messy blond hair and blue eyes a girl could get lost in. He was also the top soccer player on campus and nationally ranked.

      “Hey, Kels!” Gwen called out. “Drew, you remember my friend, Kelsey?”

      Drew gave her a smile that Kelsey was sure would make most girls drop their panties right then and there and wish they could have their way with him. “Hi, Drew. It’s nice to see you again. I heard the game tonight is going to be a tough one.”

      Drew lifted one shoulder. “Nah. It’ll be fun. I love the challenge.” His phone dinged with a text message; he pulled it from his pocket and read the text. “Babe, I have to run. Dean’s gotten himself into something.” He hooked Gwen’s neck and kissed her on the side of her head. “See you after my history class.”

      “You have stars in your eyes.” Kelsey bumped Gwen with her shoulder. “I’m happy for you.”

      Gwen grinned widely. “Thanks. I’m happy too. Are you coming to watch the game?”

      Kelsey nodded. “We wouldn’t miss it.” She glanced at the line. “We better order or we’ll be late for class.”

      Large coffees in hand, Kelsey, Janie, and Gwen left the coffee shop and headed toward the academic buildings. They had to cross the huge student lot before making it to the grassy courtyard.

      Kelsey spotted Adrian closing his car door and shouldering his bookbag. She refused to acknowledge that she watched how his shoulder muscles rippled and stretched across his back when the heavy bag settled against him. She also didn’t want to admit that she had been wondering if she would see a glimpse of him before her class.

      Gwen nudged Kelsey. “Something got your attention?”

      Kelsey ripped her eyes away from Adrian. “What? No.”

      Gwen smirked. “He does make pretty sweet eye candy. Maybe you should try a sample.”

      “No way! Not going there.” Well, not again, she thought. Kelsey didn’t think she would get the chance to sample him again. Unfortunately.

      Gwen shrugged. “Maybe not now, but who knows…” Gwen could see the interest in her friend’s eyes and decided that fate might need a little help.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian was watching the clock, waiting for his business class to end. It was normally interesting, but he had no patience for it. He wanted to go for a run before his next class. He had about an hour so a quick lap around the campus would work.

      It had been days since he jogged, and he needed the rush from exercising. He also needed to clear his head and running was the next best thing to rowing. He didn’t have enough time to get his boat onto the water. That would have to wait for the weekend.

      He was the first one out of the room the minute the class ended.  Stopping at his car, he grabbed his running gear to change in the locker room.

      All morning he had tried to figure out what he should do, and he came up with nothing. Adrian had no idea what he should do next. Maybe running would provide an answer.
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        * * *

      

      Maggie jogged up to Kelsey and Gwen when they were leaving class.

      “Hey, Gwen. Can I have a word?” Maggie motioned for Gwen to follow her.

      “What’s up?” Gwen liked the athletic trainer. “My wrist is feeling a lot better. Those exercises you gave me work well. Thank you.”

      Maggie smiled. “I’m happy to hear that. Pulled muscles can get much worse if not taken care of.” She paused. “That’s not what I wanted to talk to you about though.”

      “Oh, okay.” Gwen crinkled her forehead.

      Maggie took a deep breath. “You’ve been through a lot these past three years. Most wouldn’t have made it like you did. I admire your strength and perseverance.”

      “Thanks. Things are good now.” Gwen had no idea where Maggie was going.

      “I know they are. I can see the happiness in your eyes.” Maggie looked away from Gwen and stared out at the parking lot. “You gave up everything when you came here as a scholarship student, leaving your wealthy family behind and starting over. Not a lot of people have done what you have and made it through without becoming bitter or angry at the world.”

      Gwen eyed her. She could feel Maggie was getting at something important. “Okay…”

      “You know what it’s like to have no one and have to start over with nothing. Others could benefit from your experiences.”

      Gwen scanned the lot to figure out what Maggie was watching. Adrian. He was making his way toward the athletic building. “You want me to help Adrian.”

      Maggie turned to her with a huge smile. “He needs a friend.” She glanced back at Adrian. “I think he’s been sleeping in his car. The jerks in his house kicked him out.”

      “What? They can’t do that. Why didn’t he just stay there anyway?”

      Maggie raised an eyebrow. “Would you have stayed under those conditions?”

      “No. I wouldn’t.” Gwen frowned as she watched him. “Why isn’t he staying at a hotel or another apartment?”

      “I don’t think he has any money. His parents’ assets were frozen, so I’m assuming his were too. He could use someone on his side, but he won’t ask, and he wouldn’t want anyone to know about it either.”

      Gwen studied Adrian. He looked different. Somehow less polished, but that just made him more appealing. More tortured bad boy and less preppy jerk.

      “I heard him mention he was going for a run. It’s a nice day for it.”

      Gwen nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

      Maggie left Gwen standing there.

      Kelsey frowned as she watched Maggie leave. “What was that all about?”

      Gwen was deep in thought, but she knew what she was going to do. “Uh, nothing really. She wanted my help with a project.”

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “I might need some help later.” Gwen gave her a small smile. “I think I’ll go for a run.”
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      Adrian took off toward the woods next to the campus to the path that circled a lake. The fresh air, cool breeze, and quiet sounds of the woods were instantly therapeutic. His feet slapped against the gravel and dirt in a rhythmic pattern that began to pull the stress and worry from his body.

      Adrian was beginning to enjoy the solitude until he heard a jogger coming up behind him. It was a well-used path, but he had hoped to have it to himself for a while. Hopefully the person invading his peace would move along quickly.

      “Hey.”

      Adrian glanced over, surprised to see the new arrival was Gwen Mason. “Hi.”

      “Want some company?”

      He didn’t, but he wouldn’t tell her that. He owed her much more than he could ever repay, so if she wanted to run with him, he wouldn’t say no. “Sure.”

      Gwen laughed. “Not very convincing there, Colton.”

      He gave her a small laugh. “Was I supposed to convince you?”

      Gwen moved next to him and was surprised that he slowed just a bit so she could match his strides. “I’m going to miss this when it gets colder.”

      Adrian glanced over at her. “You don’t jog in the winter?”

      Gwen giggled. “I hate being cold.”

      “Aww. Tough girl Gwen Mason won’t run if it’s not warm enough out?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Now you sound like Drew.”

      Adrian grunted.

      “He told me that you two used to be friends when you were little.”

      Adrian’s eyebrows shot up. “He told you that?”

      “Yeah. He also told me that you started to be a dick to him in high school.”

      Adrian didn’t answer.

      “What changed? Why didn’t you like him anymore?”

      “I don’t dislike him.”

      “Could have fooled me.” Gwen slowed to a stop. “What happened? Did he steal your girl? Wreck your bike?”

      Adrian ran for a few more strides before circling back to her. “Why are you bringing this up now? It’s ancient history.”

      Gwen put her hands on her hips. “You owe me at least this much. Tell me what happened. What did Drew do?”

      Adrian ran a hand through his hair. “He was fucking perfect all the time! That’s what he did.”

      Gwen dropped her hands to her sides. “Your parents compared you to him.” She took a few steps toward the fork in the path that led to the lake. “Drew’s father always compared him to his older brother. Drew was never good enough, smart enough, or disciplined enough. Senator Maxwell treated Drew like crap our whole childhood. So much so, that Drew left home and didn’t return for years.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You two have a lot in common.” Gwen toed a stone on the path. “You and I also have a few things in common.”

      Adrian arched a brow. “You and I?”

      “Yeah. I’m sure you’ve heard the rumors about how horrific my parents are. Most of the rumors are probably true. As soon as I graduated from high school, I left home with nothing but the money I had saved from working odd jobs in high school and some clothes. I left my car, phone, and laptop there. I didn’t want anything to do with my parents or their support. I didn’t even have a place to stay.” Gwen watched him closely. “I had saved up enough for a beat-up old car with a gazillion miles and I still have it. It was the first big thing I had ever bought for myself.”

      She paused. “You know, I even had to sleep in it a few times.”

      Adrian rubbed the back of his neck. “You know.”

      Gwen shrugged and focused on kicking at another stone. “You have options.”

      Adrian gave a mirthless laugh. “It’s not your concern, Gwen. I appreciate you checking on me, but I’m good. No worries.”

      “Dean’s brother paid for the house we’re all living in until the end of the year. It has five bedrooms and we’re only using three.”

      “I’m sure your boyfriend would just love that.”

      Gwen glanced at Adrian. “Drew doesn’t like people to know, but he’s got a big heart and he can’t resist helping people.”

      “I don’t need his help. Or yours.” Adrian began jogging again.

      Gwen started after him. “I didn’t mean to offend or upset you. I lived through what’s going on in your life. I know what it’s like to go from having more money than I ever needed to having nothing. It sucks and it’s freeing at the same time. Just think about it, please.”

      Adrian slowed his stride. “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t.”

      Gwen stopped and let him jog off. She had to tell Maggie she failed.
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        * * *

      

      Greg was leaning against Kelsey’s car when she and Janie were finished with their classes for the day.

      “Hello, Gorgeous. I was wondering if you wanted to get dinner tonight.”

      Janie glared but didn’t say anything.

      Kelsey smiled. “I wish I could, but I have to work.”

      Something flashed across Greg’s face, but it was gone too quickly for Kelsey to determine.

      “Don’t you get any time off?”

      Kelsey crinkled her forehead. “Of course, I do. Things are busy right now.”

      “Call out sick.”

      Janie glared. “She can’t do that.”

      Kelsey folded her arms across her chest. “I’m not going to call out sick when I’m not feeling poorly.”

      “Come on. You’re in college. It’s not like you’re going to clean cages for a living.”

      “Don’t you know anything about Kelsey?” Janie shook her head in disgust. “She’s trying to get into Veterinary School and it’s one of the most competitive graduate schools to get into.”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” Greg shoved his hands into his pockets. “I just want to take you out. Get to know you better. Have you get to know me.”

      Kelsey sighed. “I can’t right now. It’s very busy and they need me to work more hours. The shelter is important to me.”

      Greg sighed loudly. “Can we make arrangements for this weekend?”

      Kelsey glanced at Janie, who was shaking her head no. “Maybe. I’ll have to check the work schedule.”

      “I’ll give you a call later.” Greg reached up and tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear.

      Janie didn’t wait for him to be out of range before complaining rather loudly. “I do not like him at all. He’s way too pushy and I feel like he’s up to something.”

      Kelsey unlocked the car so they could get inside. “Have to give him points for persistence.”

      “No, we really don’t.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Adrian! Want a ride to our jail sentence?” Riley called out the window of Xander’s Jeep.

      “It’s not that bad, Riles.” Xander rolled his eyes. “Yeah, man. Come with us. Cade drove himself this time since he’s got stuff to do after.”

      Adrian jogged over to the green Jeep.

      “You get the back. I control the tunes.” Riley smugly grinned at Adrian.

      “I could pick you up and deposit you in the back seat.” Adrian smirked. He didn’t care if she took the front, but he wanted to mess with her.

      “I’d like to see you try,” Riley challenged.

      Xander leaned over and scooped her up into his arms, pretending like he was going to toss her over the seat.

      She squealed and wiggled to get free. “Ugh! Put me down!”

      Laughing at their shenanigans, Adrian climbed into the back seat.

      “I won. I won!”

      Adrian snagged her shoulders and gave her head a noogie. “Brat.”

      She screamed and pinched Adrian’s arm.

      “Settle down, Riles.” Xander looked at Adrian in the rearview mirror. “She’s had way too much sugar and caffeine today.”

      “Community service should be interesting.” Adrian could only imagine what was in store for them. He found himself wondering if a certain brunette would be there.

      Adrian was thankful to be able to get out of the vehicle. Riley had been singing at the top of her lungs to lousy music. He wondered if his ears would start bleeding. Xander had not acted as if it bothered him at all. Either he had the patience of a saint, was used to her antics, or was having trouble with his ears. Whatever it was, Adrian was happy to leave the two of them.

      Dr. Hogan greeted them when they arrived. “Welcome back. Kelsey’s already getting Cade started, I’d like Xander and Riley to join them. Adrian, I’d like a word.”

      Adrian paused, wondering what was going on.

      Dr. Katherine waited until they were out of the room. “Come with me.”

      She grabbed a set of keys from the shelf by the door and walked back outside. She didn’t wait to see if Adrian followed her or not. She expected it.

      Adrian trailed after her as she rounded the corner of the building and started up a set of concrete steps leading to a second story door with a small landing. “Where are we going?”

      She ignored him while she placed a key in the lock and opened the door. Once again, she didn’t wait for him.

      Adrian followed her into a small apartment that looked like something he had seen on an old 1960s TV show. “It’s dusty, the hot water takes forever to warm up, and the kitchen floor is scuffed, but it doesn’t leak and the appliances work.”

      Adrian scanned the living room and what he could see of the kitchen. “What are we doing here?”

      “Look around.” Dr. Katherine opened the faded curtains on the kitchen window to let in some light. “The whole place needs to be updated. I don’t think anything’s been done since the 70s except maybe updating the fridge. When Dr. Lewis sold the practice to me, he retired to South Carolina to be with his grandkids. He left most of his furniture here.”

      Adrian leaned against the counter. “What’s going on?”

      Dr. Katherine brushed off a chair at the small kitchen table and sat down. “There’s been some crime in the neighborhood and I’m a little worried. The house up the street was robbed, and someone let the air from Kelsey’s tires. We keep some medications for the animals on the premises and that could be attractive for criminals. I need someone to keep an eye on things here.”

      “Okay…”

      Dr. Katherine rolled her eyes. “Adrian, I would like you to stay in this apartment to make sure nothing happens to the animals or the practice. Maggie mentioned you might be in between apartments.”

      Adrian looked down at the faded and marked linoleum.

      “It would really help me out if you did this.”

      Adrian looked Katherine in the eyes. “Thanks for the offer, but I can’t.” He couldn’t afford the rent even if it was cheap. “Between school and community service, I don’t have much time left to work so...”

      “I’m not going to charge you.” She held up her hand when he began to protest. “You got a raw deal. You shouldn’t have gotten community service. As far as I’m concerned, you working here and keeping an eye on things at night is more than payment for this place.”

      “But…”

      “Listen. I couldn’t rent this out. It needs to be updated and I haven’t had time or the money to do it. And I know you are looking at me like you don’t believe me, but I do want someone here at night.”

      “I’m not a charity case.”

      “I never thought you were. Crappy things happen in life, and you can either suck it up and accept help from someone in the position to offer it or you can continue to sleep in your car. It’s up to you.”

      “It would probably only be for a few weeks.”

      “Stay as long as you want. There’s a bed with a mattress, but it doesn’t have sheets. Grab a few flat sheets from the closet downstairs. We keep some for when I have to spend the night in the hospital after a surgery.”

      Adrian didn’t know what to say. “Thanks.”

      “Let’s get to work. There’s lots to do.” Dr. Katherine turned and walked out of the apartment.
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      Kelsey was watching the door even though she was telling herself not to. Xander, Cade, and Riley had been cleaning the cages and kennels for the past fifteen minutes while there was no sign of Adrian. They said he had gone outside with Dr. Hogan. She told herself that it was simple curiosity that made her glance at the door every few seconds, but it was more than that. She wanted to see Adrian.

      She hated how they had left things and was worried about them working together. Dr. Katherine seemed to like him a lot. Actually, everyone seemed to like him.

      The vet came into the main office from outside with Adrian close behind her.

      “Hi, Kelsey. I have some great news. You know how I’ve been worried about the animals here alone at night? Well, Adrian has agreed to stay in the apartment upstairs to keep an eye on things. I’m so relieved that he will be here to make sure everything is okay. Isn’t that great?”

      Kelsey’s eyes grew large. “Here? As in the apartment upstairs?”

      Adrian folded his arms over his chest. “Yeah? Why? Do you have a problem with me staying here?”

      Kelsey stepped back from his anger and bumped into the shelves behind her, making things clatter together. “No. I think it’s a good idea for someone to be here. I’ve just seen the condition of the apartment. It needs a little, uh…”

      “It’s not that bad.” Adrian wasn’t worried about old furniture and ugly peeling wallpaper.

      Dr. Katherine patted his arm. “It’s a disaster and you know it. We’ll try fixing it up a little until I can begin renovations.”

      The receptionist came into the office. “Dr. Hogan, you have a patient waiting.”

      Dr. Hogan nodded. “Be right there. Kelsey, can you ask the volunteers to walk all the dogs? They haven’t gotten as much exercise as they need. Thanks.”

      Adrian arched a brow at Kelsey when they were finally alone.

      “I, uh…”

      “Got something on your mind, Buttercup?”

      Kelsey stiffened. “You’re really going to stay upstairs?”

      “Why’s that so hard to believe?”

      “It’s ancient and falling apart. I just can’t picture you staying in a place like that.”

      He stalked toward her. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Kelsey couldn’t back up any more since she was already against the shelves. “It’s uh, it’s just that someone like you usually stays in a much nicer place.”

      “Someone like me? You mean rich?” He stopped only a foot away from her.

      She had to look up into his eyes. “Well, yeah.”

      He leaned in closer. “You don’t know a thing about me, Buttercup. Maybe you should try learning a little before you make assumptions.”

      He turned away and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey knew she messed up again with Adrian. It seemed when it came to him, she was always wrong. Maybe he was right, and she needed to stop assuming things.

      She had watched him closely throughout the evening and couldn’t help but appreciate the way the purple animal rescue golf shirt stretched over his shoulders and pulled across his muscular chest. Kelsey’s eyes were glued to him when he was moving the large bags of dog food from the truck into the supply cabinet. His arms bulged and a slight sheen of sweat only made him more appealing.

      She needed a cold shower or to get doused with the hose again to cool off her raging hormones. Adrian Colton was hot as hell. She wiped at her mouth to make sure no drool was there because that boy was completely drool worthy.

      Closing was in an hour when most of the work was completed. Dr. Hogan was with her last few patients and the rest of the staff had already left for the night.

      Riley jumped up to sit on the counter in their break room. “I want to take home Fizz Pop. He’s so cute.”

      Kelsey smiled. The kitten was an adorable tuxedo cat with white paws and a black coat. “He is adorable, and he seems to really like you. Why don’t you adopt him?”

      Xander shook his head. “She’d likely forget to feed him, or she’d misplace him, or something crazy like that. The girl can’t be trusted.”

      Kelsey had been watching Riley, so she didn’t miss the hurt that crossed her features. Riley had quickly squelched the emotion, but Kelsey knew she had been upset with Xander’s comment. “I’ve watched her here and I think she would make a great pet parent.”

      Riley beamed. “Shut it, Xan. You have no room to talk. You’re the one who flushed your fish down the toilet to set it free.”

      “I was in third grade!”

      They began to bicker back and forth, and Kelsey tuned them out. Adrian came into the room and flopped down in a chair at the table. She couldn’t help but be mesmerized by the smooth way he moved and carried himself with such confidence.

      Adrian was a little tired, but he felt good. He enjoyed the physical labor and the work he was doing at the shelter. He had no idea how much he would like working with the dogs, and he put in as much effort as possible to learn the techniques the trainers were using.

      He had never considered volunteering at a place like that before, but after his community service hours were done, he would consider staying on. There was also the plus of seeing Kelsey and getting to push her buttons every day.

      “We’re going to head home.” Xander announced as he held out his hand to help Riley from the counter. “You ready?”

      He was leaving? Kelsey was not ready for their time to end. She hadn’t had a chance to talk to him alone yet and she didn’t want more time to go by before she did. Not thinking, she blurted out what was in her mind. “He’s going to stay here. I’ll drive him back to get his car.”

      Adrian’s eyebrows shot up, but he didn’t correct her. What is she up to now?

      Xander raised and lowered his eyebrows a few times. “Okay then. We’re out, man. See you tomorrow.” Xander held his fist out for a bump.

      Riley launched herself at Adrian, hugging him and then bounced away. The girl was a bundle of energy.

      Adrian waited for them to leave the room before turning to face Kelsey. “You got me alone now. What do you plan to do with me?”

      “Uh, I um. I wanted to explain.” Kelsey had no idea what to say. She practiced a dozen different things to say in her head, but she couldn’t remember a single one.

      Adrian pushed out of his seat and stalked toward her. “Explain? You wanted to explain how you can’t take your eyes off me or how you were undressing me with your eyes when I was moving the bags of dry food.”

      For every step he moved forward, she took one back until she felt the edge of the counter at her back. At least this time she didn’t walk into the shelf and knock everything to the floor. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” This was not going as she had planned.

      He stopped directly in front of her, only inches away. “Sure, you do. You had your eyes on me all night.” Adrian leaned closer. “I could feel the heat in them. The only thing better would have been having your hands on me. Running your hands across my chest and over my shoulders.”

      Kelsey’s eyes flared and a pink flush covered her cheeks, running down her neck and into her golf shirt. She leaned closer to him, tipping her face up. She wanted him to kiss her.

      Adrian brought his face closer to hers. His lips a breath away. “But you can’t believe you kissed me before, so I won’t be making that mistake again.”

      Adrian stepped back, turned on his heel, and stalked into the canine wing, leaving Kelsey breathing heavily and flushed for a completely different reason.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian wanted to kick his own ass. He almost kissed her. The need to press his lips against hers was all consuming and he barely pulled himself away. What is wrong with me? He was not going to give her the opportunity to play her games and say it was a mistake again.

      Maybe he needed to get laid. Yeah. That was it. He was just reacting to her because it had been a while since he had a girl. It was perfectly normal that his body would respond to a pretty girl. Even as much as he didn’t like her, he couldn’t deny that she was beautiful and sexy in a subtle way.

      Kelsey was too high maintenance for him. He needed easy. Yeah. Easy like that blond from the party. If he found her, they could finish what they had started a week before. He tried to convince himself that was a good idea, but apparently his dick had other plans.

      It seemed to stand at attention every time Kelsey was near, but the idea of going to find the blond had it wilting.

      He stopped by the pen of a Jack Russell Terrier that was jumping up to get his attention. “Hey, boy.” Adrian turned to open the pen when Kelsey stormed into the dog wing, heading straight for him.

      She quickened her pace, colliding against Adrian’s chest and throwing her arms around his neck as she pressed her mouth to his.
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      Once again, Kelsey stunned the hell out of him. The girl was giving him whiplash.

      Kelsey poured every emotion she had for the impossible man into her passionate kiss.

      Adrian’s arms circled her waist, pulling her flush against him and holding her close. There was nothing in the world like kissing Kelsey. She pissed him off, frustrated the hell out of him and drove him crazy, but she also turned him on way more than anyone else had ever done.

      She slanted her mouth against his, as he thrust his tongue into her mouth, devouring her. She moaned and felt him tighten his hold on her. Kelsey had no idea how long they leaned against the dog pen, kissing and exploring each other. His hands roamed over her back as she played with his hair and clung to his shoulders.

      He pulled away to kiss along her jawline to her ear. He grinned wolfishly when she shivered with desire. Adrian’s teeth grazed her earlobe, sucking it into his mouth. His heart was pounding, and his jeans were so tight he thought he would bust his zipper. “We need to stop or I’m going to take you right here against the cages.”

      Kelsey giggled and leaned back to look at him. “Before you say anything, that was one of the best kisses I’ve ever had, and I am not sorry it happened. In fact, I want it to happen again and soon.”

      He held her loosely as he ran a hand up and down her back. “I guess you could believe you kissed me this time.”

      Kelsey glanced down before meeting his eyes. “I didn’t mean it like that. I was just upset that Dr. Katherine was disappointed in me. Us.” She took a deep breath. “I sometimes blurt things out that I don’t exactly mean.”

      Adrian nipped at her lip. “This is crazy, but I don’t care. I’m going to kiss you again.” He waited for a heartbeat before slamming his mouth against hers.

      A loud bang caused some of the dogs to bark, causing them to pull apart. Adrian started off toward the back of the facility where the noise was coming from, and Kelsey followed closely behind him.

      The back door was swinging in the wind and slamming back into place.

      Adrian grabbed the door, lifted the handle, and made sure the lock was latched. “Someone must have not secured the door before leaving.”

      Kelsey frowned at the door. “It sounded like someone had slammed the door.”

      “It was probably the wind, but I’ll go outside to check. Stay here.”

      “I’m coming with you!”

      Adrian sighed. “Stay behind me.”

      Adrian opened the door slowly, scanning the parking lot and grassy area, before leading Kelsey outside. Two cars were left in the lot that belonged to Dr. Hogan and Kelsey.

      Adrian surveyed the area. “No one’s around.”

      Kelsey was focused on the side of the building. “Maybe not now, but someone was.” She pointed in front of her.

      Adrian turned to see what she was looking at. Big red block letters were spray painted across the stucco wall, spelling out BITCH.  “Go back inside and tell Dr. Hogan. I’ll be right back.” He started off toward the front of the building. He called over his shoulder. “Lock the door!”

      Kelsey rubbed her arms. Why would someone sprawl graffiti on the wall and why would someone write bitch on there? Who was that written about? Dr. Hogan? She owned the building and the practice. Maybe someone in the neighborhood didn’t like animals. They’ve had some complaints about dog barking before, but not for a while.

      She ran back inside and called out to Dr. Katherine.

      Dr. Katherine came running out of an exam room. “What’s the matter?”

      “You need to see something outside.”

      “Okay…”

      They went back outside, and Kelsey showed her the vandalism.

      “Oh my… Who would do such a thing? I’m going to call the police.” She paused to glance around. “Where’s Adrian?”

      Kelsey rubbed her arms again. “He ran off to see if he could find who did this. We heard the back door bang and came out here to investigate.”

      “He shouldn’t have run off like that.”

      Adrian jogged around the corner of the building a few seconds later. “I didn’t find anyone, but I heard a car peel out of here, squealing wheels.”

      Dr. Katherine turned to Adrian. “This is exactly why I want someone here at night.”

      Adrian nodded. “You need an alarm system with cameras and more lighting.”

      She nodded. “I’ll call someone tomorrow.” She blew out a frustrated breath. “I was going to call the police, but I doubt they would be able to do anything. We’ll deal with this tomorrow.”

      “I can try to clean it off.” Adrian moved toward the back door.

      “It’s spray paint. It will need to be painted over. We can worry about that tomorrow.”

      Kelsey turned to Adrian. “I can give you a ride to your car tonight or I can pick you up tomorrow morning before classes. Do you have an early class?”

      Adrian ran a hand through his hair. It turned out to be a crazy day. He never would have guessed how things would go. “I only have one class tomorrow and it’s at eleven.”

      Kelsey beamed. “Me too.”

      Adrian tilted his head to study her. “Want to have breakfast before?”

      She chewed on her lip. “Yes. I can pick you up at nine. Well, unless you want to get your car tonight, and in that case, we can meet somewhere, or we can…”

      Adrian leaned forward and kissed her to stop her rambling. When he felt her sigh into the kiss, he pulled away before they ended up christening his new apartment with the dust and dirt. He needed to clean the place quickly, so he had a place to take her the next time they got carried away. It could be a very convenient thing to have an apartment so close by.

      Maybe his luck was finally changing.

      “I’m beat so I’m going to go upstairs and crash. If you could swing by around nine and take me back to my car, I can grab some clothes, and shower in the locker room on campus. If you don’t mind waiting a couple of minutes, that is. We can get breakfast after.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Kelsey ran back inside, grabbed her purse and car keys, and Adrian walked her to her car. After another long kiss goodnight, he watched as she pulled out of the lot and disappeared down the road.
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        * * *

      

      “You were out very late last night.” Kelsey grinned at Janie through the mirror of the hallway bathroom.

      Janie wandered into the bathroom and sat down on the closed toilet lid.  “Uh huh.”

      Kelsey was applying mascara to her lashes. It was a huge difference from a freshly washed face and hair up in a messy bun. She never used to worry about what she looked like. She had no one to impress. That was not the case any longer. Kelsey tried not to scrunch her forehead as she applied the black liquid. “That’s all you’re saying?”

      Janie wore a big grin. “I’ll tell if you do.”

      Kelsey screwed the cap on the mascara tube. “Why do you think I have something to tell?”

      Janie lifted her feet to perch on the edge of the lid and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Since when do you wear skinny jeans and one of your go-out tank tops to school? And we can’t forget the high heeled boots.”

      “Maybe I’m just tired of always looking like we rolled out of bed.” Adrian always looked sexy in everything he wore. There was something so appealing about the way he filled out his jeans. She loved his new look way better than the polished one he used to sport. The casual, carefree attitude and manner of dress seemed to fit him better.

      “So, it wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain sexy guy who you claim to hate?”

      Kelsey turned back to the mirror. “I don’t hate Greg.” She was watching Janie’s reflection, so she didn’t miss her best friend nearly falling off the toilet.

      “Greg! Awk. That’s who you’re making yourself cute for? Girl.”

      Kelsey couldn’t hold in her laugh. “I’m picking Adrian up and we are going to have breakfast.”

      “Whoa! Now that’s the story I want to hear.”

      Kelsey turned around and leaned against the sink. “Why are you rooting for Adrian?”

      “Because I think he’s good for you. He makes you feel. For the last three years, you’ve gone to class, studied, and worked at the animal hospital. You’ve existed, you haven’t lived. There’s fire in your eyes when you talk about Adrian.”

      “He infuriates me one minute and makes me want to kiss the heck out of him the next.”

      “You want to kiss him?”

      “Oh, my goodness, Janie. What is wrong with me? I’m supposed to dislike him.”

      “Says who?” Janie dropped her feet to the floor. She squinted her eyes as she studied Kelsey. “Spill it. You know you want to.”

      “I kissed him. Again. Actually, we kissed a few times.” Kelsey sat on the edge of the tub. “He’s such a good kisser. He makes my stomach flutter, my knees weak, and my breath catch. I think I might really like him. It’s crazy though, right?” Kelsey couldn’t believe she kissed him like that. She stormed through the dog kennels and basically attacked him. He didn’t seem to mind in the least, having joined in almost immediately.

      Adrian had only let her have control for a few seconds before taking them both to ecstasy.

      Janie smiled dreamily. “It’s okay to be happy with a sexy, cocky guy who’s a good kisser.”

      Kelsey sighed, thinking about the awesome night she had. “Enough about me. I want to hear about mystery guy. You were out with him, right?”

      It was Janie’s turn to wear a dreamy look. “Yes. We went to Dizzy’s Pub. He wanted to take me out to a fancy dinner, but I wanted something low key. I think I might like him. He’s sweet and thoughtful. He opens doors and holds my hand.”

      “What’s this guy’s name?”

      Janie stood and glanced at herself in the mirror. “Graham. He’s a stockbroker who splits his time between Philly and New York.”

      “When do I get to meet him?”

      Janie shrugged one shoulder. “Soon. It’s so new and after the disaster of my last relationship, I want to be cautious.”

      “I get it. Just be careful.”

      Janie turned to her friend. “I will. I might make him dinner tonight so…”

      Kelsey grinned widely. “I can find something to do tonight if you would like some privacy.”

      “I’ll let you know.” Janie fluffed her hair. “Now, you have to get ready for your breakfast date.”

      “Wow, you just made me nervous by calling it a date.”

      Janie laughed. “Is he coming here?”

      “No. I’m picking him up.” Kelsey told her about how Adrian was going to stay above the animal hospital and how he had left his car on campus.

      “I need to get moving or we won’t have much time to eat.”

      “Are you going to the diner?”

      “Of course. I love your breakfast food.” Kelsey grabbed her purse and headed for the door to their apartment. She bounced down the steps and out into the parking lot. She couldn’t wait to see Adrian.

      Kelsey shivered, thinking about his lips pressed against hers.

      “Whoa. Kelsey. Where are you going?”

      Kelsey glanced up into Greg’s eyes. “What are you doing here?”

      “I know you don’t have any classes until later so I figured we could hang out. You seem to be so busy in the evenings.”

      “I have plans.” She side-stepped him, but he moved into her path again. “Greg, really. I’m flattered about your offer, but I’m going to be late.”

      Greg turned to face her Audi that was backed into the spot. “Doesn’t look like you’re going anywhere.”

      Kelsey followed his gaze to her car. All four of her tires were flat. “Are you kidding me?” she yelled out. She knelt down next to her car to check her tires. They were all flat and sitting on their rims. “Great. What am I going to do now?”

      “You either have rotten luck or there’s something wrong with your tires. You might need to get new ones.”

      Kelsey wiped a hand down her face. “I’ll have to call for a tow.” She wanted to kick the car, but it wasn’t the vehicle’s fault. “Oh crap! Adrian. I’m supposed to pick him up.”

      Greg’s eyes narrowed for a second before smoothing out. “Why are you picking Adrian up? Doesn’t he have a car?”

      Kelsey didn’t like his tone and figured that Greg was probably jealous. Well, he would just have to get over it. “It’s not really your concern.”

      Greg gentled his expression. “I’m not trying to be nosy or get into your business. I want to help.”

      Kelsey sighed. Maybe she was overreacting. “He got a ride to the shelter last night, so he doesn’t have his car with him.”

      Greg frowned in confusion.

      Kelsey noticed so she explained. “There’s been some vandalism around the shelter so he’s staying in the apartment above it.”

      Greg grunted. “Figures he found a place to live so quickly. I guess he got tired of sleeping in his car.”

      “Why would Adrian sleep in his car?”

      Greg acted shocked. “You haven’t heard. I thought you would know. He was kicked out of the team house when he was suspended from the team.”

      “What?” Kelsey felt sick. She had to take several deep breaths to not throw up all over the grass by her feet. “They threw him out of his house?”

      Greg made a sound that was a mixture of a laugh and a snort. “He’s not on the team so why would he live in the house?”

      “But it’s only temporary!”

      “Maybe according to the university’s rules, but the team has their own. He needs to get voted back on. That’s unlikely to happen.”

      “Oh, God. What have I done?” she muttered to herself. Kelsey leaned over with her hands on her knees, trying to suck in air. He was right. She had ruined his life.
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      Kelsey straightened. She was going to fix things and make it right no matter what it took.

      Greg stood next to her, appearing concerned. “Are you alright? Maybe you should sit down.”

      Kelsey took another deep breath to calm herself enough to think. She needed to do something about her car and find a way to get Adrian. Crap. She didn’t have his phone number.

      Greg placed his hand on her upper arm. “Why don’t you call a tow truck, and I can go get Adrian.”

      Kelsey studied him. “Why would you offer to get him?”

      “We’ve been friends for years. Of course, I would go get one of my teammates.”

      Kelsey glared at him. “You just said that the team kicked him out. Aren’t you one of the team?”

      “I didn’t get a say in whether he stayed or not. It wasn’t up to me. They had already done it before I found out about it.” He rubbed her arm. “I’ll get Adrian and bring him back to campus while you take care of your car.” He paused. “It’s getting late.”

      Kelsey blew out a breath. “Okay. Thanks.”
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        * * *

      

      Adrian glanced down at his phone for the fourth time in the last five minutes. Kelsey was fifteen minutes late. He didn’t think she was the kind of person to constantly run late, and he didn’t think she would simply not show up.

      Something must have happened. Adrian hadn’t gotten her phone number the night before. He hadn’t thought about it but would rectify that as soon as he saw her.

      He turned to go back up to his new apartment when a red BMW pulled into the lot. Adrian faced the vehicle with his arms crossed over his chest.

      Recognizing the vehicle made him clench his jaw. What the hell is Greg doing here? The prick parked his car in the middle of the lot without worrying about any of the lines.

      Adrian watched Greg step out of his car with his sunglasses over his eyes and a cocky smirk on his face.

      This wasn’t good.

      “Nice place you have here.” Greg made a show of tipping his glasses up and looking around. “Well, I guess beggars and the homeless can’t really be all that picky. It’s barely a step up from your car. Barely.”

      “What do you want?” Adrian was not going to react. He knew Greg wanted him to.

      “Kelsey asked me to tell you to leave her alone. She doesn’t want to have breakfast with a loser like you.”

      A muscle in Adrian’s cheek began to tick. “Why the hell would she tell you that?”

      “She’s smart enough to realize that you’re going nowhere. She needs a real man to guide her.”

      Adrian wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth or if Greg was screwing with him. “Leave Kelsey alone, Greg. She’s not one of your playthings.” Why was he sticking up for the woman who stood him up today?

      Greg stormed up to Adrian, getting within inches of him. “You’re nothing, Colton. And after today, Kelsey isn’t going to want anything to do with you. When she’s under me while I’m pounding into her, she’ll be screaming my name, and you won’t even be a passing thought.”

      Adrian pulled back his fist and let it fly into Greg’s big mouth. “Don’t talk about her like that.”

      Greg grabbed his jaw. “You’re going down, Colton. You better watch your back, or someone’s likely to stab a knife into it.” Greg turned away and stalked back to his car.

      Adrian flexed his hand. He needed to find Kelsey and figure out what the hell was going on.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian jogged back to campus from the animal shelter. It was a little farther than he had thought, but the run helped him clear his head. He still didn’t know what happened to Kelsey, but he planned on finding out as soon as he showered and changed.

      He never trusted or liked Greg and the guy showing up all of a sudden was a big red flag. Greg was up to something, and Adrian was going to find out. He thought back to his room and car being trashed and almost getting assaulted in the locker room. It all had to be related.

      What were they after?

      He didn’t think it was Greg who attacked him in the locker room. Adrian couldn’t be sure, but the man had seemed taller and heavier. It happened too quickly.

      Adrian wiped a hand down his face. He needed answers.
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey sat on the bench in front of her apartment building and waited for the tow truck to arrive. She still felt sick just thinking about what Greg had revealed.

      Adrian was essentially homeless because she had voted against him in his disciplinary hearing. How could she have messed up so monumentally? Why hadn’t she forced Janie to talk to her before she made the rash decision to take things into her own hands? How can Adrian not hate her? She deserved his anger and resentment.

      She covered her face with her hands and tried not to weep from the devastation and remorse soaring through her veins. She had to make things right. But how?

      She could go to the vice president and tell him that she was changing her vote? Could she do that?

      It was worth a try.

      Where was Adrian? Hopefully, he wasn’t too upset that it was Greg picking him up and not her. She should have insisted that Greg give her Adrian’s phone number. She should have called him and told him what happened.

      Once her situation with her car was resolved, she would track him down and explain everything. Wow, did she have a serious amount to make up for. Hopefully, he would let her.

      She closed her eyes and remembered their night. It was incredible. He hadn’t seemed angry with her then so maybe she had a chance to fix things.

      Sitting on a bench feeling sorry for herself and her actions was not doing her any good. She needed to get off her butt and come up with a plan.

      Kelsey walked over to her car and knelt down by her front tire. Was there something wrong with the tires? Why would all of them go flat? Was someone messing with her? Targeting her?

      She stood up and let out a small yelp. Adrian was leaning against the front of her car, arms folded across his chest watching her. Wow, Kelsey hadn’t heard him walk up. How long had she been staring at her tire?

      “Hi.”

      Adrian arched a brow and waited.

      Kelsey inhaled deeply, hoping for a little courage. “I’m sorry.” She wanted to cover her face. Why did she always have to blurt things out?

      “For?” Adrian’s slight smirk was unnerving her.

      She walked over to stand directly in front of him. “Everything.” Tears began to fill her eyes. “Oh God, Adrian. I’m so sorry for everything.”

      Adrian stepped forward and gathered her into his arms. “It was just a ride to breakfast. You don’t need to cry.”

      Kelsey pulled back and lifted her teary eyes to his. “It’s not about the ride.”

      “So, you don’t care that you stood me up, left me stranded, and sent an asshole to give me a ride?”

      Kelsey began to sob.

      “Hey. It’s okay.” He smoothed her hair. “Looks like you’ve had a tough morning.”

      Kelsey’s shoulders shook. “Adrian.”

      “Someone got all four of your tires?” Adrian hugged her closer. “You don’t have to cry about that.”

      “That’s not why I’m crying.”

      Adrian pulled back again. “What’s going on, Kels?”

      “I ruined everything. I’m so sorry.”

      “We can grab breakfast at the Coffee Shop, or I bet Buns has great breakfast sandwiches.”

      Kelsey broke free of his arms and stumbled backward.

      “What’s going on?”

      “I know what happened to you. I was so wrong. I never should have participated in the hearing or voted against you. Everything you’re going through is all my fault. You were right. I didn’t know all the facts. I made assumptions.”

      Adrian sighed and rubbed the back of his head. He knew this conversation would happen at some point, but he hadn’t expected it right then. Maybe it was better to get it out of the way. “I was pissed when it first happened and for a while after everything went down with the team house, but I’m not anymore.”

      “They kicked you out.” Kelsey shifted closer to him. She walked into his arms when he opened them. “You were sleeping in the car.”

      “That part kinda sucked, but I have a new place now.”

      “You have to do community service and you didn’t deserve that.”

      Adrian tipped his head and considered her words. “I was a dick to a lot of people for a long time. No, I didn’t participate in what Parker and Eric had done, but I didn’t do anything to stop it either.” Adrian kissed her forehead. “I also would have never gotten to know you. I like working at the shelter. Everything has worked out the way it should have.”

      “You think so?”

      Adrian narrowed his eyes. “You don’t?”

      Kelsey cuddled closer. “Maybe.”

      “I might have to convince you.” Adrian kissed her neck and grazed his lips over to her ear.

      Kelsey bent her head to give him more access, but the tow truck pulled up behind them.

      “Bad timing.” Adrian stepped away from her and tried not to pull the front of his jeans away from his extremely hard dick.

      They watched the man jump down from the flatbed. He walked around Kelsey’s car and checked each tire. “Miss. It looks like someone cut the stem on each of your tires. It’s not cut all the way through, so it’s harder to detect. You’re going to need four new tires.”

      “They’re all cut? Could that just happen?” Kelsey knew the answer, but she needed him to tell her.

      He shook his head. “Unfortunately, no. Someone vandalized your car. You might want to make a police report. I’ll tow this into the dealer. You can give them a call later.”

      Adrian shoved his hands into his pockets. He waited until the car was on the flatbed and on its way before continuing his conversation with Kelsey. “I’m hungry and we were supposed to go to breakfast. Want to head out?” He offered her his hand.

      She curled her fingers through his. “Yeah. I need some more coffee.”

      “How did Greg get involved today?”

      Kelsey frowned. “He showed up when I was walking to my car.”

      “I didn’t know you two were friends.” Adrian hated the idea of Greg around Kelsey.

      “We’re not. He’s been showing up here and at work asking me out.”

      “Does he do that often? Just show up?”

      She thought about it. “For the last week or so. He came by with coffee and has asked me out a few times.”

      “You said he was at the animal shelter. When was that?”

      “He gave me a ride home when my car… Oh my goodness. He was there both times. Why didn’t I pay attention to that?”

      “What?”

      “Greg was at the shelter when I went out to the parking lot and saw two of my tires were flat and he was here this morning.”

      “Dammit! You need to stay away from him. I don’t know what his game is, but whatever he’s planning isn’t good.”

      Kelsey shivered. “Do you think he cut my tires?”

      “It’s possible. How did he end up at the shelter this morning? He told me you asked him to come by.”

      “He offered. I wasn’t thinking clearly. I had just found out that you were sleeping in your car, and it was all my fault. I was devastated and not thinking clearly. He said he would help out and go get you. Did you ride here with him?”

      “Heck no. The guy’s a dick and it’s obvious that he’s targeted you.”

      She stopped walking and looked directly at him. “Why me? What does he want?”

      Adrian shook his head. “I’m not sure, but I’m going to find out.” He needed to tell her what was going on with him. “I think he might be looking for something. Before I left the team house, my room had been torn apart. I thought it was the guys being assholes.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugged. “My car was also broken into and searched, and all my stuff thrown around.”

      “Are you sure it’s him and he’s looking for something?”

      “No, but it makes sense. Someone also tried to attack me in the locker room. The man was wearing a facemask so I couldn’t see who it was. He demanded I tell him where it was.”

      “What? Adrian, you could have been killed!” Kelsey hugged him. “We need to tell the police.”

      “There isn’t anything they can do about it now. You need to be careful around Greg. He could be dangerous.”

      “We need to find out what he wants.”

      “I’ll find out. You need to stay out of it.”

      She glared at him. “No way, caveman. I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. And he’s obviously after me for a reason so I’m involved whether you want me to be or not.”

      “Okay, tough girl. Let’s get some breakfast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            TWENTY

          

          
            Being Bold

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’d like to see Dr. Osborne.”

      “Do you have an appointment?”

      Kelsey simply stared at the receptionist who was busy reading a novel. She tried to lean over the counter to figure out which book, but the receptionist was trying to be slick by keeping it out of range. “Can you see if he has time?”

      The receptionist huffed but did get out of her seat. “I’ll be right back.”

      Kelsey didn’t have to wait long before the woman led her to the vice president’s office.

      “Thanks for seeing me.”

      “What can I do for you, Ms. James?”

      “I want you to forgive the rest of Adrian’s community service and reinstate him to the rowing team. We were not presented with all the facts during the hearing and that directly influenced the voting.”

      “And you think you have all the facts now.”

      Kelsey squared her shoulders. “I know I do.”

      “I can’t simply change a ruling.”

      Kelsey glanced around the opulent office. “You are the vice president of the university; you can do whatever you want. You have the power to commute any sentence or ruling.”

      “Why do you care? You were adamant before that you felt he was guilty. Why the change of heart?”

      “For the exact reasons I stated when I first entered your office. Substantial facts were withheld from the council. I would think as the head of the council, you would want to assure that it was done correctly and not in error. It would undermine the integrity of the disciplinary council if it got out that all the facts were not presented. As a member of Student Government, it would be my duty to inform the governing body of that fact.”

      Dr. Osborne glared at Kelsey, rising from his seat to tower over her. He was trying to use his size to intimidate her. “Are you trying to threaten me?”

      “I wouldn’t dream of doing something unethical like that. I was simply stating the facts. I’m sure you would want to rectify a wrong that had been committed under your watch.”

      “Get out of my office.”

      Kelsey smiled at him. “I’m sure Adrian will be happy to hear about your decision.” She turned on her heel and walked out of the office.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe Dr. Hogan filled the fridge as well as having this entire place cleaned.”

      Adrian spread his arms across the back of the couch. “That was very cool of her.”

      Kelsey snuggled next to him. “She’s awesome. I love working for her. She told me she would write me a recommendation for Vet school and when I’m done, I can intern under her.”

      Adrian rubbed her shoulder. “You have things all planned out.”

      Kelsey twisted to face him. “Not everything. I just want to help animals. What about you? What do you want to do?”

      Adrian tangled his fingers in her hair. Huh? Her question made him wonder. “If you would have asked me that two months ago, I would have said international finance and business management. Now, everything is different. I don’t know what I want to do.”

      “Your major is international business, right? Don’t you like that anymore?”

      “I don’t know if I ever liked it. I’ve never given it much thought. I did what was expected of me.” Adrian pulled her closer to his side. “You never mention your family.”

      Kelsey shrugged one shoulder. “Not much to tell. My mom and dad are too busy with their lives to pay any attention to their two daughters. We were closer with our nanny growing up than our parents. I grew up wealthy but hated it. I always blamed money for my parents not caring about anything but that.”

      Adrian understood her a little better now. She drove an Audi but always resented him being rich. “I’m sorry our parents are assholes.”

      Kelsey laughed. “I’m sure others have it worse.”

      “No doubt. Doesn’t mean it hurts less.” Adrian brushed some hair from her forehead. “Thanks for making dinner, babe.” He leaned toward her, taking her lips oh so slowly.

      Kelsey swayed closer, losing her balance and colliding with him. She giggled through her embarrassment when his arms locked around her body while he flipped them both to their backs. She ended up laying on the couch with Adrian staring down at her.

      He lowered his head, taking her mouth with his in a passionate, breath stealing kiss. Adrian settled between her legs, but kept his weight off her.

      He took a breath to pull her lower lip into his mouth. “That pasta was so good.”

      She circled her arms around him, exploring his back and shoulders over his T-shirt. “You helped.” She threaded her fingers through his hair and guided his mouth back to hers. “I liked cooking with you.”

      “I’m hungry for some dessert.” Adrian nuzzled her neck, grinding into her lightly.

      “I’m not sure if I saw anything in there…Oh. Uh. Oh.” Kelsey wanted to be his dessert, but as soon as he mentioned it, her palms began to sweat, her heart rate shot up, and her knees shook. She was sure he could feel it.

      It had been so long since she had gotten even close to doing that with a guy. She hadn’t dated anyone regularly in a while. Would she remember how?

      Adrian pulled back. “Whoa. You’re shaking. We don’t have to do anything but make out on the couch.”

      Kelsey’s shoulders slumped and she looked away from him.

      Adrian used his thumb and finger to guide her chin to look at him. “You’re overthinking this. I want you. You need to know that up front.” He pushed up on his arms, breaking contact with her. He leaned on one arm to clasp her hand and guide it along his stomach to rest on the throbbing bulge in his jeans. “That’s a pretty clear indication that I want to get you naked, but we’re not going to do anything you’re not comfortable with. We go at your pace.”

      Adrian removed his hand, but she kept hers where he left it. He closed his eyes to savor the sweet torture of feeling her hand lightly stroking him. He wanted to fill her until they were both panting with exhaustion.

      Kelsey decided to be brave and to go for what she wanted, and she wanted Adrian. She needed him naked and doing wicked things to her. Be bold, she thought to herself, after all, she was the one who kissed him in the kennels. She could do it. She rolled her hips up to make contact with him, while she pressed her lips to his.

      He lowered himself to grind against her while he ravished her mouth.

      Kelsey kept her hand between them to continue to stroke him over his jeans. She reminded herself to be bold and brave, so she slipped the button free and slid his zipper down.

      He pulled his lips from hers and tried not to groan at the incredible sensations her small hand was creating. “You don’t have to.”

      “I want to.” She freed him from the confines of his snug jeans and slipped her hand inside his boxer briefs.

      “Are you positive?”

      “Couldn’t be more so.” She circled the tip with her finger, making his entire body shiver.

      Adrian growled against her lips, scooped her up into his arms, and headed toward his new bedroom.

      She giggled and kissed his neck, grazing it with her teeth.

      Adrian gave her a little squeeze before dropping her in the middle of the bed with a squeal. He followed her down, claiming her mouth in a sizzling kiss. He took his time, exploring every corner of her mouth, and then moving slowly over her jaw to her neck and ear.

      Kelsey was getting so lost in Adrian’s kiss that she forgot to be nervous. If kissing him felt that good, the next part was sure to blow her mind. Grabbing the hem of his T-shirt, she pulled it over his head so she could run her hands all over his back and shoulders. Kelsey was feeling the muscles she had been admiring for days.

      Adrian was trying to take things slow so Kelsey would be comfortable and relax into the experience. He was also keeping a close eye on her responses. If she tensed or seemed uneasy, he would stop immediately.

      She tilted her head to give him better access, encouraging him to kiss her ear some more.  The man was lethal with his tongue, and she was looking forward to seeing what else he could do with it.

      Adrian felt her shiver and squirm under him but knew this time it wasn’t from her being unsure. Her hands were all over him and her sexy little moans were turning him on. He pulled back from her and she made a cute noise of protest.

      He sat up on his knees and gazed down at her. “You’re beautiful.”

      Kelsey had stars in her eyes, and they were all for Adrian. The sexy man was making her feel like she was the prettiest girl in the world. “You make me feel beautiful.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Kelsey lifted her shirt over her head in answer and tossed it to the side. She shimmied her skinny jeans over her hips and pushed them down her thighs.

      Adrian helped her remove them the rest of the way and chucked his jeans and boxers as well. He reached around her back and flicked open her bra to expose her luscious breasts. Leaning down, he couldn’t resist taking one of the tight buds into his mouth as he massaged the other.

      Kelsey arched her back, loving the feel of his mouth on her. She gasped when he made his way lower, over her stomach, past her curls to her center.

      Adrian grinned up at her before his mouth started to do the most wickedly delicious things to her. She was right, his tongue was lethal.

      He licked her most intimate folds, paying special attention to the areas that made her moan his name. He added a finger and then another, priming her for when he got to slide home.

      Kelsey’s head was thrown back and her hips moved in time with his finger and mouth as he brought her to the edge of bliss, only to pull back and tease her again. “Adrian!”

      He chuckled against her inner thigh and increased his attack. He wanted her screaming his name before they went any farther. “Let go, Kels. You’re there.”

      She cleared her mind of everything and turned herself over to Adrian’s skillful mouth. Within seconds her body was shaking, with the most incredible orgasm she’d ever had.

      Adrian slid up the bed to gather her in his arms as her body came down from its release.

      Kelsey stretched her arms over her head. “That was…”

      “Incredible?”

      She laughed at his smug expression. She should call him out on it, but the guy should be proud of himself. That was by far the best orgasm of her life. “I was going to say okay.”

      “What?” Adrian began to tickle her. “Admit it. I’m the best.”

      Kelsey squirmed and giggled. “Adrian!”

      His fingers skimmed her sides. “Say I’m the best ever.”

      “Fine! I’m the best ever.”

      He laughed and rolled on top of her. “You know that’s not what I was saying.” He lowered his head and nudged her nose with his.

      Kelsey leaned up and kissed him before murmuring against his lips. “It’s never been that good before.”

      Adrian was back to looking smug. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” He leaned over to the nightstand and reached into the top drawer.

      Kelsey watched him remove a foil pack that he quickly opened. Adrian rolled the latex onto his hard length before settling back between her thighs. He reached down to line himself with her lush center before slipping inside just an inch.

      Adrian needed to go slowly. She was so tight, and he didn’t want to hurt her with his size. In a little more and out again, he slowly stretched her to accommodate him until he was fully sheathed.

      Kelsey wrapped her legs around him, hooking her ankles and lifting her hips to meet his thrusts. She’d never felt this fulfilled or as many emotions. He made sure he was taking care of every one of her needs as he set a rigorous rhythm. His hands caressed her shoulders, breasts, neck, and face. Adrian kissed her lips tenderly one moment and then with a searing passion the next.

      As soon as Adrian slid into Kelsey’s welcoming heat, he knew he was in serious trouble of falling in love. He had already suspected it would be so easy to fall under Kelsey’s spell, but he didn’t expect the raw emotions their lovemaking created. She opened herself up to him completely and he had no choice but to do the same.

      He let himself ride the exquisite feelings and brought them both to the cusp of completion. A few more powerful thrusts and they were tumbling over the edge of bliss.

      He rolled them to their sides, so he didn’t collapse on top of her, and held her close. Their hearts beat wildly in their chests and their breathing came in ragged gasps.

      Adrian kissed the side of her head. “Was that just okay too?”

      Kelsey giggled. “I might need another demonstration to be sure.”

      Adrian kissed her hard. “I like how you think.”
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      Kelsey needed a ridiculous amount of coffee to deal with her day. She had a full slate of classes, a student government meeting, and work later. On a normal day, she was not a morning person. After a night spent wrapped up in Adrian’s arms getting next to no sleep, she was exhausted. She normally needed copious amounts of sleep to function, so she was in extra need of the caffeine.

      Her day started off showering with Adrian, but he had to leave for an early class. It had started off incredible but quickly slid into terrible. Kelsey had to call her parents to ask them to pay for four new tires. The jerk who vandalized her car had cut the valve stems, rendering the tires useless.

      They hadn’t answered so she left a message for them. Her father’s assistant called her back with a lecture about responsibility. All she had wanted was new tires, but her parents had insisted on purchasing a new car since that one had been compromised.

      It was exactly the sort of frivolous spending she hated.

      Gwen was supposed to meet her at the Coffee Shop, but she had not arrived. Kelsey had ordered her coffee with two shots of espresso. Hopefully, it would get her through the day. She might need a nap later. Her muscles were sore, but it was so worth it.

      She glanced around the room and decided on a table along the side wall. Kelsey had just settled into her chair when the one across from her was pulled out and a large frame plopped down in it.

      “You need to stay away from Adrian. He’s dangerous. He became violent when I offered to give him a ride for you. The jerkoff punched me in the face.” Greg pointed to a purple blotch on his chin.

      Kelsey’s eyes narrowed. “Adrian did that? Why?”

      “There was no reason. All I did was offer the guy a ride and he flipped out.”

      “What are you doing here, Greg?”

      Kelsey saw him tamp down his anger before responding.

      “We were supposed to go out. I know you had to deal with your car and all, but you should have come to me for help.”

      She didn’t like how he was speaking to her, so she decided to play things safe and just go along with whatever he said. “My parents are taking care of it.” She paused but hastily added, “But I appreciate you checking on me.” She didn’t want him to make a scene.

      Greg reached out his hand on the table, but Kelsey ignored it.

      “I have to go to a wedding with my family. It’s a destination wedding in Aruba. We’ll be gone for about a week. I want you to go with me. You can bring all your books and study on the plane. It will be a great getaway for us.”

      Kelsey gaped at him. “I can’t go anywhere with you. I have classes that I can’t miss.”

      “You can study on vacation. I already told you to bring all your books. What more do you want?”

      Gwen walked up, saving Kelsey from blasting the crazy idiot.

      “Hey, girl. Sorry I’m late. Do you need a refill before we leave?” Gwen glared at Greg.

      Kelsey jumped up. “Yes! Thanks.” She turned to Greg. “Have a nice trip.”

      Greg glared at her and Gwen as they walked away.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian pulled Kelsey into his arms and kissed the heck out of her, leaving her breathless and completely turned on.

      She giggled. “What was that for?”

      “I missed you.”

      Kelsey beamed. It was the coolest thing in the whole world to have this incredibly sexy guy tell her he missed her. “I missed you too.” She gave him a peck on the mouth.

      Adrian went in for another deep kiss, but Kelsey pulled back. “We can’t. We have a ton of work to do before we play.”

      He made a big show of pouting. “Then let’s hurry up.”

      Kelsey would tell him about Greg later.

      They rushed through cleaning the animal rooms and were trying to organize the patient files. All the chores they had to complete were so much easier with Adrian helping.

      “At least we won’t have to deal with Greg for the next week.” Kelsey tried to make light of the situation, but Adrian looked like he wanted to clobber Greg again.

      “And when he gets back, we will have words again. He’ll learn to respect you, or I’ll have to teach him a few more lessons.”

      “Why’d you punch him?”

      Adrian set the folders down on the counter. “He was talking trash and being disrespectful. I’m not going to tolerate that. He knows that now.”

      Dr. Hogan walked into the filing room. “Adrian, I just got off the phone with Dr. Osborne and we had a very interesting conversation.”

      “Oh?”

      “It seems that your sentence has been commuted for time served. You no longer have to perform community service.” Dr. Katherine looked flustered.

      Kelsey beamed but didn’t say a word.

      Adrian’s eyes grew large. “How is that possible?”

      Dr. Hogan glanced over to Kelsey for a second. “Someone pointed out that your sentence may not have been fair and the hearing flawed.”

      Adrian turned to Kelsey. She sat there quietly and tried to maintain a serene smile.

      Adrian shoved his hands into his pockets. “Nothing’s changed for me. I’m still working here and living upstairs. Well, as long as it’s still okay with you.”

      Dr. Katherine smiled widely. “I was hoping you’d say that. We’ll keep the arrangement the same. The apartment in exchange for helping out around here.”

      “Deal.”

      Dr. Hogan smiled at them. “Why don’t you two take off early and celebrate the good news.”

      Adrian winked at Kelsey. “Sounds like a great idea.”
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        * * *

      

      “What?”

      “Is that any way to answer the phone to your brother? I’ve been calling you all week.”

      Adrian tightened his hold on his phone to the point of it nearly cracking. “What do you want, Heath?”

      “I need you to do something for me.”

      “Call Dad.”

      “I need you for this.”

      “Too bad. I’m not doing shit for you.”

      “You’re not even going to ask me what it is?”

      Adrian rubbed the muscles in the back of his neck. “Nope. I don’t care what you’re up to.”

      “You’re going to be sorry. You’ve pissed off the wrong people, Adrian, and it’s going to catch up with you.”

      “As interesting as this conversation is, I’m hanging up now.” Adrian didn’t need his brother’s crap on top of everything else.

      What was Heath up to? He should probably find out, but Adrian didn’t want to waste any more headspace on his brother.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian’s small apartment was filled with football players and two honorary female members. Cade, Xander, Ian, and Hunter had decided they needed to christen Adrian’s new apartment with a case of beer. Riley and Kelsey insisted there be food involved because things could get rowdy without it, so the guys had a dozen large pizzas and a variety of fried foods delivered.

      Jackson and Alec couldn’t make it, so they made everyone promise to have a repeat of the impromptu party the following weekend.

      He looked around his apartment and was pleasantly surprised at how good it felt to be around friends and not people who called themselves a friend, while secretly or in reality blatantly, plotting behind his back. Adrian had been in that world for so long, he had forgotten how nice it was to just hang out, drink a good beer, and not have to worry about every single thing he did or said.

      Watching Kelsey play hostess made his stomach tighten and his blood zing. He loved seeing her in his space flitting around making sure everyone was taken care of. He loved working side by side in his kitchen with her preparing dinner or making a snack. He could see things working out between them and it should have scared him, but it didn’t. Adrian wanted it.

      Kelsey and Riley were sharing the love seat when Xander decided to squeeze in between them. Both girls tried to push the large guy off the chair, but they couldn’t manage to budge him. When Adrian was done pulling out the paper plates, he would rescue his girl from being squished.

      “Get off of me!” Riley tried using her shoulder to get him to move, but Xander happily ignored her.

      “Hunter! Throw me a beer.” Xander called out, not wanting to relinquish his stolen seat.

      “Get it yourself!” Riley complained. “We were in the middle of a conversation and you’re interrupting.”

      Xander spread his arms over the back of the seat behind both girls. “Chat away, ladies. I don’t mind hearing gossip.”

      Kelsey rolled her eyes. “What if we were talking about you?”

      Xander wiggled his eyebrows. “Even better. It’s my favorite topic of conversation.”

      “Of course, it is.” Kelsey knew Xander was sitting there to drive Riley crazy. For some reason they couldn’t help picking at each other. She thought Riley had been interested in Xander romantically, but when Kelsey asked about it, she denied it vehemently. Riley had also started talking about a guy on the soccer team.

      Kelsey could have had it wrong or maybe Xander liked her but was holding back for some reason. Hmmm. “Xander, how do you and the guys know Riley?”

      Xander frowned at her, trying to see where she was going with her line of questioning. “Her brother is one of my best friends.”

      Ahh. That’s it. Bro code. Kelsey nodded as if that vague answer said it all. She wiggled out of the seat.

      Xander tried to pull her back. “Where do you think you’re going?”

      “To help Adrian.” Kelsey hurried to the kitchen.

      Adrian tagged Kelsey around the waist and kissed her forehead. “Are you having fun?”

      Kelsey beamed up at him. “I am. It’s been so long since I’ve hung out like this with a group of people. I like these guys.”

      Adrian surveyed the room. “Me too. Come on, let’s get this stuff out to them.”

      After plates were filled and boxes were emptied, they sat around the coffee table. Some on the sofa and chairs and a few on the floor. No one seemed to mind that the place was old, and the furniture faded and worn.

      Adrian couldn’t believe how happy he was feeling and tried not to wonder if it would all be taken away from him. He pushed negative thoughts aside and focused on the entertainment around him. These guys were funny and loved to tell stories. “How did you all end up in Community Service?”

      Hunter shook his head. “Because we finally got caught!”

      Cade rubbed the top of his mohawk. “Damn VP had a hidden camera.”

      Ian shrugged. “Xander’s better at telling stories.”

      Xander rubbed his hands together, playing it up. “Our football team is one of the best in the country because we have a bond that goes beyond the field. We are true friends who rely on each other, help out, and depend on each other. To create that bond and to encourage teamwork, every year we pull a prank. It helps the younger guys feel a part of things and cements trust. We always make sure to include all the new players and assure that if we do get caught, the older players take the heat. We protect our own. It’s also a good way for us to see who will be a good fit for the team, and who won’t.”

      Xander cracked his neck and got comfortable. “None of our pranks are destructive or harmful. We’ve done things like draw a huge cartoon with a thumbs up that looks like his dick instead of his finger on the ballfield. We used grass-safe paint. Another time we filled one of the classrooms with so many balloons that the professor couldn’t enter the room. That was fun.”

      Cade chuckled. “Tell them about the pool.”

      Xander smiled. “We filled the university pool with windup toy swimmers. Some swam on the surface, and some were underwater. Another time we filled the heating vents with a soap solution so each time the heat came on, the rooms would fill with bubbles.”

      Riley was pouting. “They never let me participate. Well, except this last time.”

      Cade tossed an empty beer can at her. “She’s a jinx. The first time we let her have fun with us, we got caught.”

      Kelsey felt bad for her new friend, but she couldn’t stop laughing. They had come up with some great pranks. “What did you do this time?”

      Xander sighed. “A couple of the guys are expert lock picks. It’s come in handy. We decided to up our game this time and use those valuable skills. We swapped offices of a few top university officials. We set them up exactly like they were in their office, down to the coffee cup on their desk or the paperclip left on the floor. We photographed it all and recreated it somewhere else.”

      Adrian chuckled. “That’s awesome. How’d you get caught?”

      “One of the VPs had a hidden camera in her office. She was trying to catch her assistant in the act of stealing from her. She caught us instead.” Cade shook his head in disgust. “Never should have happened. The freshmen and sophomores who helped us had their heads covered so they weren’t caught.”

      Ian chimed in. “Yeah, they tried to get us to rat them out but there was no way we would do that. We have community service until the end of the year because of it.”

      Hunter nodded. “The younger guys felt bad, but we knew they would have gone harder on them than us. We’ve already proved ourselves valuable to the school and the team. They don’t want to get rid of us or bench us. They wouldn’t have had any problem kicking the freshman off the team or out of school.”

      Kelsey loved the closeness of the football players and their dedication to each other. She shared a look with Adrian and knew he felt the same way. “Not many people would do what you guys did. They would have given up the others to save themselves.”

      Cade focused directly on Kelsey. “You’ve been hanging around the wrong people. We’re not just a team. We’re family.”

      Xander nodded. “You two are part of our family now too.”
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        * * *

      

      “I feel like I haven’t seen you in so long.” Janie was sitting at the table with her books spread across the surface.

      Kelsey began rummaging through the kitchen cabinets. “I know what you mean. We’re never home at the same time.”

      “How are things going with Adrian?”

      Kelsey turned around with a huge grin. “So great. Janie, I’m so happy I’m terrified things will fall apart.”

      “You really like him, huh?” Janie closed her laptop. Gossiping with Kelsey was more important.

      “I think…I think I’m falling in love with him. Is it too soon? We haven’t been together for that long.” Adrian and Kelsey had been spending every second they could together for the last two weeks, and she loved it.

      “Time doesn’t matter if it’s right. Is he good to you?”

      “He’s been perfect.”

      “Perfect?” Janie glanced at her in disbelief.

      “You know. He’s sweet, sexy, cocky, and of course bossy, but I wouldn’t want him any other way.”

      “I’m happy for you.”

      Kelsey turned back to the cabinets. She wanted to make cookies for Adrian. He had confessed that he never had homemade cookies. He’s only had them from bakeries. “I’m happy for me too. What’s going on with the guy you were seeing?”

      Janie frowned. “He had to go away for business. His company had business in Grand Cayman. He called to tell me he’s coming back today and wants to see me tonight.”

      Kelsey glanced over her shoulder. “I can stay at Adrian’s tonight to give you two some privacy.”

      Janie’s cheeks heated. “If you wouldn’t mind, I’d appreciate it.”

      “Any time.”
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        * * *

      

      Kelsey couldn’t stop smiling. Waking up next to Adrian was becoming one of her favorite things to do. Her muscles were a little sore but the way they got there was oh so good. She had spent the night again at Adrian’s, so Janie could have their apartment to herself and her date.

      She hoped her friend had a great night. Janie had been through so much lately that she deserved to be happy.

      Jogging up the steps to the second floor, Kelsey approached her door and tried to make as much noise as possible. There was no way she wanted to walk in on her friend getting cozy with her date.

      She giggled her keys, unlocked the door, and pushed it open. Kelsey was just about to call out to Janie to announce her presence when she stopped abruptly, her mouth dropping open. The entire place had been torn apart.
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      “Janie! Are you here? Janie!” Kelsey wasn’t sure if she should rush through the house or just call the campus police.

      Kelsey scanned the living areas and didn’t see anyone in the living room, dining room, or kitchen. She heard a moan from the back of the apartment and moved faster through the space. She scooped up a tennis racket that was in her pathway. It was not the best weapon, but Gwen had been helping her with her backhand. Kelsey was confident that the strength of her swing would be enough to do some damage if she whacked someone on the head. “Janie!”

      Her bedroom door was opened all the way, so Kelsey glanced inside to make sure no one was still in the house. Seeing no one, she moved past her room and continued. Kelsey stopped before her friend’s closed door, listening to see if she could hear any other voices. All she heard was a whimper.

      Raising the racket over her head, she cracked the door a few inches to peek inside. Seeing nothing in the dark room, she took a deep breath and pushed it the rest of the way open.

      The curtains were shut, only allowing a sliver of light around the edges. Kelsey scanned the room, but only spotted Janie huddled under the covers on her bed. Her best friend’s body was shaking with Janie’s soft sobs.

      Kelsey ran to the bed, leaning against the side. “Janie. What happened? Are you okay?”

      Janie continued to cry but didn’t answer.

      “You’re scaring me. I’m going to open the curtains.” Kelsey moved to the window and pulled the fabric apart. Light flooded the room, illuminating the bed. She returned to her friend and gasped. “Oh my God! Who did this?”

      The left side of Janie’s face was swollen and covered with angry purple bruises. The other side was puffy and red with a cut along her jawline. Kelsey placed her hand on Janie’s shoulder and the girl flinched and whimpered. “We need to call the police and get you checked out.”

      Janie continued to stare out at the wall next to the bed. “No! Don’t call anyone. Not yet.”

      Kelsey pulled the blanket away from Janie’s shoulders. She could see purple finger marks on her upper arm. “Janie, you’re scaring the crap out of me. Please talk to me.”

      Janie tried to push up to a sitting position, but she slumped back down. Kelsey gently guided her friend up, trying not to hurt her any more than she already was. “Do your ribs hurt? Does it hurt to breathe? Do you have a headache? Are you dizzy?”

      Kelsey brushed hair out of Janie’s face. “Please. Talk to me.”

      Janie raised red, tear-filled eyes to Kelsey. “I hurt everywhere.” She was still wearing a light pink sleeveless dress from the night before. The neckline was torn, and it had a few drops of blood down the front of it.

      “Do you think anything is broken?”

      “I don’t know. It hurts to take a deep breath.”

      “Who did this to you?”

      Janie focused on her light blue comforter.

      “You’re safe now. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise. No one will hurt you. I’ll be right back.” Kelsey rushed back through the apartment to make sure the front door was locked. She couldn’t believe the mess that was all over the place.

      Ducking into the hallway bathroom, she grabbed a small hand towel and wet a washcloth with cold water. She brought both back to Janie. “Here. Let me clean you up while you tell me what happened.”

      Janie continued to study the surface of her bed. She jumped and whimpered when a loud boom echoed through the apartment.

      “It’s okay. No one is here. That was from outside.”

      Janie huddled against her headboard. “He might come back.”

      “I’ll call Adrian to come over. He’ll keep watch while we get you cleaned up.”

      “I don’t want anyone to see me like this.”

      Kelsey wiped the washcloth over Janie’s cheek, being careful not to press too hard. “This is not your fault. Someone did this to you. Adrian would be upset if he knew something happened to you and you didn’t let him help.”

      Janie nodded.

      Kelsey handed the towel and washcloth to Janie. “I’ll be right back.”

      She moved into the kitchen and pulled out her phone. Adrian answered on the second ring.

      “Hey, babe. Miss me already? I thought you were going to have breakfast with Janie.”

      “Can you come over here? I need you.”

      The teasing tone left his voice. “I’ll be right there. Are you okay? Are you safe?”

      “I’m fine. It’s Janie. Oh, Adrian, someone beat the heck out of her. She’s a mess and the place is torn apart.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “She didn’t want me to, but I think we should. She also needs a doctor.”

      “We’ll take care of her. Lock the door and don’t answer it to anyone but me. I’ll be right there.”

      “Okay. Thanks, Adrian.”

      “Never have to thank me for coming for you. I’ll always be there for you. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”

      “Kay.”

      Kelsey returned to Janie’s bedroom. Her friend was in the same position she had been in. “Please tell me who did this and what happened.”

      “You called Adrian?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why does this stuff happen to me?” Janie fisted the blanket.

      Kelsey joined her on the bed. “This kind of stuff happens to a lot of people, but we don’t notice or pay attention.”

      Janie jumped when they heard a knock on their door.

      “It’s just Adrian. I’m going to let him in. Do you want to get a shower to clean up and then we’ll all talk?”

      Janie nodded, gingerly slipping off the mattress and following Kelsey out of the room. They stopped at the bathroom door. Janie hesitated.

      “It’s okay. We’ll be in the living room when you get done.” Janie shut herself into the small room.

      Adrian pounded on the door again. This time he called out. “It’s me! Are you two okay?”

      Kelsey made her way through the room and opened the door. As soon as Adrian stepped inside, she was swept up into his arms. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “What happened? Has she said anything? Where is she?” Adrian framed her face with his hands.

      She wrapped her arms around him. “Janie’s in the shower. She’s a mess. Someone used her as a punching bag.”

      “Did she tell you who did this?”

      Kelsey pulled back to look at him. “No, but I think it might have been the guy she had started to date. She was supposed to be making him dinner last night and wanted a romantic evening.”

      Adrian nodded. “Do you know anything about him?”

      “Just that his name is Graham and he graduated two years ago.”

      Adrian scanned the room. It looked just like what was done to his room at the team house. “Babe, this has to be related to everything that’s been happening.”

      Kelsey clung to him as she nodded her head. “I know. I thought that. It’s part of why I wanted you here.”

      “Just part?”

      “I wanted you with me. I feel safer with you here.” Kelsey pulled away. “I’m going to check on her.”

      “Okay. Take your time.”

      Adrian rubbed the back of his neck. Things were escalating but why go after Janie? Unless she wasn’t the target. Could they have been after Kelsey?

      He glanced around looking for some sort of clue as to why this was happening. Greg had been with Kelsey both times her tires were damaged. He was not around when Adrian had his issues. But Adrian had seen Greg before his car was broken into.

      Was Greg the common denominator? He righted the side chair and sat down, trying to piece everything together in his mind. Oh shit. He stood up. Greg had an older brother.

      Kelsey and Janie came back into the living room. Janie was dressed in a pair of yoga pants and an oversized T-shirt.

      Adrian tried not to wince when he saw her. The girl had been through hell. He jumped up and righted the couch. He looked around for the cushions, gathering them to place on the couch. Once it was set back up, Janie and Kelsey took a seat. Adrian returned to the chair. “I’m so sorry that happened to you, Janie. We’re going to find who did this.”

      “No!” Janie shouted and began to shake.

      Kelsey reached out for her friend’s hand. “The guy who did this needs to be punished.”

      “He said I couldn’t tell anyone, or he’d come back and hurt us both worse.”

      Adrian growled. “No one is going to hurt either of you. Janie. You need to tell us what happened. Did Graham do this to you?”

      Janie’s eyes grew round. “How do you know his name?”

      “I told him you had a date planned with Graham.” Kelsey gave Janie’s hand a squeeze.

      Janie nodded. “I forgot I told you his name.”

      Adrian pushed up from the chair and walked into the kitchen. He grabbed a few paper towels and a plastic bag. He opened the freezer and filled the bag with ice. He closed the bag, wrapped it in the paper towels and brought it over to the couch. He handed the makeshift ice pack to Janie. “This will help bring down some of the swelling.”

      Kelsey gave her boyfriend a thankful smile. She hadn’t thought about an ice pack, but he did. She turned to Janie. “You need to tell us what happened. It will be good to get everything out.”

      Adrian sat back down. “You're safe here. We won’t judge you, no matter what you tell us.”

      Janie nodded. “Graham came over like we planned, and the evening started off great. I made chicken parm and he brought a bottle of wine. We chatted about all kinds of things, and he helped me clean up. We were going to have dessert when he got a text message. Things changed drastically after that. It was like a switch was flipped. He got all angry and demanded to know what I did with it and where I had it. I told him I had no idea what he was talking about. He stormed over to me and called me a liar.”

      Kelsey squeezed Janie’s hand. “Go on. It’s okay.”

      “Graham began to yell at me over and over to hand it over to him. That he knew I had it and that I needed to give it back. He said it didn’t belong to me and that others would come for it. He needed to be the one to retrieve it.”

      “Did he say what he was looking for?” Adrian knew it had to be related to what was happening with him. There was no way it was a coincidence.

      “No. When I asked him to explain, he started to get violent, throwing things. He tore apart all the books first. I told him he was crazy, and he lost it. He grabbed my arms and began to shake me. His grip was painful. I told him he was hurting me, and he tightened his hands.”

      “You’re safe.” Kelsey ran to the fridge to get a bottle of water. She came back and handed it to Janie. “Here. Drink this.”

      “Thanks. He wouldn’t let go even after I begged him to. I started to panic and began thrashing about. That’s when he hit me the first time. After that it was a blur. I kicked and scratched and punched. Whatever I could do, but it wasn’t enough. He knocked me out and when I woke up, he was gone, and the house was a wreck.”

      “We need to figure out what he’s looking for.” Adrian rolled his head to crack his neck. “When you worked at the team house, did you take anything?”

      Janie glared at him. “I’m not a thief! And I was forced to work there. I thought you knew that.”

      Kelsey glared at him too.

      “Whoa. That’s not how I meant it. I know you were forced to work there. I’m sorry about that. I didn’t know at the time. I wish I did. I would have helped you. I was asking if you took anything simple, borrowed a notebook or a novel or something.”

      Kelsey’s anger left quickly. Emotions were too high, and she should not have thought the worst. “Could it be a memory stick or something like that? We need to call the police.”

      “No! You can’t. He said that people would come after us if we did. Graham said if I didn’t give him what he was after, others would come and kill us.”

      Kelsey shared a glance with Adrian before turning back to Janie. “We won’t for now, but we need to go through everything to see if we have something we don’t know about. It has to be from the team house.”

      Adrian stood. “You girls can’t stay here until we resolve this. You can stay with me. I have two bedrooms. It’s old with peeling paint and wallpaper, but it’s clean. I’d feel safer if we’re all together.”

      Janie shook her head. “I’m going home. I can’t do this here anymore. There are too many bad memories. I’m taking off the rest of the semester and then I’ll decide what to do about the spring semester.”

      Kelsey hugged her friend. “Don’t leave. We’ll fix this. It will be fun again.”

      Janie pulled back. “I love you, Kels, but I can’t stay here anymore. There isn’t anything left for me here. Things are going good for you and I’m happy. You have a good guy and things will work out. Just not for me. I need to start over.”

      Kelsey had tears in her eyes. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “We’ll still get together and you’ll always be my best friend. That won’t change. Promise.” Janie squeezed Kelsey in a tight hug and then winced. She was really hurting. “I’m going to pack.”

      Kelsey watched Janie until she closed herself in her bedroom. Adrian was there to take Kelsey into his arms. “It’ll be okay. She’s had it rough and needs to heal physically and mentally. Give her some time.”

      “She’s not going to come back to school here.”

      “Probably not. Maybe a new school will do her some good.”

      “She’ll have a hard time transferring.”

      “Nah. I know someone who might be able to help. We’ll see what she wants to do after she’s better.”

      Kelsey nodded.

      “Everything will be okay.” Adrian hoped he was telling the truth.
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      After Janie left, Kelsey and Adrian worked to clean up the huge mess in her apartment. “I’m glad you suggested I stay with you. I don’t want to stay here alone. It won’t be the same without Janie.”

      “It’s not safe for you either.” Adrian shouldered her huge duffle bag and messenger bag full of her clothing and personal items. “We need to figure out what we’re going to do next. I think Greg and his brother, Graham, are both involved.”

      Kelsey’s eyes grew round. “His brother’s name is Graham?”

      “Yeah. There is no way that’s a coincidence.”

      “I agree. What could they be after?”

      Adrian brushed a piece of hair from her face. “I don’t know, but we can’t wait around for them to attack again. Let’s go back to my place and we’ll come up with a plan.”

      Kelsey nodded and picked up the handle of her suitcase. She had unzipped the extension on the case and filled it to almost overflowing. Luckily it was a rolling bag. It would have been too heavy to lift. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’m not going to classes today.”

      “I was going to mention that so I’m happy you came to that decision on your own. I’m not letting you out of my sight until this is done.” Adrian moved toward the door. “We can come back to get more of your stuff later. Let’s get you settled.”

      Kelsey gave her place a last long look before closing the door and locking it. Things were never going to be the same.
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        * * *

      

      Adrian stared at his phone. He knew he should press the button to make the call, but he wasn’t sure if he should.

      If it had just been him in danger, he wouldn’t be reaching out. He had Kelsey to consider, and he would do anything to keep her safe.

      Suck it up, Colton. Adrian selected the contact and hit the green phone next to it.

      “I figured I would be hearing from you at some point. What happened?”

      “Hi, Dominic. Thanks for taking my call.”

      “Adrian, I gave you my number and told you to call if you needed help. I meant what I said. What’s going on?”

      Dominic was a mysterious man who seemed to have an endless supply of resources and manpower. From what Adrian had figured out, he was ridiculously rich and owned some sort of security agency that worked with the local and federal police agencies. His team and some military guys had taken down the president of Blackstone University at the same time his teammates, Parker and Eric, had been arrested. Several members of the university administration had also been arrested.

      Before Dominic had cleared out, he had approached Adrian with the offer to help if he ever needed it. Adrian needed it now.

      “I don’t think everything’s settled from the last time you were here.”

      “I’m not surprised. We knew there were still things in play and that we didn’t get everyone involved. Tell me. The more details, the better.”

      Adrian explained everything that had been happening to him and Kelsey. “I think Greg and his brother, Graham, are involved. The age and name match up with Greg’s brother. I haven’t seen him around, but it’s got to be him.”

      “Makes sense. We had been watching the brothers before everything went down with Gwen and Drew.”

      “You believe me?” Adrian was surprised Dominic was willing to help after the rocky relationship he had with both Gwen and Drew.

      “You didn’t have to call me in on this and you’ve given me no reason to think you’d lie to me. I have a few things to check out, but I’ll be in touch. If anything else happens, call me immediately.”

      “I will.”

      “Keep close to your girl and let Gwen and Drew know what’s going on, that crew can be a big help.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      “Don’t let your pride get in your way. I’ll send one of my guys down in a day or so as soon as I can free someone up. He’ll make contact when he’s in the area.”

      “Thanks, Dominic. I appreciate it.” Adrian was relieved to have brought Dominic in on the situation. Kelsey was too important to him to not do everything in his power to keep her safe.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The animal shelter closed early on Saturdays and Kelsey was happy to be done for the day. She couldn’t keep her mind off what happened to Janie. When she had called her friend to make sure she had gotten home all right, Janie had confessed that she was relieved to be away from Blackstone. Her mother had cried when she saw Janie’s condition but vowed to take good care of her. Janie was benefiting from her mother’s attention.

      Kelsey sighed, recalling the amazing night she had spent with Adrian. After rocking her world, he held her close, never moving away as they slept. She had never thought she would like sleeping cuddled up with someone, but Adrian made her feel safe and loved. Being in his arms felt right.

      They had both woken up early, needing to get even closer to each other. Afterward, Kelsey’s head was settled on his shoulder, and she listened as he told her about Dominic and the help he was sending. She hoped the guy Dominic was sending would be able to keep them safe and figure out what was going on.

      Adrian had tried to distract her the entire day. It worked for a while but then her fears tended to bleed through the happiness. Xander, Cade, and Riley were also great comic relief. The three of them bickered and teased each other relentlessly offering Kelsey some great entertainment.

      It had taken Riley a while to open up to her, but the two of them had become friends.

      Dr. Hogan had closed the front of the practice early because she had dinner plans. Kelsey stayed with Adrian, Cade, Xander, and Riley to make sure the animals were taken care of for the night.

      Xander walked into the break room with Riley draped over his shoulder in a firefighter’s carry. His arm was secured around her thighs and Riley was trying to pinch his back to let her go. The guy was ignoring all her efforts.

      Riley snatched his ball cap from his head and whacked him with it.

      He tickled her and she dropped the hat onto the floor.

      “Kels! Tell the big oaf to let me go!” Riley tried twisting around to look at Kelsey.

      “What are you doing, Xan? Why do you have her over your shoulder?”

      Xander leaned down and dumped Riley onto the floor. “She’s a pain in my ass, that’s why.”

      “I didn’t do anything!”

      Cade came into the room followed by Adrian. Cade crossed his arms over his chest. “Riley’s got a date tonight and she won’t tell us who it’s with. We need to check this guy out before we let Riles go out with him.”

      “Wait. What?” Kelsey glared at the two guys. “Riley’s an adult. She can date whoever she wants.”

      Xander shook his head. “No, she can’t. We promised her brother we’d look out for her and that includes making sure no assholes come sniffing around her.”

      “Ugh. See? They’re impossible.” Riley was glaring at Xander. “I don’t have to tell you everything.”

      “As a single woman you need to be careful who you date. There are a lot of creepers out there waiting to take advantage of women like you. You need to let us know who it is and where you’re going.”

      Cade chimed in. “Yeah. I see girls taking photos of license plates and texting that stuff to their friends. We’re your friends, Ri.”

      Riley glared but got a gleam in her eyes. “Fine. I’ll text it to Kelsey.”

      “That’s not what we were saying, Riley.”

      “Oh yes, it was. That’s exactly what you said. I’m going to text the info to Kelsey. Perfect solution.” She grinned at her two best friends. “Let’s go. I need to get ready for my date.” She waved goodbye as she walked out the door. She called over her shoulder. “I have the keys…”

      Cade jogged after her. “Oh crap. How’d she get your keys? She’ll leave our butts here. Bye, guys!”

      Xander laughed and followed them out.

      Adrian stood against the wall, watching the exchange. “Those guys are great.”

      Kelsey was laughing. “They make work fun. I’m glad they’re working here now. Do you think they’ll stay on?”

      Adrian pushed off the wall. “I think so. They seem to like it.”

      He crossed the room to reach her. Kelsey was standing by the counter and Adrian gripped her waist and lifted her to its top. As soon as she was seated, he stepped between her legs. “Alone at last. What should we do?”

      Kelsey giggled. “Hmm. I might have an idea.”

      Adrian circled his arms around her, bringing her body flush with his. “I’ve wanted to do this all afternoon.” He claimed her lips in a kiss he’d been dying for. Panting, he pulled back enough to stare into her big brown eyes. “I’m falling for you, Buttercup. Somehow, you’ve gone from the girl I couldn’t stand to the woman at the center of my world. Knowing you, spending time with you, and working side by side has changed my life. You make me want to be a better man and I’m working on that. I need you to know that I’ll always fight for us.”

      Every time he saw her, he had to remind himself that he couldn’t just push her up against a wall or cage and kiss the hell out of her. Now that they were alone, there was nothing stopping him.

      Goosebumps broke out all over Kelsey’s body and it felt like electric current was running through her veins. “I’m falling for you too. We may have started off as enemies, but you’ve become the first person I want to talk to when something good happens and the one I run to for support. You’ve changed my life too. You’ve helped me open up and be more like the girl I’ve always wanted to be but was never brave enough to try.”

      He didn’t let her finish her thought. His mouth was on hers, devouring her.

      Kelsey locked her legs around his waist and slipped her hands under his shirt to caress his muscular back. She loved the smooth feel of his skin as her hands explored. “Mmm. I’ve wanted to kiss you too.”

      She slanted her mouth over his again and again, their tongues twisting and dueling. She could feel the bulge in his jeans get bigger the longer they made out. No one was left in the building beside her and Adrian so she wasn’t afraid that someone would walk in on them.

      Adrian reached under her shirt and unhooked her bra, freeing her breasts for his attention. He skimmed her silky skin with the tips of his fingers as he reached around to cup the heavy orbs. His fingers circled their tips as they tightened into tight nubs, just waiting for his mouth to taste.

      He pulled her shirt up enough to bare one and leaned down to take it into his mouth. He sucked and tugged the nipple until she was moaning with pleasure.

      Her hands gripped his hair, keeping him close to her and the exquisite attention he was paying to her breast. She tried to guide him to the other one, but he picked his head up to look at her.

      “Want something, Kels?”

      “You know I do.”

      He smirked at her but got to work lavishing her other breast.

      Kelsey reached down to undo his jeans. She needed to touch him as much as he was touching her. Slipping her hand inside his pants, she reached her prize to free it.

      Adrian moaned when her hand circled his hard length. He suddenly had to kiss her again. Consume her. He thrust his tongue into her mouth in a passionate kiss that had her toes curling in her sneakers.

      “I knew you were a little slut. I never expected to see it firsthand. You’re much more enthusiastic than I expected.”

      Adrian broke his mouth away from Kelsey, pulling her shirt down to cover her as he tucked himself back into his jeans. He turned in place to face the intruder.

      Adrian tried to block Kelsey as much as possible. “What the fuck are you doing here, Greg?”
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      Greg leaned against the door frame, leering. “Is that any way to speak to a friend?”

      “We’re not friends. Never have been, so I suggest you leave right now, or you’ll have a repeat of the last time I saw you.”

      Greg rubbed his chin. “I owe you for that one.”

      Adrian squeezed Kelsey’s thigh before stalking toward Greg. “I told you to leave.”

      “Get away from my brother.” Graham stood on the other side of the room with a gun trained on Adrian. “Walk slowly back to the little piece of ass on the counter.”

      Kelsey gasped. “Why do you have a gun? Put that away.”

      Adrian began moving closer to Kelsey. He needed to protect her from the two lunatics. “I don’t know what you two are looking for, but we don’t have it. Put the gun down, man. You don’t need it. We’ll work with you to figure this out.”

      “Get over there or I’ll shoot her. Do you want that?”

      “No! Don’t shoot. See, I’m backing away. Let Kelsey go. She doesn’t need to be here.”

      “Take your phones out and throw them onto the floor. Kick them away from you.” Graham ignored Adrian and dictated orders.

      Adrian lightly dropped his phone and only nudged it with his foot. He wanted it close enough to get to if the situation arose.

      Kelsey glanced at Adrian. “I don’t have mine. It’s over there on the table.”

      “Fine.” Graham motioned to Greg with his head. “Take care of that, will you?”

      Greg’s evil expression gave Kelsey the shivers.

      “With pleasure.” Greg stalked up to Adrian, pulling back his fist and letting it fly into Adrian’s face. His knuckles connected with Adrian’s nose, breaking blood vessels and causing red to streak from it.

      Kelsey screamed and slid from the counter as Adrian pulled his fist back to return the punch.

      “Don’t move or I’ll shoot you both. I’m not kidding around,” Graham sneered.

      Kelsey froze in place and Adrian lowered his hand. He desperately wanted to pound his face in.

      “I’m okay. Stay there.” Adrian needed to keep the focus on him and away from Kelsey.

      Greg wasn’t done, so he hit Adrian twice more, causing Adrian to break the calm, outward expression he was trying to maintain and hit Greg back. Greg’s head snapped back, and he stumbled.

      Graham fired the gun just above their heads, the sound echoing in the small room, causing the dogs to bark like crazy. Their barking drowned out all other sounds.

      Kelsey screamed. “Stop! Please stop!” Maybe someone would have heard the gunshot and called the police. She could only hope.

      Adrian dropped the hold he had on Greg as soon as he heard the shot. He waited for pain to hit and when it didn’t, he panicked thinking Kelsey was injured. He refused to consider anything worse.

      “Don’t fuckin’ touch my brother. I should shoot you, but we need you alive. For now.”

      Greg pushed Adrian over to where Kelsey stood crying against the counter. He gathered her into his arms and held on tight. He would get them both out of this.

      Kelsey couldn’t stop shaking, her entire body quaked in terror. For a few seconds, she had thought Graham shot Adrian and that destroyed her. She just told him she was falling in love with him, but after thinking he could be hurt or killed, she knew without a doubt that she loved Adrian. Instead of throwing herself into his arms and kissing the heck out of him, they were huddled together facing down the barrel of a gun held by someone clearly unhinged.

      “What do you want from us? Just tell us.”

      Once again, Graham acted as if Adrian didn’t speak. He addressed his brother. “You can have your fun later. We need him at least semi-conscious and anyway, it would be no fun if he passed out.”

      Greg glared at Adrian. “You’re going to be sorry you ever messed with me.” He focused on Kelsey. “You’re a little cock tease. One minute acting like you want it, and the next trying to make me jealous. You’re just like all the rest but you’ll change your mind when you see how rich we’re going to be.”

      “Shut the fuck up, Greg.”

      “You shut up! I’m sick of you always bossing me around!”

      Adrian pushed Kelsey slightly behind him. If they could inch toward the doorway, maybe they could escape. He moved them a couple of inches toward the hallway leading toward the cat wing.

      There were four doorways leading out of the room they were being held in. One leading to the reception area, one leading to the outside, and the remaining two leading to the cats and dogs. Any of them would lead to someplace safer than their current situation. The cat hallways were only about ten feet away, but Adrian didn’t know if they would make it.

      Adrian never expected Graham to actually pull the trigger. Most people are all show but Graham hadn’t hesitated, and he wouldn’t the next time.

      Kelsey felt Adrian tug on her hand. She watched him scan the room, so she was pretty sure he was looking for a way to escape. She would follow his lead as long as he didn’t do something stupid and heroic.

      “Where the fuck are you two going? Stay still or I will shoot you. We can all see how long it takes for you to bleed out.” Graham waved the gun at them.

      Adrian held his hands out to Graham. “Easy. We’re not going anywhere. Tell us what you’re looking for and we’ll get it for you.”

      Greg got in Adrian’s face. “You’re hiding it. We’ve searched your stuff. Where is it?”

      Kelsey stepped in between the two men. Adrian tried to move her back behind him, but she had enough. This needed to end and the testosterone in the room was not going to resolve things. “We don’t know what you’re talking about. Please, just tell us and we’ll help you get it.”

      Graham stalked over to them. “Grab her. Don’t let her get away.”

      Adrian tried to block Greg from getting to her, but Graham cocked the gun and was ready to shoot. “Let her go or I’ll shoot her and make you watch her bleed out.”

      Greg fisted her hair and dragged her across the room. Kelsey squirmed, but he pulled her hair tighter.

      Graham was only about five feet from Adrian pointing the gun directly at him. At that distance, it would be impossible for Graham to miss. “You want to change your answer? Tell me where it is, or your boyfriend dies.” Graham pulled the trigger back halfway, setting up his shot.

      “No! Please don’t shoot him. We’re telling the truth. We don’t know anything!”

      Graham let his finger relax. “Let’s try this another way. Adrian, this is your last chance. Do you want to see your girlfriend on the floor in a pool of blood?”

      Adrian was waiting for Graham to turn the weapon away from him. He might be able to rush him and take the gun. His hopes were destroyed when Greg pulled a gun from behind his back and held it to Kelsey’s head.

      Adrian’s shoulders slumped. There was no way they could beat two guns. “Don’t do anything stupid, Greg!” Shit, he needed to think. “Graham, you’ve known me for years. You know I suck at lying. I’m telling you, man. I don’t know what you’re looking for. If I had it, I would give it to you. Just tell me what you need and it’s yours. Just let her go.”

      Greg smirked and pushed the gun harder into her temple.

      “Greg. You don’t have to do this. Just tell me what you want, and I’ll get it.”

      Kelsey tried to keep completely still. Greg’s gun was digging into her skin, and she could feel a slight tremor in his arms as he held her against him. “Please, Greg.”

      Graham studied Kelsey and Adrian. “Little brother, they might not know what they have. Let’s play along and see how smart they are. Push her back over here.”

      Greg pushed Kelsey into Adrian’s arms.

      Adrian whispered into her ear. “It’s going to be okay. I’m going to make sure we get out of this together.”

      Kelsey trembled, but a fierce anger started to creep through her. How dare they do this. She and Adrian didn’t have anything to do with whatever evil plan they had going. “What are you looking for?”

      Greg glared at her. “An orange sticky note with numbers on it. It was hidden in the pages of my senior ethics book.”

      Adrian scrunched his forehead. “You tore apart my ethics book and obviously didn’t find out. Did you check the books from the others in the team house?”

      “I know you have it because I left it in your room. They weren’t looking into you as closely as they were me when Eric and Parker were arrested. I needed a safe place for it. I never expected you to take it and hide it from us.”

      “I don’t have it. I’ve gone through that book and had to put the pages back inside the cover when you tore it open.”

      Kelsey gasped and muttered. “You gave the book to me.”

      “What?” Greg glared. “I knew you were hiding it.”

      Kelsey shook her head. “No. My book was drenched with water, and I had a test the next day. Adrian gave me his book. I only read the chapter that the test was on. I didn’t flip through the book. It’s probably still there.”

      Graham waved the gun at her. “Get it. Now!”

      Kelsey paled. “It’s in my car at the dealer. I haven’t replaced my tires yet since Greg slashed them.” Kelsey took a guess it was Greg and wanted to bait him a little. “It’s sitting there waiting for me.” Her parents wanted to buy a new car. She just wanted new tires. It had been a fight she had been determined to win.

      Graham pointed the gun at her. “You're going to get it and return here. You have one hour. If you’re not back, I will kill Adrian. Here’s a little incentive for you to hurry.”

      Graham pointed the gun at Adrian and pulled the trigger. The bullet whizzed through the air and slammed into Adrian.
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      Adrian grasped his shoulder as he fell to the floor.

      Graham sneered. “I’m a pretty good shot so I aimed for the soft tissue area. Didn’t hit the lung, shoulder blade, or rotator cuff. He’s got a little over an hour before he bleeds out.”

      Kelsey rushed to Adrian who was on the tile floor against the counter. “What did you do, you asshole! You could have killed him!”

      “You’re wasting time.” Greg reminded her.

      “I need to slow the bleeding before I go anywhere. I won’t bring back your damn sticky note if you kill him, or he dies.” Kelsey opened a drawer and pulled out a couple of clean towels. “Oh God, Adrian.”

      Adrian winced. His shoulder was burning like hell, and he was slightly nauseous. He felt the bullet travel through his body and out the back. “I’ll be okay. Go get the book and they’ll leave us alone.” Adrian knew he was lying to her.

      Greg had already begun to make a mess. They would make it look like a robbery gone wrong and kill both Adrian and Kelsey. He needed to get her away from there. At least she could be safe. He made a show of groaning and falling over to cover him landing on his phone. He needed to slip it to Kelsey so she could call Dominic and let him know what was going on.

      Kelsey knelt next to him. Adrian used his good arm to pull her close to whisper to her. “Take this phone and hide it. Call Dominic. Code is 5 3 5 7. Love you. Don’t come back.”

      Kelsey clung to him. “I’m not leaving you here.”

      “Enough! You have two minutes, or I’ll finish him off and we can take a ride with you to the dealer.”

      Kelsey tucked the phone into her waistband and pulled her shirt over it. She wrapped a towel around his upper body and shoulder. His weight leaning against the counter would help stop the bleeding from the exit wound. He would have to keep pressure on the front. She leaned over him. “I’m coming back for you. Love you.”

      She kissed his lips and stood. “I need a vehicle to drive. Obviously, I don’t have mine.”

      “Take my car.” Adrian groaned as he fished his keys out of his pocket. His hand fell to his lap from the exertion. “Be careful.”

      Kelsey grabbed the keychain. “Please don’t do anything to make them shoot you again.”

      Graham pointed the gun at her. “Make it quick. The longer you take, the more likely I’ll get bored and shoot him again. I wonder how many holes he can take before he bleeds out.”

      Kelsey gritted her teeth. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of a reply.

      “If you call the police or tell anyone, we will kill him and then come after you. Hurry up.”

      Stumbling out the door, Kelsey made her way to Adrian’s Porsche that was parked around the front of the building. She screamed when she heard someone directly behind her.

      Xander stood behind her with his hands in the pockets of his jeans, looking concerned. “Kelsey! Are you okay?”

      Kelsey threw herself into Xander’s arms. “No! Xander, we need to get out of here. He can’t see you. He’ll kill him.”

      “Whoa. What are you talking about?”

      Cade leaned out the Jeep’s window. “Hurry up, Xan. We have things to do!”

      “Please! We need to go. They’ll see us.”

      “Kelsey, you’re bleeding!” Xander pointed to the smudges of red across her purple animal rescue golf shirt.

      “It’s not mine. Xander! He’s going to die. I only have an hour.” Kelsey clicked the button to unlock the car and hopped in.

      Xander rounded the front of the Porsche and yelled to Cade. “Follow us. I’ll call you from the car.”

      Cade could see the difference in Xander’s expression, so he shifted to the driver’s seat and put the Jeep in drive, waiting to follow them.

      Xander jumped into the passenger seat just as Kelsey took off. “Start talking. What happened? Why are you covered in blood and driving like mad?”

      Kelsey started to cry and blurted out the whole story. “I only have about fifty minutes or they’re going to kill him.”

      Xander frowned. “We need to call the police.”

      “They said if I called the police, they would kill him because they had nothing to lose. If they see anyone, he’s dead.” Kelsey passed a car that was going slow and almost hit a car going the other way.”

      “Slow down or you’ll end up killing us and we won’t be able to help Adrian.” Xander grabbed the door handle as the car swerved. “You’re too upset to drive. Why don’t you pull over so I can take over?”

      “We don’t have time!” Kelsey pulled up Adrian’s phone app on the car’s computer display. “Call Dominic.”

      Dominic answered on the first ring. “What happened, Colton?”

      “Dominic?” Kelsey sobbed.

      “Is this Kelsey?” Dominic’s concerned voice came through the car’s speakers.

      “They shot Adrian. Greg and his brother shot him and they’re going to kill him if I don’t get them a sticky note with numbers on it.” Kelsey rattled off that information so quickly it was hard to understand.

      “Where are you now? Are you safe?”

      “I’m in Adrian’s car with Xander.”

      “Xander?”

      “Yeah, man. I’m Xander Ames. I work with Adrian and Kelsey at the shelter. I was coming back to get my hat I left there when she came running outside. She’s covered in blood. I thought it was hers at first.”

      “You two go get whatever they’re asking for and I’m sending someone to help. He’ll be there in about an hour.”

      “That’s not enough time! They’ll kill him!” Kelsey cried out. She was going to lose Adrian.

      “It will be alright. I’ll take care of everything. Don’t go back into that building. Wait for my agent, Grant, to get there. I’ll call you back with an update.” Dominic hung up.

      Kelsey glanced over at Xander. “We can’t wait. He doesn’t have that long.”

      Xander nodded and pulled out his phone. “Cade, man, we need a serious distraction. Call all our boys and tell them to meet us at the playground a block up from the animal shelter in about forty minutes.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “You’re not going to believe this.” Xander gave Cade the quick version of the story before Cade hung up to make some calls.

      Xander reached over and squeezed Kelsey’s hand. “I know it doesn’t feel like it, but everything will be okay.”

      Kelsey was trying to hold it together. She had to in order to save Adrian. There was no way they were going through all of this for them to fail. “We need to make sure it is.”
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      They had to break the car window to get the ethics book from the floor behind the driver’s seat. Kelsey had flipped through the book twice to find the small tab tucked between the pages. She took a photo of the numbers with Adrian’s phone and sent them off to Dominic to check out.

      Xander insisted on driving back and Kelsey was actually relieved. He drove faster than she did and was better at weaving in between cars.

      Xander glanced over at her. “This ride is sweet.” He winced when she glared at him. “Sorry. Bad timing.”

      They pulled into the parking lot next to the playground and Xander grinned. “I told you my boys would come through.”

      Kelsey gaped. There were at least ten football players huddled in a circle waiting for them to arrive. “Why would they help us? Why are you helping?”

      Xander shook his head. “You and Adrian are our friends. We help our friends. We may not know you that well, but you’re one of us. You could have made our community service horrible, but it’s turned out to be a great assignment that we’re all going to continue. You have made it fun. We like coming to work. Dr. Hogan is great, and Adrian has become one of us. We have the protection of the football team. Now come on, we have your boy to save.”
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      Kelsey had two minutes left before the deadline and she was once again shaking like a leaf. Her legs felt like jelly, her stomach was queasy, and her head was throbbing. She just might ruin all their plans by throwing up on Greg or Graham, depending on which jerk grabbed her first.

      There was still no sign of Grant, so they were forced to enact their crazy plan. A couple of the players were going to sneak in from the back by the dog kennels. Three others would come in through the reception area and a few from the cat wing.

      She had a key to the front door of the building, but they would have to break into the back wings. Xander assured Kelsey that locks would not be an issue for his team.

      Kelsey would return to the break room through the back door alone, but one of the guys would be just outside the door to rush in if necessary.

      As soon as she entered the building, Alec Sanchez would signal for Cade and Hunter to enter the front and make their way through the lobby and past the exam rooms.

      Once they were in without incident, Xander and Ian Murray would start to rile up the dogs. The plan was to split up the brothers and take them out separately.

      Kelsey took a deep breath and stepped through the doorway.

      “It’s about damn time!” Greg bellowed.

      Kelsey rushed over to Adrian’s side. He was lying on the floor in front of the counter. The towel was soaked through, and Adrian’s complexion was way paler than it had been. “How are you doing?”

      Adrian scowled at her. ‘Why’d you come back?”

      Graham yanked her up by the arm. “Where is it?”

      Kelsey pulled away and forced herself to be brave. She glared at him. “Let Adrian go. He needs a hospital.”

      “Where the fuck is it?”

      “It’s close by. Do you think I’m that stupid to bring it inside with me? I’ve read all the books with scenes like this. You never bring the item with you. What would stop you from killing us?”

      Adrian’s eyes almost bugged out of his head. He couldn’t believe Kelsey was standing up to them like that. She was going to get herself shot. “Babe.”

      Graham grabbed her arm and began to shake her. “You’re going to get it right this fuckin second.”

      Right on cue, all the dogs began to bark and jump around.

      Graham turned to glare at the kennel hallway. He motioned to Greg. “Check it out.”

      Kelsey focused on Adrian and kept her eyes off Graham.

      He didn’t like to be ignored. “You better not be trying to pull something. I have no problem killing you.”

      “I have no control over them barking. It could be anything. Some of the dogs have access to outside runs. It was probably a squirrel.” Kelsey switched the towel out and pressed a fresh one on Adrian’s wound. He grunted when she pressed hard.

      A shot sounded from the dog kennels and Kelsey’s stomach dropped. Oh no, what have I done?
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      Kelsey rushed to Adrian. She hugged him tightly. If this was it, she wanted to die hugging her man.

      Graham turned to the kennels, torn between wanting to investigate the shot and staying to cover Kelsey and Adrian. He sneered at them before making his way toward the mouth of the hallway.

      Graham stopped to listen at the doorway when a football slammed into the back of his head, knocking him to the ground. Three football players rushed him, making sure he didn’t rise from the ground. They kicked the gun away and Xander picked it up with a paper towel.

      Kelsey rushed to Xander. “There was a gun shot.”

      Cade jogged into the room.  “The fucker got a shot off as we were tackling him. There’s a hole in the ceiling. Dr. Katherine’s going to be pissed at the mess.”

      Ian pulled out a few zip ties and secured Graham and Greg while Alex tied gags around their heads. They didn’t need them talking trash. “The police are on their way and so is an ambulance.”

      Grant ‘Shadow’ Maddox waltzed into the room and the football players formed a circle around Adrian and Kelsey. “Stand down. Dominic sent me.”

      Ian and Xander crossed their arms across their chests with their feet spread apart. Xander glared. “Prove it.”

      Grant rolled his eyes. As a former Navy Seal and Secret Service agent, he could incapacitate the two football players in seconds, but his boss, Dominic, told him he had to play nice with the kids. “Colton called my boss for help. I’m here to help.”

      “A little fuckin’ late,” Alec mumbled.

      Grant was finding it difficult to keep his cool. “You were told to wait and not take things into your own hands.”

      Xander shrugged but stepped aside.

      Graham and Greg were sitting on the floor against the wall being guarded by a wall of huge linebackers. Graham’s phone rang and Cade snatched it out of the guy’s pocket.

      Grant held his hand out and Cade reluctantly placed the ringing device into his opened palm. Grant glanced at the group. “Keep quiet.”

      He swiped the green button to answer the call. “Hello.” He mumbled the word to try to disguise his voice.

      “Is it done? Did you get the account numbers?”

      “Holy Shit!” Xander whispered.

      They all were shocked to hear Dr. Osborne’s voice come through the line.

      “Yeah. We got it.”

      “Good. Good. Bring it to me. I need to move the money before the feds find it. I’ll make sure you get your cut. Did you take care of them? We don’t need any witnesses. Make sure it looks like a robbery.”

      “Will do.” The call disconnected.

      “Holy Shit!

      “No fuckin way!”

      “Was that the vice president of academic affairs?”

      The questions and comments were all coming at once.

      Grant sighed and plugged a small device into the phone jack. A minute later, he tossed the phone onto the floor next to Graham and walked over to Adrian.

      “Police! Open up.”
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      Adrian had two pillows propping him up, and he was still uncomfortable. He was favoring his left side because of the big hole in his back, but the twisted angle his body was in was pulling at the stitches on his shoulder. Never in a million years did Adrian ever think he would be shot.

      The painkillers they gave him were wearing off and he couldn’t find a position that didn’t hurt. Hospital beds sucked. Paper-thin gowns that exposed his entire back sucked and so did not being able to hold his girl.

      While he was getting sewn up and treated for a gunshot wound, she was being interviewed by the local police and several federal agencies. Dominic’s guy, Grant, had promised to stay with her the entire time. He hoped the man kept his word.

      Tons of people, except for the one he needed to see, had been in and out of his hospital room for the last several hours. He had been stuck with more needles than he cared to think about, run through a battery of tests and examined by doctors, nurses and even a couple of interns. Adrian had reached his limit.

      He was pissed that he was being forced to stay in the hospital overnight. Apparently, the doctors were a little concerned with the amount of blood he lost before getting medical treatment.

      Adrian had forcefully refused to allow the hospital staff to call his parents. They would have caused him even more stress than he was currently experiencing. The nurse was not happy about it until he signed a form allowing Kelsey to access his medical files and make any decisions for him if he was not able to do so.

      A lot of time had passed, and his girl had still not made an appearance. He needed to go find out if she was okay. After the bravery she demonstrated returning to the animal shelter for him knowing that she could be hurt or killed, he needed to wrap her up in his arms and not let go.

      He searched around the room but didn’t see his clothes or phone. Kelsey must still have it with her, and he heard a nurse say that the police had collected his blood-soaked clothes as evidence. He was stuck in the butt-revealing gown.

      Swinging his legs over the side, he paused to allow for the dizziness to pass. Sudden movements did a job on his balance. Adrian reached a hand down to the bed to steady himself. He might be in worse shape than he had originally thought.

      Adrian slid from the bed, landing on the freezing tile in his bare feet. His knees immediately buckled, and he began to crumple to the floor.

      “What the hell, man?” Xander’s arms came around him and Adrian found himself hoisted onto the bed.

      “I need to find Kelsey.”

      “You almost took a header into the floor. You’re not going anywhere. Stay there and we’ll find her.” Xander crossed his arms over his chest in challenge.

      Cade, Alec, and Ian were all crowded into his room.

      Alec leaned against the wall. “I can’t believe that asshole shot you. How ya feel?”

      Adrian shrugged. He wanted to find Kelsey.

      Cade moved forward. “Did you see Hunter’s pass? Knocked the fucker out with his throw. Hands down that would have been a touchdown pass. The feds didn’t believe that was how we took him down.”

      Xander grinned. “You should have seen Ian jump out from the closet and tackle that douche to the floor. He didn’t see it coming.”

      Adrian had to admit, he was sorry he missed it. He would have liked to see Greg’s smug face when he was brought down. “I’m sorry I missed it.” He glanced at the football players who had become his friends. “Thanks, guys. I don’t know how I could possibly thank you. You save both our lives.”

      Cade put his hand out for Adrian to clasp. “That’s what friends are for dude. You’re one of our boys. We take care of our own.”

      One by one they put their fists out for Adrian to bump.

      Xander glanced at the doorway and then back to Adrian. “We’re going to head out. We’ll stop by tomorrow with some decent food. The crap they try to feed you here is disgusting.”

      Adrian gave him a chin lift. “Thanks.”

      He hadn’t watched them leave, so he missed who was waiting to enter the room.

      “Hey.” Kelsey called out in a small voice. She was exhausted, drained, and still shaking. She knew she was running on adrenaline, and she was going to crash soon, but she had to see Adrian.

      When she returned to the animal shelter and saw him on the floor with a blood-soaked towel, she thought she was going to lose him. She had never been more terrified in her life, and she hoped she never would be again. Seeing him vulnerable like that made her want to tear Graham and Greg apart. Kelsey had never been a violent person, but those two made her want to do harm.

      Adrian’s head whipped toward the doorway, and he smiled in relief. “I was so worried about you.”

      Kelsey approached his bed and stopped next to the railing. “You were the one who was shot.”

      “I was still worried.” Adrian reached for her. “Come up here.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “Kelsey, I need to hold you. If you don’t climb up, I’ll come to you.”

      Kelsey shook her head but settled onto the bed next to him. She stretched out on his good side and cuddled close. “I almost lost you.”

      Adrian kissed her temple. “I know the feeling. I love you, Kelsey. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you.”

      Kelsey closed her eyes to savor his words. “I love you too. I know it’s been quick, but you are in my heart, and I want to keep you there.”

      Adrian brushed his lips across hers. He wanted to do more but didn’t have the strength.

      Kelsey rubbed his side with her fingers. “Did you expect Graham and Greg to be that crazy?”

      Adrian shook his head. “They’ve always been dicks, but they were never insane like that.”

      Kelsey leaned up and kissed his lips lightly. “Grant will be here in about five minutes. He said that he was giving us five minutes to do our kissing, hugging, and crying crap, and then he’d debrief us.”

      Adrian gave her a partial smile. He was too tired to do more. With Kelsey in his arms, he could finally relax. “Dr. Hogan was here. She’s getting the place cleaned and repaired. She’s making us take a few days off.”

      “Was she angry?” Kelsey hadn’t thought about the huge mess the shelter was in until now. She hoped their boss wouldn’t blame them.

      “She was furious that we were almost killed. She’s installing cameras and a security system. She’s also getting the back door fixed. That’s how they got inside. The door hadn’t been closed properly.”

      Kelsey tried to hide a giggle, but she couldn’t.

      Adrian dipped his head closer to her. “What’s so funny?”

      “I was just thinking that it’s a good thing there are no cameras now. She would have gotten an eye full today.”

      Adrian nuzzled her neck. “We were getting to the fun stuff when we were interrupted. We’ll have to finish later.”

      Kelsey figured later was probably a few days or more away, but she wasn’t going to remind him of that.

      Grant entered the room in a powerful stride. “Your five minutes are up.”

      Kelsey giggled.

      Grant approached the bed and crossed his arms. “The feds arrested Osborne and the idiot brothers. They also took two other college administrators into custody. After everything that had gone down a couple of months ago, we suspected there were people we missed. Greg and Graham had been involved since the beginning, but we didn’t have enough proof. Their accounts had been frozen as well, but they didn’t handle losing their money like you did.”

      “I had no idea they lost their money too.” Adrian knew having a lot of money or losing it completely changed people.

      Grant continued. “We’ve been keeping watch and trying to follow money trails.”

      Adrian’s eyes narrowed. They had taken his money as well. “You suspected me?”

      Grant sighed. “No. We didn’t think you were involved, but we needed to freeze your accounts. Your whole family’s accounts. We knew there was more money out there, but we couldn’t find it.”

      “By freezing everyone’s assets, you were watching to see who was going to access hidden funds.”

      “It was a little more complicated than that, but it was the basic idea.”

      Adrian didn’t know how he felt about that. Dominic had acted like he believed in him, but obviously, that wasn’t the case.

      “Get that look off your face. Dominic never thought you were involved.”

      “Then why freeze my accounts?” Adrian tried to shift so he was sitting up straighter.

      Grant rubbed the back of his neck. “We needed to freeze your whole family’s accounts. If we didn’t, it would have tipped him off.”

      Adrian’s face paled. “Shit.”

      Kelsey sat up and faced Adrian. “What is it?”

      Adrian swallowed the lump in his throat. He didn’t get along with him, but he never would have thought he was a criminal. “My brother.”

      Grant nodded. “Your brother, Heath, was on our radar for a while, but we needed more proof and also to see who he was getting orders from. As it turned out, Osborne was the last remaining ringleader. He preyed on students who had just graduated from Blackstone with promises of riches and power."

      His brother was in on the plan to kill him and Kelsey. “Did Heath know Osborne gave the order to kill us?” Please say no.

      Kelsey squeezed him in a show of support.

      Grant shook his head. “No. He was in it for the money. Eighty-three million to be exact. Your brother was in major debt after making a couple of bad deals. He wanted the money to bail himself out. He was visibly upset when he was told you were shot. He thought they were only going to scare you.”

      Adrian nodded. “My parents?” Adrian wasn’t close to them, but he felt sick thinking his entire family was in on it.

      “As far as we can tell, they had no part in this. All the accounts will be released within a few days, but we’ll continue to monitor your parents just to make sure. We don’t feel that they are a threat in any way.”

      “Thanks for coming. Please thank Dominic for me.”

      Grant nodded and turned away but stopped at the door. “Things should settle down now. Stay out of trouble.”

      Adrian hugged Kelsey close. “It’s over.”

      Kelsey pulled away to gaze into his beautiful eyes. “No. It’s just beginning.”

      

      If you would like to know what happened to Adrian, Gwen, and the others before Ruined, you can find out in the College Secret Society Trilogy.

      https://books2read.com/HerStriker

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Books by Charlene Raquel

          

        

      

    

    
      Enemies to Loves College Sports Romance:

      Her Striker,

      His Revenge

      Their Vengeance

      

      Sign up for Charlene’s newsletter: Newsletter Sign Up

      

      Like and Follow Charlene on Facebook

      

      Join Charlene’s Facebook Group

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Allure]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Allure © 2022 Lexi Archer

        All rights reserved.

      

      

      
        
        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Blurb

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        He’s an ass from the moment we meet.

        

        He’s also one of my karate instructors so there’s no avoiding him at college or on the mat.

        

        But despite his bullying ways, he’s so damn alluring.

        

        And then I’m attacked.

        

        It changes everything.

        

        Including how I view Declan King…

        

        And how I view my tragic past.
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      Oak Park University. It’s a beautiful campus with a ton of oak trees all over the place. Surprising, I know, considering the name. In the center of the campus is a sprawling park, and that’s the biggest reason why I chose this university over the other twenty-two that I visited.

      My mom arranged for a guy to deliver my stuff to my room, and since the guy kept eyeing me in a way that I didn't appreciate, I opted to let him do his work while I left and am now walking around the park. There's even a swing set complete with monkey bars in the heart of the park, next to a fountain that looks like an oak tree.

      Yeah, they have oaks everywhere. On every brochure and piece of literature that they hand out. On either side of the building names above the main entrances. A bit overkill, if you ask me.

      There aren't too many other students wandering the park now. Only freshmen are moving in today. The rest of the students will be coming tomorrow. We're supposed to have a bunch of orientation stuff to attend later this afternoon, but I plan on skipping that. I can make friends plenty without the need for stupid icebreakers.

      “Tell everyone your name, where you’re from, and your major.”

      Yeah, as if that’s what really makes you tick. How about your biggest pet peeves? Although assholes will be sure to tease you mercilessly about that. Unless you lie… Hmm. I hate it when I order a pizza with hardly any cheese. Seriously, cheese should be its own separate food group.

      Beyond the fountain and the swings are several picnic tables and mini grills. One of those tables has a stack of papers on it. No one seems to be manning the table, though, which is the only reason why I head on over and scan the flyers. All different kinds of clubs. The Oak Express is looking for new writers for the newspaper, although you have to be a sophomore or above to apply. A few art clubs, the theater group, sports… Interesting. There's a karate dojo nearby. Judging by the address, I think it's only a fifteen-minute walk from campus. Rumble Dojo. Not sure I care for the name, but I can't deny that I have plenty of aggression at times. If I hadn't walked away from that guy who's moving my stuff in, I probably would've decked him. Or given him a purple nurple. Or a knee to the balls because some of the remarks he was making? Wholly inappropriate. Wanting to know if I was eighteen yet, if I had ever been with a man, not a boy, if I was comfortable having sex while on my period because I couldn’t possibly get pregnant then, did I know that?

      Like, what the fuck, dude. You're almost thirty. I don't mind dating a guy who is a few years older than I am. Okay, so once I was with a guy who was ten years older than I was. Fifteen to twenty-five, but that had been a mistake. Just like every other guy I've fallen for. I have this seriously terrible knack for falling for guys who are no good for me, but at least I don't actually date any of them. Saves me from heartache even if I am a little messed up in the head some.

      Aren’t we all fucked up one way or another? No one is perfect, and I really do believe that normal is just a setting on a dryer.

      By now, Inappropriate Commenter should be done moving in my stuff. If not… Well, let’s just say he better be done.

      I head back toward Orchard House, the female dormitory for freshmen. The one major drawback about Oak Park University is that the freshmen dorms are not coed. Once you’re a sophomore, you can go into a coed dorm. Like having the freshmen girls and guys are going to stop us from having sex if that’s what we want. This isn’t the Puritans. We aren’t Quakers, and I’m sure most of the freshmen aren’t virgins.

      Whether or not I am isn’t something I’m willing to share.

      As I enter the building, Inappropriate Commenter is walking my way. He grins at me, leering at my top. It’s not like it’s that lowcut. I’m wearing short shorts because it’s in the low nineties, and a tank top. Nothing overly sexy, but he makes me feel like I’m nothing more than a piece of meat.

      “Everything’s up in your room for you,” he says. “I just brought up the last of it, but if you want me to help you make your bed… if you want me to help break it in for you…”

      “If you want me to not knee you in the balls, I suggest you get going,” I say sweetly.

      His features contort with rage. “What the hell? You stupid cunt, if you don’t give me a tip—”

      “You’ll be lucky if I don’t tell my mom about how you wanted to shove your cock inside me the entire time instead of doing your job. Now get the hell out of my face.”

      Muttering under his breath and shooting me glowers that make me glad looks can’t kill, he marches out of there. I don’t move from the spot until I spy him climb into his truck and drive off.

      Good riddance, asshole.

      I head over to the stairs since the line for the elevator is long. My room is 243, so I only have to climb one flight anyhow. Boxes are all over the place, but there's nothing on the bed except for my sheets. Wait, he did open the box labeled bedding. That fucker really did want to try to convince me to spread my legs for him.

      Not a chance, bud.

      I get to work unpacking my clothes and putting them on hangers. I pick the closet closest to the door as well as the desk right there too. Inappropriate Commenter put my bedding on the bottom bunk, but I have no preference.

      I’ve gotten all of my clothes either hanging up in half of the closet or else tucked in my drawers and have started to put away my shoes when the door opens. In walks in a lovely girl with large dark brown eyes and wavy dark hair. Her complexion is a perfect golden hue that makes me pea green with envy. She’s maybe a little overweight, but her smile is charming.

      “Hi, I’m Dawn Melton,” she says, shifting the box in her arms so she can shake my hand. “You must be—”

      “Brooke Adams, your roommate.” I take her box from her. “Which bed do you want?”

      “The bottom, if that’s all right,” she says shyly. “I know it’s stupid, but I am terrified of heights. Even short ones like the top bunk.”

      “No worries,” I assure her, placing the box next to my bedding, which I then grab and toss onto the top bunk. “I didn’t care one way or the other.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah, because I’m heartless and will force the girl who has a height phobia to be on the top bunk.” I make a face.

      She giggles. “Thanks for understanding.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I assure her.

      “Gotta. Get a bunch more,” she says.

      “Do you have anyone to help you?”

      “My mom’s a nurse. She got called into work last minute. She was going to help me, but it’s no big deal.” She shrugs.

      “I’ll help.”

      “Aw, you’re sweet, but no. I got this.”

      “Too bad.” I beat her out the door to the hallway and then hesitate. “I need to know which car is yours.”

      Dawn shakes her head. “You’re stubborn, you know that?”

      “There are worse things to be called,” I say. “I’ll take it.”

      We laugh and talk the entire trip down the stairs and to her sweet ride and back to the room. Apparently, going up and down the stairs is fine, so long as she doesn't look down at her feet.

      After two more trips, Dawn insists that I finish unpacking. Before I can relent, my cell rings.

      “Momma bear,” I tell her with a groan. “If I don’t answer, she’s liable to call campus police.”

      “Then you better answer.” Dawn tilts her head to the side. “Unless you think the campus police might have some hotties on the squad?”

      “Eh, I’m not sure the chances are good on that account.”

      She huffs a dramatic sigh. Probably not.”

      We both laugh, and she waves before heading out the door again.

      I answer before the call can be cut off. “Hey, Mom. I’m here. I’m alive, and I’m unpacking.”

      “Oh, good. Jeffrey called to say that he finished. I’m trying to decide how much to tip him.”

      “Don’t,” I say flatly.

      “Brooke, he did you a service, and you know how I feel about tipping—”

      “He was completely inappropriate,” I say firmly. “If you tip him, he’ll pull that same shit—”

      “Brooke!”

      “—with other girls, and he shouldn’t be encouraged. Your tip money could cause him to not just talk about how ripe a girl’s chest looks, but cause him to have the balls to reach out and grab them to see if they’re real or not.”

      My mom says nothing.

      Shit. She’s going to be all freaked out now. She’s always been a worrywart, and I probably just set that off full bore. Awesome.

      “How close is your dorm to the campus police?” she asks.

      “No idea. No need to worry about that.”

      “I beg to differ,” she says stiffly. “If he really made inappropriate comments and you aren’t exaggerating…”

      “Mom, why would I lie?”

      She says nothing.

      I grind my teeth. This isn't the first time my mom hasn't believed me. She thinks I have an overactive imagination, but the truth is, she just doesn't like to face facts. My mom would rather go through life thinking the best of people even when they're demons masquerading as men.

      Masquerading as her husband and my father.

      “Well, have you met your roommate yet?” she asks, her tone a bit stiff. She’s trying to get off the phone now, and I should let her.

      “Yeah, she’s great. I think we’re going to get along really well.”

      “That’s wonderful, honey.”

      There’s a pause, but before I can suggest that I get back to packing, she says something that has me groaning inwardly.

      “You should head over to the police and introduce yourself. Make sure they know your name. Bring them doughnuts. They’ll appreciate that, and then if anything should happen, if you need them, they’ll be willing to bend over backward to help you. But only if you truly need them. Not any of that… attention-seeking stuff.”

      I say nothing because how can I respond to that?

      “Maybe you can continue doing yoga,” she says brightly.

      She thinks yoga helps me. Honestly, I tried it to help battle some of my demons. Did it help any? Nope, but my mom thinks otherwise. Truth be told, that’s only because I stopped sharing with her some of the shit I have to deal with on the regular.

      “Mom,” I say firmly, “you don’t have to worry. Everything will be fine.”

      “I wish you would’ve picked a college closer to home.”

      Fat chance of that. I hate that house. It has way too many terrible memories. Mom just doesn’t like to be in the mansion all by herself now that Father’s dead.

      I clear my throat. “I’m fine.”

      “Fine is one of those bullshit words,” she says.

      I roll my eyes. She’s allowed to curse, but I’m not. Fuck that.

      “You can say you’re fine until you’re blue in the face, but I won’t believe you.”

      Yeah, because she never believes a word I say.

      I blow out a breath. “I’m going to start taking karate classes,” I blurt out, thinking about the flyer I saw earlier. “That way, I won’t have to butter up and fatten up the cops. I mean, if they have to chase down a guy, we don’t want them to be overweight, right?”

      I wince and look toward the door, but Dawn hasn't returned yet. So she's packing a few extra pounds. That happens to me every year between November and December, thanks to the holidays. I always have to devote January and February to getting those pounds off.

      “Karate?” Mom sounds skeptical. “I don’t know about that. You might get hurt.”

      "The point is to learn self-defense, so I won't get hurt."

      “Well, maybe try a lesson or two. See how it goes, and if it’s not for you, there’s no harm in quitting.”

      “Geez, thanks, Mom. I didn’t realize that you wanted me to fail.”

      “It’s not failing if you quit something you aren’t good at.”

      Ouch. Fuck me, but she really knows how to cut you to the quick. Nothing I ever do is good enough for her, but then she’s hated me ever since I tried to tell her the truth about Father.

      “I need to finish unpacking.”

      And I hang up before she can say another word.

      I thought when my father died that I wouldn’t have to deal with any shit from a parental figure again. Boy, had I been wrong. Not that my mom is anything like my father was, but still. She’s in Florida, and I’m in California, and I love that there are so many miles between us. They say absence makes the heart grow fonder, but that’s not going to be the case here, not on either side, and I’m not going to cry over that.
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      Dawn is torn about whether or not to go to the orientation stuff. I get the feeling she might be a little shy and is worried about friends. She doesn’t need to worry, though. I might try to keep my head down and not make any waves, or at least that’s the plan, but she and I are going to be tight. I can just tell.

      “You can go ahead,” I tell her. “That’s not really my thing.”

      “It’s not really mine, either,” she admits, “but I’m nervous. Aren’t you?”

      I shrug.

      “Did a lot of kids from your high school come here?” she asks.

      “Nope. I’m the only one. A fresh start.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you at all?”

      I shake my head and make a face. “Nah. Why would it? I mean, sure, I had friends in high school, but it’s time to move on, to move forward. Besides, I’m from Florida.”

      “Oh, wow,” she murmurs. “That’s so far away.”

      “A wonderful distance,” I assure her.

      She eyes me. “It almost seems like you’re running away.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far,” I protest, “and besides, my mom knows where I am.”

      “My parents both attended the university. This is where they met. It was always just assumed that I would go here too.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Why?” She lifts her eyebrows and bites her lower lip.

      “You felt like you had no choice.”

      “Oh, no. It’s not like that at all. I wanted to come here. It’s fine.”

      “Did a lot of kids from your high school come here?”

      She shakes her head. “Most went to Berkeley.”

      “Gotcha.”

      “I’m gonna go,” she announces. “What’s your cell? If you want to meet up later, we can, or if you change your mind…”

      "Not happening." I take her cell, plug in my number, and send myself a text with a smiley face so I have her number. "The meeting up later for us to hang out? That can totally happen, but the orientation, that's all you, hon."

      She laughs, and I think some of her nerves have settled a bit. Good.

      Our room is basically all unpacked, and I opt to head back to the park, specifically to that table with the flyers. There are more freshmen milling about now, some even swinging, but I ignore them and grab the flyer.

      Hmm. It lists the class times. Adults can have one free class before they have to register, and the one for Monday starts at four-fifteen. That gives me a little bit of time to myself before I’ll have to get changed and ready to head on over.

      I head back over to Orchard House. I’m actually not parked too far from where Dawn parked. As a present for starting college, my mom bought me a second car. I wasn’t about to drive across the country in mine, so I have my car back there, too, although I told Mom to sell mine. I don’t need two cars, and I can just fly back home if I want.

      Only, home hasn’t felt like home in the longest time.

      It had been a prison.

      That’s why I had to put as much distance between me and there. Although I suppose I could’ve gone to school in Alaska or at least Seattle, but come on. I’m a Florida girl. I freeze if the temp hits fifty. Hell, I don’t even like it when it’s below seventy.

      But Mom is convinced I’m coming back often.

      She’s wrong.

      Delusional.

      She’s always been blinded to the truth.

      It’s a Porsche 718 Spyder. All silver. At least she didn’t spend a super exorbitant amount of money on me. I always hate it when she does because it makes me feel… I don’t know. Undeserving. Tainted.

      I don’t want anything from my father. He’s dead. He’s gone, and that’s enough for me, but he still is finding ways to haunt me.

      No matter. I’ll find a way to sell this. Donate the money. I’ll figure out transportation later.

      But that's the thing. All of my mom's money is tied back to my father, and my savings are too. For now, at least, I have no choice but to use his money.

      Jet lag hits me, and I take a nap and then shower and change into my yoga gear because, honestly, I have no idea what else to wear. I climb into my Spyder, cursing my father the entire drive over. Maybe I should've walked, but it's fun. Everything will be fine.

      Man, why does it seem like Dawn’s nerves have transferred over to me? Fun times. Not.

      As soon as I walk in, there’s a slight odor. Body odor? It’s not heavy, but there’s definitely sweat in the air. I guess that’s not too surprising.

      A fair amount of people are walking around in bare feet. They’re wearing white tops and pants with various colored belts tied around their waists, the knots in the middle huge. There’s a rack on the wall with so many colored belts on it, white at the bottom then yellow, orange, green, blue, purple, red, brown, and black.

      Outside of a few glances, no one approaches me, and I stand there, water bottle in hand, keys in the other, not sure what to do, where to go. The class starts in ten minutes.

      Just then, a guy exits a room. Locker room, maybe? It's down the hall, so I can't tell, but I'm not worried about the room. He's well over six feet tall, and he's facing my way, talking to someone so I can see just how large his lips are. His black hair is curly, tamed, not wild.

      Holy hell is he hot as fuck. He looks to be maybe twenty, twenty-one.

      I’ve always had a thing for older guys, especially ones that I shouldn’t want to be with. Guys who are unavailable. Already in a relationship, married, emotionally unwilling to be with someone long-term.

      Wait, that last one is me.

      I take a few steps toward Hunk when a woman comes up beside me.

      “Your first class?” she asks.

      “Um, yeah. Unless I had to call first to schedule that?”

      “No, no. It’s fine. It’s nice that you picked a Monday. Sensei isn’t always here to teach classes personally, but he always makes sure that he does on Mondays and Fridays. Come. You can take your sandals off in the locker room. This way.”

      She brings me to the locker room. The one for women is the first one, the guys beyond it.

      The woman is short. Seriously short. Maybe five feet but not any taller than that. She looks a little like a puff in her white top.

      She notices my looking. “This is a Gi top,” she explains. “If you sign on, you’ll get one. The pants, too, and a white belt.”

      Hers is brown.

      “You’ve been training for a while,” I assume.

      “Three years now. I was hoping to have my black belt by now, but I became pregnant with my fourth child. I trained until I was eight months pregnant, though, and was back on the mat four weeks after I gave birth.”

      “That’s insane.”

      “Well, when you want something bad enough…” She holds out her hand. “I’m Jackie.”

      “Brooke. It’s nice to meet you.”

      “You look like you have the look of a fighter,” she says.

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means that you look like you carry yourself well. Some women, they walk with their heads down, their steps short, small. It makes them look weak.”

      “Like a target.”

      “Exactly. Sorry. I’m sure you don’t want to hear me ramble on. You look like you’re… eighteen?”

      I nod.

      “Yeah, you don’t want to hear the ramblings of a thirty-four-year-old.” She laughs.

      I grin at her and then hear a bit of moving around outside of the locker room. I quickly take off my sandals and look around at the cubbies.

      “They aren’t assigned. Just put your sandals wherever you want, and we can get lined up,” Jackie says.

      I shove my keys into a space first, my sandals on top, and follow her over to an area with a bunch of chairs. There are huge windows for any observers to watch what's happening on the red and blue mat.

      A short man, maybe five-six, rushes out of the hallway. He's the only one to be wearing black pants and a black Gi top, and he claps his hands twice. "All right, everyone. On the mat. Line up."

      I fall into line. There are about a dozen of us.

      "You." The man motions me over. "You're new?"

      “Yes, sir.” I don’t know why the sir came out, but he demands respect.

      “Sensei, not sir. I’m Ivar Drakenberg, the sensei of this dojo. May I ask your name?”

      “Brooke Adams.”

      “How did you learn about Rumble Dojo, Brooke Adams?”

      “From a flyer on campus.”

      “Ah, wonderful.” He grins. His skin is porcelain, his head bald, but I think he shaves it. He’s built like a boulder, and he puts his hands on his hips as he appraises me. Then, he points to the window. “As you can see, we line up in order of rank. Black belts then brown and so on.”

      “I’m not even white, so I’ll be last.”

      “Yes, but last can be first. It just takes a single step to start one’s karate journey, a journey that can last your entire lifetime if you let it. When I first stepped onto the mat—”

      “Sensei?”

      “Yes, Declan King?”

      Hottie. Even his name is hot. I try not to stare at him.

      "Do you want me to start warm-ups? Or are you going to talk the poor new girl's ears off and make it so she won't even step onto the mat?"

      I narrow my eyes at Declan. “There’s nothing wrong with talking,” I say, “and I’ll be on the mat.”

      "For tonight, maybe." He shrugs, giving me a once-over, clearly not seeing anything about me that screams fighter.

      “He’s not even wearing the uniform,” I say.

      "He'll get changed. I don't think he planned on doing class tonight, not originally, but Declan King is right. You should step onto the mat and warm-up. The last thing I want is for you to become sore or injured and never come back."

      I nod to him, almost feeling like that’s not enough, and I hurry onto the mat. The others are just finishing jumping jacks and are moving onto various stretches.

      Stretches I can do, but what I don’t care for is the way Declan teases and pokes and prods at everyone. No one seems to care, and maybe he’s just teasing them, and I’m reading too much into it, but when he tries to get a guy to stretch his back more and pushes on his lower back some, the expression on the guy’s face has me wanting to snap at Declan, but he’s already moving on.

      Down the line.

      Toward me.

      We're stretching with our legs spread as much as we can, trying to reach as far ahead of us as we can. You would think that, with my attempting yoga, I would be more flexible than I am, but I think I mixed up yoga and meditation, and neither really did anything for me.

      “Spread your legs wider,” he tells me.

      I try, but they don’t really move.

      “You can pick up a leg and move it,” he says with a. snort.

      I glower at him and make a point of picking up my left leg.

      Oh, I can move it wider. Damn him. Arrogance and cockiness have always been a turnoff for me.

      “Other leg too,” he says, sounding bored.

      I comply.

      “Now stretch down the middle. Keep reaching. More. More. To here.” He moves his foot to a spot.

      Like I want to touch his feet. Maybe this isn't the activity for me. I hate feet. Always have and always will. Doesn't matter if they're well-groomed or not. Feet just weird me out. His are well-groomed, I can't help but notice, but I still won't try that.

      He squats down. "Newbie not even willing to try hard with warm-ups. You aren't gonna make it."

      “You have no idea what I’m capable of.”

      Declan snorts and rolls his eyes. “Oh, yeah? Prove it to yourself. No one else cares if you sink or swim.”

      He strolls off, moving us through a different exercise, but damn him, I try to reach a little farther, a little farther… my back appreciates the stretch even though I’ve never had my chest come this close to the floor before, and I smirk to myself as I realize my fingertips almost reached where his foot had been.

      “Come on, Newbie! Keep up!” he calls.

      Ugh, I hate him. When is Sensei going to get onto the mat?
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      Sensei comes in after we finish warm-ups, and he has us do a series of punches and kicks. Well, just front punches for the white belts and me. There are two other white belts, both guys. One looks to be in his sixties, and the other is maybe around Jackie's age.

      Yellow through blue, Sensei has them practice hook punches, and the rest of the belts he has do a combination of hooks and uppercuts.

      After that, we practice kicks. A simple front leg front kick for the lowest belts and others for the upper ones, but I just kick and kick and kick and then switch my stance. We have to stand with one leg forward, the other back at all times. Something about balance.

      Man, am I a weakling. I feel tired already. My arms and legs are sore, but I just continue until Sensei has us form a half-circle, again, lining up in order of ranking. Declan is across from me, but I pointedly keep my gaze on Sensei, who starts to talk about grappling and uses Declan to demonstrate different moves. Basically, grappling is fighting on the ground.

      For the lower belts, we're just supposed to go into guard and then mount before letting our partner do the same. The guard position is when you're on your back with your legs wrapped around your opponent. You can move your opponent away from you by moving your legs back or pulling your opponent closer so you can hit them with your fists and elbows. The one in control in the guard position is the one on the bottom, but in the mount position, you're in control if you're on top. The other person is beneath you, and you're supposed to have your arms up and under their armpits, chest to chest, your butt down low.

      Both positions are a bit awkward-looking to me, but I don’t dare mention that. To my horror, Sensei partners up the two white belts.

      “You’ll stay over here,” he points, shifting me over to the side, away from everyone, and he has the white belts go back and forth with the positions over and over as he gives harder grappling moves to the upper belts.

      I try to watch what he's showing, but from this angle, I can't quite see what's going on, and he doesn't seem to be describing the moves in as many details, so maybe the students have done these particular moves before. When he asks if there are any questions, there aren't any, which makes me think I'm right.

      My heart starts to pound as Sensei heads back toward me. He corrects the younger of the two white belts on how to have his underhooks in, his arms under the other man’s armpits. I couldn’t tell what he had wrong, but he’s definitely lower down on the guy now, which is the goal. The lower you are, the more control you have.

      At least, that’s what Sensei says.

      Finally, Sensei comes over to me. “Declan King.”

      Fuck.

      Declan takes his time walking over, a smug look on his face.

      “Have you had any karate training before?” Sensei asks.

      “None.”

      “Would you feel comfortable trying to get to positions grappling with Declan? I just want to see what you know.”

      I gape at Sensei. I just told him I have no training whatsoever. This is going to be embarrassing. Declan has one of those lean but muscular builds that suggests he could easily pick me up and throw me over his shoulder as if he’s a caveman and I’m his woman.

      Which I am not and will never be.

      “If you aren’t willing to,” Sensei starts.

      “She’s not,” Declan says, his tone almost gloating.

      What the fuck is his problem with me? Why is he always trying to cut me down to size?

      Although, despite his being an ass about it, he did motivate me to get into that stretch deeper than I would’ve thought possible, and my back is properly stretched out to the point that I don’t have any back pain.

      “I am,” I spit out, glaring at Declan and lifting my chin. I’m the only one sitting out of the three of us, but I refuse to look intimidated.

      Declan can’t hurt me.

      "Would you prefer to start in guard or in mount?" Sensei asks. "Normally, when we grapple, we'll start in position with one knee up and the other down, and you attempt to take control from there, but this is merely to gauge where you are."

      I nod and don’t hesitate. “Guard.”

      Declan throws back his head and roars. He has perfect teeth. Braces, I bet, and probably expensive teeth whitening procedures.

      He gets down, and I wrap my legs around him.

      “Hook your ankles,” Sensei advises. “Let her pull you in close. Yes, like that. And now away. Do you see? If you have control of the hips, you have control of their entire body. They’re limited if they can’t control their hips.”

      “Okay.”

      “Now, just try and see if you can force Declan onto his back so you can mount him.”

      Holy fuck. I have my legs wrapped around the guy as it is, and now I have to mount him? Who knew that karate could sound so damn dirty?

      I’m flushed already, I can tell, but I don’t let that stop me, and I try to pull him close.

      “Hey,” he says.

      “Piss off,” I grunt and try to force him back.

      Only he doesn’t go anywhere.

      “Hey,” he repeats, smirking wider now.

      Frustrated, I try to shove him away with all of my might, and he doesn’t budge, not until he glances at Sensei. Then, Declan lets me move him back, but how does that help me? I need us to flip, and the only way I can think about doing that is like in the bedroom, when you’re changing sexual positions, so I draw him in close again, wrap my hands around the back of his neck, and bump my hips. I have to try a few times, but I finally get us to roll over.

      Only my legs are now pinned beneath him. This isn't the mount position at all. I screwed up. I try to get my legs free, but Declan is already rolling us back over, so I'm in guard again.

      “Can’t you tell me—”

      “Declan, don’t answer her. Let her try. I want to see how her mind works,” Sensei says.

      Fuck. What’s the harm in either of them telling me what to do and my trying it? I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. And besides, I had been asking Sensei for help, not Declan. I don’t think that fucker would give me a hint if his life depended on it.

      I try a few more times, and I realize I have to open up my guard, but then I realize just how exposed I am, and I know that Declan is just sitting there, letting me do whatever I want to his body. He's going easy on me, and that's frustrating the piss out of me because the whole point of learning karate is to learn self-defense, and how can I learn to defend myself when my opponent in the real world isn’t going to take it easy on me at all?

      Finally, Sensei says that’s enough, and I have to rotate in with the two white belts. They’re all sweaty and gross, and I try not to think about that as I go from mount and then roll over so they can get between my legs. There’s nothing sexual at all on the mat, despite how it sounds.

      At long last, Sensei announces that class is over, and he asks me to see him in his office once I’m ready. I nod and follow the others off the mat.

      Jackie grins. “You did great!”

      "I felt like a flopping fish out of the water," I admit.

      “We all know nothing in the beginning. The only way to keep growing and learning is to come back again and again. I would love to chat more, but I gotta hit the grocery store before I get home and make dinner. I hope to see you again!”

      She rushes out of there before I can do much more than wave.

      I put on my sandals. They’re cute, with rhinestones along the perimeter and down the line between my toes and around my ankle. Otherwise, I wouldn’t wear them. I dislike feet so much that I don’t want others to see mine either.

      When I exit the locker room, Declan is saying goodbye to another student before eyeing me. He says nothing, but that stupid smirk remains on his face.

      “Don’t say anything to me,” I snap.

      “I wasn’t going to.”

      “Good, because I don’t care for anything you have to say. You aren’t God’s gift to karate.”

      “Never said I was.” He shrugs, crossing his arms. He’s wearing a sleeveless shirt, so I can watch his muscles pop with the movement. Ugh. Why is he allowed to wear whatever he wants on the mat? Clearly, he has some training.

      “You just need to stand back and not get in the way so I can learn self-defense, all right?” I snap at him. “Or if we are partners again, don’t you fucking dare—”

      “Language,” he says mildly as a high schooler passes around us.

      I glare at Declan. “Don’t go easy on me again. I need to be pushed, do you understand?”

      “Pushed.” He snorts. “You can’t learn karate if you aren’t willing to listen, and you didn’t even want to do the stretches to the best of your abilities. Give it up, girl. Just head to the gym already and run some more. See if you can make that flat ass of yours any flatter.”

      My nostrils flare, and my eyes have to be flashing.

      “Speechless, huh, cardio bunny?” He chuckles and finally walks away, heading toward the front door.

      I watch him go. My ass isn’t flat. Is it?

      Fucker.

      I head to Sensei’s office. He swivels away from his computer.

      “Well, Brooke Adams? What did you think?”

      “I think I’ll sign up.”

      “Perfect!” He claps, stands, hurries out of the office to walk off to a closet that has uniforms inside. He hands me some, which I try on in the locker room. It’s too big, but the next size down is perfect. Then, he shows me how to tie a belt, but that’s going to take some practice to master.

      Once I set up a payment method, I’m good to go, but outside, I see a fancy sports car drive off, and I just know that’s Declan. Ugh. I can’t stand him already, but I will not submit to a bully. I will continue to take lessons. While I know I told my mom about karate just to get her off my back and to stop worrying about me, I can’t deny that learning how to defend myself is probably a good idea.

      As it is, I didn’t know how to defend myself before, and it almost cost me my soul.
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      To say I’m seriously annoyed with Declan is an understatement. As soon as I reach my car, I slam my water bottle, empty, into its spot in the center console and then retrieve my cell from the glove compartment.

      You probably made the right choice.

      Poor Dawn.

      Want to duck out of there? I text her back.

      Immediately, she responds. Yes. Dinner? On campus or somewhere else?

      Hmm. I scope out the restaurants near the dojo and settle on an Italian place that’s highly rated.

      How about DiMaggio’s?

      Works for me! I’ll text you once I’m there.

      Perfect.

      I head on over. DiMaggio’s is actually within sight of the dojo, and I manage to snag a spot right in front. That really surprises me, but I’m so happy about that. It’s prime time for dinner, and this place looks like it’s hopping.

      Instead of bothering to stay sitting in my car, I climb out, stretch my legs a bit, and lean against my car’s door as I wait for her. It’s a beautiful day out, but I’m tired. Honestly, I think I’ll be hitting the hay once we get back to campus.

      Dawn comes, and she has to drive around for a bit to find a parking spot. I probably should’ve put our names in but too late now. She waved to me as she made the rounds, so as soon as she parked, she came on over.

      “Have you eaten here before?” I ask her.

      “Yes. My parents dragged me here for a visit, and the university is the only one I ended up applying to.”

      “Wow. Bold much? What if they hadn’t accepted you?”

      "There was no doubt they would," she mumbles, her cheeks turning pink, making her golden complexion look even prettier.

      I tilt my head to the side. “Oh, yeah? You a genius?”

      “I wouldn’t say that, no.” She grimaces. “I am smart enough to have gotten in on my own, but I guess I’ll never know for certain.”

      “Because of your parents being alumni.”

      "Yep, and my mom's on the board, so…"

      “Oh, wow. Don’t worry. I’m sure your parents didn’t have to pull any strings.”

      “I hope not. I guess we’ll see how my grades are for the first semester. That’ll prove things or not, one way or the other.”

      We head on inside, and we're told the wait will be close to an hour. That's fine, and we stand and then sit and chat, getting to know each other until we're finally called back. The wait had been more like forty-five minutes. It could've been worse.

      After we order—the tour of Italy for Dawn, rigatoni alla carbonara for me as well as Caesar salads for us both—I lean back and eye Dawn.

      “How was karate?” she asks.

      “Not terrible.”

      “Not good?”

      “Well, there’s just this one guy. Declan King.”

      “What a name.”

      “Right? A hot name, and he’s hot. I can’t deny that There’s something… alluring about him.”

      I hesitate, thinking about how my legs had been wrapped around him, about how I had pulled him close. If he weren’t such an asshole, I would be willing to feature him in my next fantasy when I masturbate. A girl has needs, okay? But I’m not that desperate.

      “But he was such an ass. I think he tries too hard to be funny, but he’s just belittling people, and they take the abuse without batting an eye. Guess they’re used to it, but it just doesn’t sit well with me.”

      “Oh, man, that sucks.”

      “Yeah, and he doesn’t want me to come back.”

      “Are you going to?”

      “Hell yeah! I’m not going to let a bully dictate how I live my life! But…”

      “But what?”

      “I don’t know.” I fidget in my seat. “He said my ass is flat.”

      “So he was checking you out.”

      “A flat ass isn’t a good thing,” I mumble.

      “Yeah, my ass is too big to be flat,” she says with a laugh. “I have curves… and rolls.”

      “It’s not that I care about his opinion of me because I don’t, but he went out of his way to say that, to tell me I should go and join a gym instead, run on a treadmill. He called me a cardio bunny.”

      Dawn makes a face. “He really does sound like the worst,” she commiserates, “but he shouldn’t be at all the classes, right?”

      “I sure hope not,” I tell her.

      Our waitress brings over our drinks and our salads. We dig in, and I refuse to spend another second worrying about that bully Declan.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I wake horny as hell. I don’t recall what any of my dreams had been about, and that’s just as well because if any had been about Declan, I would rather not know.

      Instead of trying to remember, I hop in the shower. I took one last night after we got back from the amazing meal last night. So damn good. The salad had the perfect amount of dressing without being too much, and my main course? Simply divine. I mean, you can’t go wrong with any Italian dish that features bacon. We split a massive cannoli, and I was afraid you would have to wheel me out of there.

      But I need the time in the shower that we share with the two girls on the other side of the bathroom so I can work out some of this frustrating sexual tension. I pointedly don’t think about any males who like to order people around on a mat and instead choose a Hollywood hunk to star in my vision as I finger myself while hot water pounds on my back. My climax isn’t all that satisfying, though, which isn’t a surprise. I can’t always make myself orgasm, and even if I can, more times than not, it’s weak.

      I don't dare to try to examine why that's the case, wash up, rinse, and get out. The other students come back to campus today, and there is more freshman orientation shit that I plan on skipping. Today, I'm just going to lay low, maybe walk around a bit, and, if I'm up for it, I'll go to karate class tonight. It's at five, the adult class. There are a ton of kid classes scheduled at various times for various belt levels, but there's only ever one adult class. For the rest of the week, the adult classes are much later, seven or eight. That might be better, although I think I might prefer the earlier times since that means I can eat dinner afterward without it being too late. I'm not sure I would want to eat a heavy meal before a class.

      When the time comes to get ready for class, it’s not hard to put on the Gi top, although I have to fumble a bit to figure out which strings go with which one to tie. There are two sets. And then the belt… Yeah, I’ll try to figure that out at the dojo.

      Dawn’s talking to our suitemates, the girls we share the bathroom with, when I have to head on out. I wave to them, not wanting to interrupt, and drive over to the dojo. I’ll probably walk over occasionally, but for now, until I get used to the route, driving seems like the better option.

      As soon as I enter, though, I realize Dawn’s wrong. Maybe Declan does come to every class because he’s already here, and this time, he’s wearing his Gi top. It’s white, like everyone else’s, but he’s wearing black pants.

      And a black belt.

      No wonder Sensei likes to use Declan as his volunteer to demonstrate moves. Shit.

      When he spies me as I head toward the locker room, he shakes his head. “What’s wrong, New Girl? Too scared to even attempt to tie your own belt?”

      I glance around to make sure no teenagers are around before I stomp up to him. “What’s wrong, asshole? Can’t remember my name? Smoke too much weed?”

      “I don’t smoke anything, if you must know.”

      “Don’t really care, but if you call me New Girl one more time—”

      “Hey.” He spreads out his arms. “It’s the truth. You can’t deny that.”

      The hot fucker has a point, and I hate him for it.

      “I mean, which would you prefer?” he asks. “New Girl or Flat Ass?”

      “Which do you prefer? Asshole or Fucker?”

      For as dark as his hair is, his eyes are a light brown color. Those eyes narrow, and his nostrils flare ever so slightly. I probably shouldn’t be verbally sparring with him, but I can’t help it. When someone pushes me, I’ve always pushed back.

      Just ask Kyle Murphy. He pushed me on the blacktop when we were in kindergarten. I jumped up and shoved him down. I landed on my rump and had been fine other than getting the wind knocked out of me and my pride being wounded, but Kyle? Both of his knees had cut open, and he got blood on his shorts. The teacher saw the whole thing and didn’t really scold either of us.

      I’ve dealt with bullies before. You can even consider my father a bully to some extent.

      “Go ahead. Press your luck, but you’ll be the one crying later.”

      “I don’t cry,” I inform him. “Do your worst.”

      And he does. He doesn't just lead warm-ups. This time, he teaches the class. Turns out that Declan King is a joshu, which means he's an assistant instructor, and he has us do leg kicks.

      Which means we partner up and take turns trying to hit the perfect spot where we crush the quad muscle between the bone and our shin. My leg buckles every time because I’m paired up with Jackie, and she hits that accursed spot every time. I miss more than I hit, but she tells me if I’m too high or too low.

      Of course, we switch so both legs can feel the utter agony, and by the time class is over, I can barely walk.

      “How did you like class, newbie?” Declan calls out.

      I eye him. “That the best you got?” I ask. “Because if you mean to run me off, you have to do better than that.”

      He grins as if accepting that as a personal challenge.

      What the hell? Shouldn’t he want there to be more students for the dojo, not less? Why does he want me to fail so damn badly?

      I'm a lot of things. I might have a lot of personal demons, but one way I've taken to trying to battle them is not ever quit. I can be a real stubborn prick, and the harder Declan tries to get me to quit, the more likely I am to stick it out just to spite him.

      Before class started, Jackie helped me with my belt and told me that the quickest track to becoming a black belt takes three years, maybe longer. It depends on when Sensei feels that you’re ready to test.

      The thought of dealing with Declan and his shit for three years doesn’t exactly excite me, but I dealt with my father and his abuse for a hell of a lot longer than that, and I endured it. I’m not lying when I say I can handle anything Declan dishes out.

      I just shouldn’t have to.
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      I’m not nearly as sweaty after class today like I was yesterday, and when I watch the other women get changed out of their karate clothes into street clothes before leaving, I figure I’ll start to do the same. I don’t care if my karate attire gets me strange looks, but it’s so pristine white, and I want my uniform to remain perfect.

      Thinking about perfection makes me think of Declan and his stupid perfect teeth, and I huff as I open my car door. Dawn and I should probably eat on campus today. Check out the cafeteria. The food is supposedly really good here, and I do have a meal plan. Might as well make use of it. I just ate a protein bar for breakfast, and for lunch today, Dawn went out to get us Chick-fil-A. I just love chicken. Chicken and sushi are my favorite sources of protein. Seriously, I could eat chicken seven days a week and not get tired of it.

      Before I can grab my phone to see if Dawn texted me at all, my phone rings. I grab it out of the glove compartment and groan when I see who’s calling.

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “Hi, honey. How are you?”

      “Good. Hungry. Just finished my second karate class.”

      “Oh, that’s wonderful, dear.”

      Dear. Shit. She only calls me that when she wants something from me.

      “What do you need?” I ask cautiously.

      “Why do you sound so apprehensive?” she asks with a laugh. “I was wondering if you want to meet up for dinner.”

      I blink a few times, trying to process this.

      “You… You’re in California?”

      “Yes, dear.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I was talking to Sylvia, and she was talking about what a nice dinner she had to send off her daughter to college, and I know we did have a nice meal here in Florida, but… you’re so far away, and I miss you already. The house is just so big and lonesome without you… and your father… but if you have plans already… you probably do…”

      No one can guilt trip like my mom can. No one.

      I wearily rub my forehead. “Sure, yeah, fine. Whatever.”

      “Great,” she chirps, not at all picking up on my reluctance. “I made dinner reservations for us for seven at Bruno’s.”

      Of course she made reservations. She’s just like my father, thinking I’ll cave and bend to their every whim.

      “Bruno’s?”

      "It's a fine-dining Italian restaurant. I know how much you love Italian food."

      I do, but I just had Italian food. I don’t bother to mention that, though, and tell her I’ll be there before seven.

      My mom has a knack for being late for everything. I’ve always hated that, so I strive to be ten minutes early everywhere. I’m not surprised that I get there first.

      She climbs out of the taxi and beams at me. Like before, I wait by my car.

      “I wasn’t sure what to expect, buying a car without seeing it first, but this is a beaut!” she gushes. “Do you like it? You do, don’t you?”

      “Yeah, it’s not too bad. Come on.”

      We’re late for the reservation because of her, but they seat us immediately, tucked in a back corner.

      “Order whatever you want,” she says, “and you can have a few sips of my wine if you want. I specifically asked for this spot.”

      I force a smile. I’ve never been big on alcohol. I don’t need to drink to look cool, but my mom likes to try to be hip or whatever.

      After we order, my mom reaches across the table toward me, but I don’t take her hands, keeping them in my lap. “If only we were sitting at a table for three and not two.” Her dark eyes well with tears.

      I don’t have her eyes. Mine are light blue, just like my father’s.

      My eyes also don’t well whenever my father is mentioned. It’s not as if he died last week. He died when I was ten.

      “Your father would be so proud of you,” she continues.

      Before she can drone on and on about my father, I blurt out, “Classes start tomorrow.”

      The waiter comes over and pours my mom’s wine and hands me a glass of iced water.

      My mom lifts her wine glass toward me, but I shake my head.

      “Classes,” I remind her.

      “You don’t have to be such a good girl all the time,” my mom says. “Let your hair down some. Have fun. Speaking of having fun… did you go to any of the orientations? Did you see any good-looking boys?”

      I close my eyes, so I don't roll them. "I'm not here for that, Mom," I say firmly.

      “You won’t want to be alone forever,” she warns. “Why not be happy? Date around. I’m not saying you have to marry the first man you date, but… You don’t really tend to date much at all.” She hesitates. “Are you interested in boys? Girls? You aren’t one of those asexual types, are you?”

      I wearily rub my forehead. This conversation isn't any better than talking about my father, who wasn't a saint no matter how much my mom likes to pretend he had been.

      “I’m definitely not asexual,” I assure her. “I’m not gay. I mean, I’ll appreciate a beautiful girl for her beauty, but I don’t want to invite a girl to my bed.”

      “Oh, good. Not that there’s anything wrong if you did prefer girls. I just would like grandbabies someday, you know?”

      “Not like adoption isn’t an option,” I mumble.

      “Well, yes, of course, but… Don’t you want children of your own?”

      “Mom, right now, I’m going to focus on my classes.”

      “Yes.” She beams. “You’re so driven. Reminds me of your father, and you’re going to be a wonderful head to his business. I can’t wait until you can take control back from the board. You deserve to be the CEO now, not later, but they want you to have that silly degree first.”

      “It’ll be fine, Mom,” I assure her, my back as stiff as can be. I don’t want to talk about him or boys. What’s a safe topic?

      “If only your father—”

      “Do you ever think you’ll start to date again?” I blurt out.

      My mom blinks a few times. I’ve startled her into speechlessness. Now that’s not something that happens every day. She can talk about anything and everything.

      “Brooke, honey, when you truly love someone—”

      “Mom, I know about the birds and the bees,” I say dryly.

      “There’s love, and then there’s love,” she continues as if I hadn’t interrupted her. “The love I had for your father, it doesn’t just go away because he’s dead.”

      “He’s been dead for over eight years,” I protest. “You’ve grieved long enough, don’t you think?”

      “There’s no timetable on grief,” she says, her eyes narrowing.

      She has a point, and I feel terrible for pressing, but maybe if she could have a relationship with a good man, with one who actually deserved her love, maybe then she would finally accept the truth about her first husband.

      That he wasn’t a good man.

      That he was a shady businessman who made his money by abusing his employees.

      That he hadn’t been a faithful husband.

      That he hadn’t been a good father, not even a somewhat decent one.

      My father… I curse him.

      But my mom still worships the ground he walks on as if he’s the Second Coming of God.

      For months after he died, I could hear her crying herself to sleep in her room. I know because I hardly slept at all. Not from grief. From trying to accept that what had happened actually had.

      That my father was dead.

      That I was free.

      Only I was still ten. I wasn’t truly free.

      And if my mom keeps making excuses to come out here and check on me, I won’t ever be free.

      I rub the back of my neck. She’s been talking as I’ve been contemplating, but I don’t know what she’s saying as I blurt out, “I really need to focus on my coursework this semester. I want to start my college experience off right.”

      “There’s more to college than just textbooks and courses,” she protests.

      “Right. Parties. Making friends. Becoming the person I’m meant to be. I’ll get right on that, but… Mom… just so you know… if you try to pop in for another visit, I might not have time for you again.”

      Understanding dawns in her eyes, and she fidgets in her seat before sipping her blush wine, sipping, sipping, sipping… not chugging it exactly. She’s too elegant for that, but she does drink the rest before she puts her glass back down on the table.

      “You will answer my calls?”

      “Not if they’re during class or when I’m studying or doing homework.”

      "Or at a party." She nods a few times as if this is acceptable. "You'll at least text every now and again, so I know my daughter hasn't left me entirely?"

      “I’m not going anywhere, Mom. I’m not dying.”

      “Hmm. I never thought your father would die on me, but…”

      I’m so grateful that our soups come so we can eat and stop talking.

      Only Mom still talks. “Two karate classes two days in a row. A new passion, hmm? Are any of the students who attend close in your age?”

      “Maybe some are. I’ve made one friend. Her name is Jackie.”

      The light in my Mom’s eyes that perked at the beginning of the sentence fades as she learns my friend’s a female.

      “What’s the big deal?” I ask bluntly. “What’s wrong with making female friends?”

      “Nothing at all. I just don’t want you to be alone.”

      "That's why I'm making friends." I sip more of my Pasta e Fagioli soup. It's delicious, the pasta tender, the beans creamy, the herbs perfectly seasoning it. I almost wish I could just eat a larger portion of this.

      “Yes, but I don’t want you to be alone your entire life. You need to put yourself out there and find love. Start dating already. I didn’t want to say anything to you about this before because you always made it clear you wanted to go to college far away. What would be the point of dating a boy in high school if you’ll just break up because of distance? But now, now you need to date.”

      I offer her a wan smile but make no comment.

      I need to date like I need a hole in my head.

      A hole in the head.

      That’s how my father died.

      He had been shot between the eyes.
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      The next morning, I honestly don’t know what to expect, but I have a feeling that’s exactly how all of the other freshmen feel. For me, though, it’s opening a huge can of worms.

      Because I really do want to curse my father.

      I want to spite him.

      He hurt me, and yes, he’s dead, but that’s not good enough. I want to destroy his legacy.

      When I turn twenty-one, I'm going to take over his business. I'm going to work hard and even take courses over the summer to ensure that I'll graduate before my birthday.

      And I’ll bring his business up.

      At first.

      My goal is to make it worth twice as much as it is when I take over.

      And then I’ll sell it.

      I’m not going to keep a single cent, and no, not one penny will go to my mom.

      I’ll donate every penny. Not sure where, though.

      And then I’ll start my own business. I’ll do it the right way, without any shady business. No shenanigans. Hopefully, by taking what I learned from helping my father’s company, I’ll be able to learn and gain firsthand experience for my own business because you can be sure as hell that I won’t do anything off the grid with my father’s, no matter what he did before he started to rot in his grave.

      Yes, I’ll be a businesswoman, just as my father had been a businessman before me, but I will not—will not—allow him to win. He will not have any control over me.

      Who knows? Maybe I’ll be able to successfully start my own business, turn around and sell it, and then return to school for something else. What, I have no idea, but I’m perfectly content with what I’ve done so far in my life since he had been killed.

      When you play with fire, you’re going to get burned.

      In this instance, he deserved what he got and then some.

      Despite my goal for being a business major being in part to take down my father’s business, I can’t help being excited about the first day of classes. Excited and nervous, but that’s to be expected.

      I head over to Pinewood Hall, where the vast majority of my classes are held. Room 125. There’s a throng of students already pushing their way toward their classes, and I have to move with them to try to find the right room. It’s a good thing I left early. My first class is right at eight in the morning, and I’m so happy that my schedule is laid out the way it is, with Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays being done at noon and Tuesdays and Thursdays finished at one. That’ll leave the rest of the day for homeworking, studying, and whatever else I want to do. I mean, if I really wanted to, I could do a karate class five days a week. There are some classes on Saturdays, in the morning, but not for adults. Jackie is really hoping and pushing for that to change, and she asked me before she left yesterday to mention it to Sensei if I would do class then.

      “Saturdays are easier for me to get away,” she explained. “I have to take classes around my husband’s schedule because I don’t want to have to bring the kids here. I tried that before, and it was a complete disaster.”

      Her kids are all young. Honestly, I think it’s amazing that she’s trying to juggle working at home, taking care of her kids and the baby, and also striving toward her black belt. She’s so close. I wonder when she’ll be ready to test.

      Finally, I find my classroom. Only about a third of the seats are taken, and I claim one toward the front but not in the very front. I’m not a brownnoser.

      The professor isn’t here yet, and I find myself watching the door, wondering what Mr. James Kang looks like. I have him for two classes, so I hope he’s a good one.

      More students trickle in. I don’t know any of them, but how could I? I skipped out on orientation, and it seems like some have made friends already. I don’t mind.

      A girl sits next to me. She places her book on the desk and shoves a pen into her mouth, chewing on the end of it Gross.

      My gaze shifts back to the door just in time for Declan King to stroll in as if he owns the place. His gaze zeroes in on me, and he smirks.

      Shit. I never would’ve thought he’s the same age as me, and for him to be in this class… As far as I know, only business majors have to take this one, so we share the same major? Awesome. Chances are high that we’re going to have a lot of the same classes together, not just this semester but everyone.

      Yeah, I might take more than just one or two summer courses just so I can try to avoid the asshole.

      Declan says something over his shoulder to his friends behind him, and they all laugh. He heads my way, and I hate that he’s turning me into such a petty little thing, but I also think about shifting my foot and trying to trip him. I don’t, of course, too mature for that.

      He claims his seat, the one right behind me.

      Don’t act affected. Fuck, don’t be affected by him.

      Something makes my hair swing. A pen swiped through it? His finger? I don’t react, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of raising my ire.

      But seriously, what are the fucking chances?

      There are only two minutes left before class is supposed to start, and Mr. Kang still hasn't arrived, so I risk turning slightly in my seat, not quite looking at him but definitely directing my question at him.

      “What are you, a stalker?”

      “Funnily enough, Doll Face,” he drawls, “I was just thinking the same thing about you. Can’t get enough of me, can you?”

      I grit my teeth. “Believe me, I would rather handle a lot less of you.”

      “Because I’m too much to handle.” He winks at me. “Too big for that sassy little mouth of yours.”

      The ass!

      I twist around fully toward him and make a show of making a huge bite.

      His friends roar with laughter at that, but even Declan does, too, which kind of ruins it.

      “Who doesn’t like a little pain every now and again?” he asks before raising his hand. “How are you this morning, Mr. Kang?”

      I whirl around. Sure enough, a tall, thin Japanese man has entered the room. He places his briefcase on his desk.

      “Mr. King,” the professor says with a nod. “It is good to see you. It is good to see you all. My name is Mr. James Kang. I interviewed a great number of you before you were accepted into the business program here at Oak Park University. For those I haven’t yet met personally, be sure to email me. My address is on this syllabus here. We will go over every page of it, and if you have any questions—”

      A student groans. I'm pretty sure, based on his seat behind me, that it's one of Declan's friends.

      “Yes, yes. I know this is your first day of classes your first year at a university, and today at least will be very boring, filled with syllabi, but we will be starting the course material tomorrow. In fact, tonight, you can start reading…”

      Mr. Kang continues to talk, but I can sense a shift behind me.

      "Have you been dreaming about having your legs wrapped around me?" Declan whispers a bit too loudly for my liking. Hell, his talking to me at all is a bit too much for my liking, period.

      “I hate to burst your bubble, but I don’t waste my time thinking about you. Definitely no dreams.”

      “Of course not. They would be nightmares because I would come for you and cream you on the mat. You’re wasting your time.”

      “Do you try to chase off all of the white belts? What about the guy in his sixties? He wheezes like he needs to be put on oxygen.”

      “Maybe he needs the exercise, so why don’t you cut him some slack?”

      I wince inwardly at his harsh tone. “So what is it then? You’re just sexist? Think I can’t handle it because I’m a girl?”

      He snorts. “What about Jackie? She’s put in the time, the dedication, the training. Believe me, I know she’ll get her black belt when she tests, but you? You won’t last a full week.”

      Is that what his deal is? He doesn’t want to bother with me because he’s so damn sure I’ll quit? Why would he peg me as a quitter?

      “Psst. Cock Biter,” says the guy sitting on the other side of me from the girl who went from pen biter to overt note taker. All Mr. Kang is doing is reading the syllabus line by line. I can skim this later.

      I shift my gaze over to the guy. One of Declan’s friends, obviously. Did they all go to high school together or something?

      “Do you prefer it up the ass?” he asks. “Because your ass seems a bit… tight.”

      The other guys all snicker.

      “What I’m wondering is how you’re able to sit in that seat considering the stick that’s up your ass,” I return coolly.

      “Dude, you don’t even know him,” another guy says.

      “Dude, how about you not call me dude?” I return even though I’m certain that will only make him call me that for the rest of the year. Honestly, I hope he does because dude isn’t all that bad, especially compared to Cock Biter.

      Seriously, though, if Declan's going to hound me at the dojo and now he and his cronies are going to bully me in class… potentially classes…

      Maybe this is the universe's way of trying to tell me that I shouldn't be so bitter, that I shouldn't try to tarnish my father's business. It's his legacy, outside of myself, that is. My father abused me, and I want revenge even though he's dead, and now, I have bullies trailing me everywhere I go.

      But I don’t want to just give up, to give in, to let my father win. He’s dead, yes, but his evil business is still thriving, and I’m sure it’s still operating illegally to some extent.

      No, I didn’t know about the illegal business practices while my father still lived. When the lawyer explained that the business would be handled by a board of trustees until I turned twenty-one or had a business degree, whichever came second, I looked into it. Naturally, the board didn’t want to talk to me, what with my being so young, but I knew how to use the internet, and I also knew the combination to my father’s safe at home, and it’s the same combination for his safe in his office, which they did let me into unsupervised because I pretended to be sad that my father had died.

      That’s how I found out the truth. I think my father kept records so that he could blackmail people, but it’s all there, in black and white. If I found it so easily, the police could if they bothered to look, and I did think about leaving an anonymous tip.

      But then I came up with the idea of building up his business only to turn around and burn it to the ground, and I prefer that. I want to destroy my father’s business like he almost destroyed me.

      So Declan and his friends can try to needle me, to get under my skin, bullying me all they want, but it doesn’t hurt me. I have dragon-hide skin. Nothing can hurt me.

      Nothing and no one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I have three classes on Wednesdays, and all three of them I have with Declan. Not all of his cronies are with him for the other two, and I'm much more careful about my seat in the next two classes, picking one all the way over by the window so there's one less seat around me or else trying to claim one that already has people around it so Declan can't be too close to me.

      But by being near the window, that means I’m far from the door, and after the second class ends, I enter the hallway only to see Declan is waiting.

      Not for me.

      Yes for me.

      He falls into step beside me but doesn’t say anything. His presence alone affects me, though. I’m just waiting for him to say or do something that will piss me off, but he doesn’t, just walking along.

      We end up at my next class, which is also his next class, without either of us saying a word. I gesture for him to go first.

      “No way,” he says, stepping to the side so that I have room to go ahead.

      "Why? So I can walk ahead of you, and you can make another comment about my flat ass?" I demand, also moving to the side so we don't block the door from others trying to get inside.

      He's not wrong. My ass is a bit flat. I never really noticed that before because I don't check myself out in the mirror. I mean, when I get new clothes, sure, I'll make sure they fit, but I don't try to be overly critical of my body. That's one personal demon that I'm trying to overcome and probably the only one I can honestly say I've made some progress with.

      “Do you like to run?” he asks.

      “What the hell is up with you and insisting that I’m a cardio bunny?” I ask. If I weren’t holding my books, I would throw up my hands in exasperation.

      "You have a runner's body. Not many curves. Thin."

      “I’m not too thin, and I do have some curves.”

      He shrugs. “Maybe, maybe not.”

      My eyes narrow. “I don’t need you to appraise my body.”

      “It was just an observation.”

      “An inappropriate one.”

      “I can’t look at a body and think to myself something about it?”

      “Keep your thoughts, hands, and everything else to yourself, okay? Can you do that?”

      He grins. “I can’t make that promise.”

      I roll my eyes. "Because you have no self-control."

      “Because if Sensei partners us up again, I won’t have a choice but to touch you.”

      “He shouldn’t. You’re a black belt. In your mind, I’m barely a white belt.”

      “Damn straight.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “You wish.” He winks at me.

      Unnerved, I go to enter the classroom, but I suppose he figured by that point that I wouldn’t go first, so he also steps forward, and we bump into one another. I catch a whiff of him, and he smells like soap and nature and maybe cinnamon too. I’ve always loved the scent of cinnamon.

      Ugh, why does even his scent have to be alluring?

      “After you, Doll Face.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “Isn’t that better than New Girl?”

      “I’m not the new girl here on campus.”

      “Everything’s a competition to you, isn’t it? You always have to be right.” He rolls his eyes. “I know your type. You think you can get away with anything and everything so long as you smile and bat your eyes.”

      “I never bat my eyes,” I say.

      “No? Never tried to use your body—”

      “No, never. Believe what you want, but you don’t know me, Declan. Do you even know my name yet?”

      “Sure do, Brooke Adams. I listen when Sensei talks.”

      “But not when I do.”

      “No. Or maybe. Sometimes. Doesn’t seem like you listen to me half as much as I do you, though.”

      “Keep telling yourself that.”

      The professor's already inside, but the class hasn't started yet, thankfully. Most of the seats are taken, but I claim the only one that has no seats around it. I swear Declan laughs at that.

      After class, I return to my room. Dawn’s not there, and I skim over the syllabi until she comes back.

      “How were your classes?” I ask her.

      “Boring,” she says with a groan. “I figured we wouldn’t do much the first day, but still. One more class to go. Want to get lunch together?”

      “Sure.”

      The food isn’t that bad at all. In fact, I can easily see why people talk about the freshmen fifteen. If only you could pick and choose where the weight ends up on your body. Not that I want to give Declan any credit, but he’s right. My ass is pretty damn flat.
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        * * *

      

      Declan's constant comments about my looks have me staring at myself in the mirror in the women's locker room at the dojo. It's not that I'm thin, not like he's talking about. I think he's more referring to my muscles. I'm not as strong as I should be, especially if I want to be serious about learning self-defense. Knowing the moves is one thing, but I can't be a weakling. As it is, any potential foe out in the real world is most likely going to have both size and strength on me. I can't do anything about a height discrepancy, but I can try to make sure that I'm not a total weakling. I can try to make things a lot harder for the bastards. Of course, I hope to never have to use these lessons for self-defense, but it's better to be safe than sorry, right?

      Somehow, karate has already started to become a part of my routine, and I don’t find myself questioning whether or not to go to class tonight. I’m going. End of story.

      Okay, so maybe some of that is because of Declan and my wanting to prove him wrong. I’ve always been as stubborn as a mule.

      The class is one of the later times, and I arrive earlier than normal. Jackie isn’t here, and I fumble around with my belt until I hope it’s passable before heading toward the waiting/watching area. As I pass the office, Sensei calls out, “Brooke Adams! A word if you don’t mind.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I enter to find him grimacing.

      “Sure thing…” he says, eyeing me.

      “Sure thing, Sensei.”

      “Much better.” He appraises me. “How do you like the training so far?”

      I hesitate and glance over toward the mat. I can’t see it, of course, because of the office walls, but I do happen to see the bully out of the corner of my eye. Of course Declan’s here. He lives here. Well, I mean, he does train and work here, so it would make sense for him to be here all the time. I just wish I didn’t have to put up with him, but flipping the script and turning him into my source of motivation can only be a good thing for me, right?

      “I like it well enough,” I slowly say.

      “But… I sense a but.”

      “But I don’t feel like I’m being pushed,” I admit. “I signed up for training to learn about self-defense, and I feel like I haven’t learned anything to help with that.”

      “Brooke Adams, this is your third class, yes?”

      I nod.

      “You must crawl before you can walk, let alone run. Do you understand?”

      “Yes, Sensei.”

      He grunts, which I take as a dismissal, but I linger a bit, noticing a picture on the wall.

      “That’s from when I lived in Japan,” he says. “I stayed there for two years.”

      “Oh, wow.”

      “I’m a Swede, but I moved here when I was eighteen. I didn’t much know what to do with my life, but karate had always been a part of me, ever since I first started to train, and when I had the idea of starting a dojo, I knew I first had to train under the masters.”

      “That’s when you went to Japan,” I guess.

      “Yes. I am a black belt in three different karate disciplines, and I still practice and train myself. Karate is about learning first and foremost, even more than it is about self-defense. Not that wanting to learn self-defense isn’t a good reason to start your training. It most certainly is, but there is more to karate than just that.”

      “I understand,” I murmur.

      “Good. Now, hit the mat!” he calls for everyone to hear.

      We go out, and Declan, of course, leads warm-ups. He's not too terrible tonight. Maybe he's more mellow as the night starts?

      But Sensei seems like he’s on the warpath when he comes onto the mat. Tonight, there are two black belts, including Declan, two reds, a purple, a green, and then me.

      “We have been doing a lot of ground work so far this week,” Sensei says. “For today’s class, you are going to free roll.”

      “Free roll?” I blurt out, not sure I like the sound of that.

      “That is when you grapple your partner for three minutes, trying to get a submission. Now, you don’t know any submissions yet, so you’ll just try to get into positions. Into guard, mount… Do you remember those?”

      I nod.

      “There’s also side mount.” He waves Declan over, having Declan on his back. “You take control of their side. One arm slides beneath their neck. The other has the far arm underhook. Do you see?” He waves his hand. “You then clasp your hands together. This is a gable grip.”

      Sensei draws back away from Declan and holds up his hands so that his fingers are perfectly straight. Then, he lines up his hands so they're touching before shifting his palms without moving his fingers. His hands are still touching but are now pointed at a right angle. Keeping his thumb by his fingers, he curls his fingers over his hands.

      “Gable grip.” He gets his arms back into position with the underhook and beneath Declan’s neck with the gable grip secured. “Butt down. One knee in the ear, the other in the hip. You want to be low. The lower you are, the more weight on your opponent.”

      He gets down as low as he can, maybe too low, and Declan’s face is a bit red, not that he complains.

      “There is also reverse mount.” Sensei slides around so that his chest is over Declan’s face. “Both underhooks. Be sure that you aren’t too far down on their body. You want your nose and face above their belts. And stay low, of course.”

      I nod. “Understood, Sensei.”

      I’m paired up with the green belt, who is told to fight for positions too. We go at it after having our right knee down, our left knee up. We bump fists and then roll, but it doesn’t take long for the green belt to get mount on me despite my best efforts.

      “Avoid having your back flat on the ground,” Sensei snaps at me.

      “Yes, Sensei, but…”

      “But what?” he growls.

      “How else can you get guard?”

      He snorts. “Try for mount or side mount.”

      “Yes, Sensei,” I mutter.

      I figure we'll get a break after the three minutes, and then I'll try against Opal, the green belt, again, but no. Sensei mixes us up, and I'm with a male red belt, who tries to take it easy on me, talking me through what I should be doing, but he still ends up getting positions on me, so we have to restart and try again.

      And then, Sensei Ivar has me with Declan.

      “A little birdie told me that you want to be pushed more,” Declan says with a wicked glint in his light brown eyes. “Is that true?”

      “I’m tired of crawling. Let me walk.”

      “Then get up and walk.”

      The timer dings for us to get started on this round, and I try against Declan. I really do, but he doesn’t hold back. Not this time, or if he does… that’s a terrifying thought because he wipes the mat with me. Seriously, at one point, I’m eating the mat.

      I’m furious but also motivated.

      I will become stronger.

      No one will ever hurt me again.

      I can do this.

      At this point, I think I have to do this, or else I'm going to feel like a failure.

      And I don’t fail. Not ever.
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      I head back to the dorm to find a note from Dawn that she and Kaylie and Eliza have gone out to buy some groceries. I’m not sure what all they plan on buying, considering the dining hall has more than enough options, but hey, whatever floats their boat.

      Kaylie Sweeny and Eliza Rodriguez. They’re our suitemates. I haven’t spent a lot of time with them yet, but they seem cool. I do recall that Eliza is a bit hard of hearing in her left ear, and I’m pretty sure she’s the one who sings loudly and offkey in the shower. As for Kaylie, I know she owns the double-edge sword that’s hanging on one of their walls. I’m not sure that campus police would appreciate that being there, but it looks awesome. Is it just for show? I’m gonna have to ask her when they get back.

      Since I have the room to myself, I opt to check out videos of fights. MMA fights, not wrestling. The announcers are a bit too over the top for me, and I feel like the camera angles are all wrong for me to actually see what the fighters are doing. Sometimes, I swear it just looks like the one is on top of the other, pinning them but without doing anything at all. How is that really a submission?

      One move, though, is amazing. A guy is sitting down, grabs the other guy’s shorts, spins around, hooks his leg through somehow to make the standing guy fall down. Boom! But how in the world can you do that spinning part? Even on a mat, I just don’t think it would be that easy. Maybe it’s about momentum? Or tugging hard on the shorts? It might be easier to accomplish with karate pants.

      I really love how amazing this move looks, so I climb down from my bunk and try to reenact the move on a phantom foe, but I really can't do the spin move at all, and I just feel awkward and like a turtle.

      Ugh!

      I rewatch that short clip over and over again. The announcers go out of their minds over it, but they don't mention what the move is called.

      Growing more and more frustrated by the second, I do a search for karate moves, but so many pop up that I don’t know what to click on first. Worse, since I don’t know the name of that cool spinning move so it’s not as if I can try to watch a karate demonstration or breakdown of that particular move.

      When I do find some moves that I think I might actually be able to do, it’s more than a little aggravating because I have no one to try them on. Karate is about doing. You have to learn through doing, through repetition. That’s why we have to do so many punching and kicking drills. Through repetition, there is power.

      I know that I’m being a little unreasonable. I want to jump ahead to the cool stuff, and I only just started. If I can only do punches and kicks and grappling positions, I’m going to get bored, and if I get bored, I might become tempted to quit.

      And prove Declan right? No fucking way.

      My eyes are starting to water by the time Dawn, Kaylie, and Eliza burst into the room. They’re talking and laughing, and they all smile at me.

      “Hey, roomie!” Dawn says cheerfully. She holds up a few bags. “I got some stuff to make cookies, but I’m going to have to wait until tomorrow to make them.”

      “You’re going to make cookies?” I ask, jumping down from the top bunk.

      Dawn grins. “I befriended one of the cooks at the dining hall earlier today. I told him about how I miss baking already, and he said students aren’t allowed to, but maybe if I intern for him, he can look the other way…”

      “Oh, that’s sweet!” I grin.

      “Yeah, you know me and my sweet tooth.” Dawn giggles.

      “We got ice cream,” Kaylie says.

      “If not for that, I would’ve made the cookies tonight, but I can’t pack on the freshman fifteen in the first week,” Dawn groans.

      Eliza shifts slightly, so her right ear is closer to us. “How have your classes been so far, Brooke?”

      “I have a feeling the professors are going to kick things into overdrive in the next day or two,” I say. “My first major assignment can be started this weekend already.”

      Dawn grimaces as she places the bags on her desk. “I already have to write a paper.”

      “You are a journalism major,” I remind her.

      “I know, but the first week! Seriously? And it’s five pages, too, due on Monday.”

      “What’s the topic?” Kaylie asks.

      "We get to pick the topic, but the professor made it clear that if we want to write for a newspaper or news outlet, we might want to write about a current event, only I have no idea which one to pick."

      “Why not write an opinion piece?” Kaylie suggests.

      “On what topic?” Dawn asks dubiously.

      “On whether or not God is real,” Kaylie says as she brushes back her mid-length curly blond hair.

      Dawn lifts her eyebrows.

      “Do you not believe in God, Kaylie?” I ask.

      "I'm an atheist," she says proudly. "You could do two opposing sides and interview me for the nonbeliever side."

      “That’s an idea,” Dawn murmurs.

      "Or you can write about how hard it is for the deaf and hard-of-hearing community," Eliza states plainly. "With some handicaps, the visual ones, it's easier for people to feel sympathy, but when you can’t hear, when it’s invisible, other people will just pretend it’s not there, but that doesn’t make the issue go away.”

      Dawn makes a face. “You two are coming up with way too many good ideas,” she complains as she flops onto her bed.

      “Isn’t that a good thing?” I ask.

      “No, not at all.” She grimaces. “Maybe I should make the cookies tonight.”

      Kaylie and Eliza laugh.

      I cross over and give Dawn a one-armed hug. “You don’t have to figure out the topic tonight, do you?”

      “No.”

      "Well, then? Ignore it for now. Instead, we can…" I eye the girls. "What are you up for?"

      “It’s the middle of the week,” Eliza says. “I doubt there’s a party going on.”

      “I’m sure there’s a party going on,” Kaylie argues. “You just have to find it.”

      “I’m not sure a party is really my scene,” Dawn mumbles.

      “Why not?” I ask, infusing cheerfulness into my tone even though I can hear my mom in the back of my mind wanting me to go out and party, which ensures that is the last thing I want to do. “We can scope one out, if we find one, and if we don’t, then we can just come back here, put on a stupid flick, eat some popcorn, laugh, have fun.”

      “You know what?” Eliza says. “That sounds better, actually.”

      “I do prefer to go to parties I’m invited to rather than crash one,” Kaylie says with a strange look on her face.

      I nudge Dawn. “Hmm. Sounds to me like there’s a story there.”

      Kaylie wrinkles her button nose and then sighs. “Yeah, fine. There is.”

      “Are you talking about sophomore year of high school?” Eliza asks.

      Kaylie nods.

      “Wait, you two went to high school together?” I ask.

      Kaylie nods again. “We were actually enemies at first then frenemies turned best friends.”

      “Enemies? Let me guess, a boy?” Dawn asks, grinning mischievously.

      When she’s not withdrawn, she really does light up. I make a vow to try to help Dawn come out of her shell more.

      “You got it!” Eliza giggles. “Man, did we dodge a bullet, though. He ended up dangling the two of us for a few months before picking another girl. He has always been good-looking, but inside, he’s a bit of a prick, so, yeah, our hearts are safe from that asshole.”

      “Back to the story,” I tell Kaylie.

      She rolls her eyes and huffs a dramatic sigh. "Okay, so, what happened is… once Diego dumped us because he basically dated us both at the same time, playing the field, you know, so I moved onto the next guy."

      “A senior,” Eliza interjects.

      Kaylie makes a face and then shrugs. She grabs her phone out of her back pocket and scrolls through pics before handing me her cell.

      “He is hot,” I admit, staring at the blond-haired, blue-eyed guy.

      “I prefer guys with dark hair, but he isn’t that bad,” Dawn agrees. “Look at that jawline. It could cut glass!”

      “Right?” Kaylie pretends to swoon, the back of her hand to her forehead. “His name is Bruce Parson, and I heard about a party he was having for Halloween. A Halloween party. Why not go? Dress up? Wear something slutty? Only it was just a party on Halloween. Not a costume party. I was the only one to be dressed up.”

      “That must have been mortifying!” Dawn exclaims.

      "I was teased about it mercilessly for about two weeks," Kaylie confirms. "I still have that costume, by the way."

      “What were you?” I ask.

      “A slutty nurse.”

      Dawn shudders. “My mom would murder me if I ever wear a slutty nurse costume.”

      I flinch. Murder.

      Kaylie grins, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “I don’t have the costume, didn’t pack it obviously, but I can go grab it the next time I go home. You should try it on!”

      “Oh, I doubt it would fit me,” Dawn says.

      “I don’t see why it wouldn’t,” Kaylie says with a wave of her hand. “And you can take a few pics and send them to your mom! It’ll be a scream!”

      “I would have to be drunk to even consider that.”

      “Nothing wrong with a drink now and again,” Eliza says offhandedly.

      “You drink?” I ask her.

      “A beer here or there, sure. I don’t really care for the taste, personally.”

      “Then why drink it?”

      “Sometimes when you’re lonely…”

      I raise my eyebrows but say nothing. It’s not my place to judge but being lonely doesn’t seem like a good reason to me to drink.

      “I had some champagne at a wedding,” Kaylie says. “Outside of that, I haven’t had much to drink.”

      "I wanted to drink. When I was fifteen, I found some alcohol in the bathroom. I thought my mom stashed it there to keep it away from me, so I had a little bit and ended up getting so sick because it wasn't drinking alcohol. I haven't had any alcohol since."

      “Dawn, that’s… You really didn’t realize what it was?” I ask.

      “I was naïve back then,” Dawn says so seriously, as if she’s so worldly now, and I just have to laugh.

      “Come on,” I say. “We need to score some popcorn and get some trashy movie started already!”
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      Friday is a good day. I ignore Declan, which isn't all that hard, honestly, except I do still smell him whenever he walks by me, and I swear he makes sure to walk past me in all of our classes just to try to draw my attention on him. He and his friends still make snide comments under their breath, but since the professors are starting to get into more serious coursework now, they're settling down some. Honestly, that surprises me. I would've thought they were the jocks in high school, the kids who got away with anything and everything, the underachievers, but this school costs some serious money, and while I'm sure many of the kids here have silver spoons, most probably do want to be here and want to succeed.

      That’s the thing when it comes to riches. When you grow up with money, you take that lifestyle for granted, and you expect to continue to live that way forever. There are always going to be some kids who just live off their parents’ money forever, but that’s not for me. Not at all. I am not—repeat not—going to use my father’s money for longer than I have to.

      Deep down, I have a sense of personal satisfaction that I’m using my father’s money to take him down.

      Once Dawn’s last class is over, we walk around campus, checking out everything. There are some houses on campus that only seniors can live in. I have a feeling that’s where a lot of parties happen.

      Someone dyed the water in the fountain red, so it looks like blood, but Dawn grins.

      "It looks like the oak tree has blossoms."

      “Can an oak tree have red flowers?” I ask.

      “Yes. I’m pretty sure they can have flowers that are yellow, white, red, purple, pink, or orange.”

      “Huh. How do you know that?”

      “I have a lot of useless facts up here.” She taps the side of her head.

      “It’s Friday,” I tell her. “No talking badly about yourself allowed.”

      “Only on Fridays?”

      “On any day that ends in ‘Y.’”

      She rolls her eyes. “Everyone has their issues, thinks they’re flawed.”

      “Everyone?” I ask skeptically.

      “Who do you think is flawless?”

      “Henry Cavill,” I say without hesitating.

      “Um, he looks the part of Superman , but—”

      “The scripts didn’t do him any favors. I’ll admit that, but that’s not his fault. He did the best he could, and no one else can ever be Geralt of Rivia. He’s amazing in the Witcher.”

      “Oh, yeah. I can’t deny that he grimes up real good.”

      We dissolve into a fit of giggles.

      “But seriously, I have flaws too. Flat Ass, remember?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Want some of mine?”

      “Um, not how it works.”

      “Yes, well…” She looks down at her chest. Her boobs are huge. Yesterday, when she had been typing, she leaned forward and hadn’t realized that her boobs were touching the spacebar, and she added two pages of blank nothingness to the paper.

      I’m not nearly that big, and I’m glad. I never wanted overly huge boobs, not after…

      I clear my throat and shake my head to banish away memories I don’t want to recall. “You never did make those cookies.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t make time to,” she mumbles.

      “Dawn, is something—”

      “Is that guy still giving you a hard time?” she asks.

      “I refuse to let him,” I assure her. “Don’t worry about me, but I’m worrying about—”

      “Do you want to go out for dinner tonight?” she asks. “My treat.”

      “You don’t have to pay for me,” I protest.

      “It’ll be fun. A celebration of sorts. We got through the first week alive. Maybe college won’t kill us.”

      I snort. “Are you worried about dying?”

      “Well, obesity has—”

      “You are not obese!”

      “I weigh more than I should.”

      I scowl at the fountain that still looks like a blood-soaked tree to me. We had popcorn with the movie, but had Dawn eaten any? It’s inconceivable to me that someone doesn’t like popcorn, but I suppose that’s possible. Not likely, though, and my stomach churns.

      “Dawn, has someone been making comments about your weight?” I ask softly.

      She doesn’t answer, watching a tall, willowy girl who looks like a stiff breeze could snap her back. She’s arm in arm with a hunk, and without warning, they just stop walking. He pulls her close, reaching down to grab her ass, which—no lie—is even flatter than mine—and they start to make out.

      “You do not want to be her,” I inform Dawn.

      “Why not?”

      “Just trust me. You don’t.”

      “She has it all. A great education, money obviously if she can come here, that body is to die for, that dreamboat…”

      “Dreamboat? Who says dreamboat anymore?”

      “I would ride his boat,” Dawn murmurs.

      “Dawn!” I burst out laughing. “You crack me up.”

      Dawn finally looks away from the couple who are still trying to shove their tongues down each other’s throats. “I’m glad I can make you laugh. Maybe I should try to do that more.”

      “Be yourself?”

      “Be funny. It’s a better hobby than baking.”

      “Because you can’t turn baking into a career.”

      She wrinkles her nose. “Not here. This school has so many majors, yeah, but it’s not a culinary school, and you know that.”

      “Does everyone love your baked goods?”

      “If they bother to eat any of it. If I don’t shove it all down my throat right away,” she mumbles.

      "So you're a good baker. Switch over to being a business major with me. Learn how to start a business. You can maybe see if there are any baking classes that are offered in the city and take those alongside everything else."

      “Yeah, I don’t think so,” she says, her lips twisting into a grimace. “My issue is self-control. Do you really think that being around baked goods that I’m not supposed to eat is going to work for me? Because I know me, and it’s a recipe for disaster. It will not go well. Not at all. I’ll balloon up and be over three hundred pounds in no time.”

      “You don’t need to worry about your weight,” I protest.

      “That’s easy for you to say. I hate to say it, but…”

      “What? Declan’s right about my ass? That I could stand to put on a few pounds? Yeah, I suppose that’s true enough. I would like to put on some muscle, but how do you do that? Running won’t help, and besides, I hate running.”

      She snickers. “That cardio bunny comment really rubbed you wrong, didn’t it?”

      “How can he say that I have a runner’s build when I don’t run?”

      “A runner’s build isn’t necessarily a bad thing,” she protests. “It just means that you’re lean.”

      “Lean but not mean,” I mutter.

      “You want to be stronger for karate, huh?”

      “Not a bad idea.”

      “You really are taking to this.”

      I hesitate and slowly nod. “It’s something for me,” I finally murmur. “It started out as a way to get my mom off my back and to try to get her to not be so clingy and worried about me.”

      As soon as I say this, I realize how true this is. Undermining my father is something I need to do, but it’s not for me. It’s about doing what I feel is right. Karate has already transformed into something for me. I used to always doodle when I was a kid, to the point that my mom suggested that we hire an art tutor for me so I could really harness my ability. It never happened, though, because I stopped drawing. Whenever my father came around, I just lost that drive.

      But now, why can't I have hobbies? Why can't I try to figure out who I want to be? Isn't that what college is all about? No, I won't turn my art into a profession at all, but it's not like karate will help me to make money either. Sometimes, you just want to do something for the love of it.

      I haven’t thought about drawing in so very long. I used to draw swans a ton, horses too. My few attempts at wolves had been atrocious, though. I couldn’t draw aggression.

      Now, though, maybe I can because there’s still a lot of hostility inside me yet.

      After my father was killed, my mom went to therapy for a long while. She tried to get me to go, too, but when I went, I wouldn't say a word. I wouldn't even tell the therapist my name. Yes, that had been kind of bratty of me, but I didn't care. I wanted no part of that. I wasn't going to tell a complete stranger whose job it is to judge me and try to change me and my life story. I figured I could deal with my issues myself.

      And here I am, eight years later, still screwed up, but aren't we all to some extent? Of course, that might be me trying to make myself feel better, like I'm not alone in this. The world continues on, and each of us is isolated in some way, our lives a prison to some extent, each dragged down by our own issues and challenges. I'm sure there are some kids here on scholarship, but for the most part, we're all rich kids, but trust me. Money doesn't solve problems. If anything, it causes a lot more, far more than it's worth.

      But if I can do something that is purely for me and no one else for the first time in my life, maybe I’ll start to heal. Being so driven and working hard throughout high school to get all As even on the subjects I struggled with, focusing on nothing more than my revenge… it’s not healthy, and it’s no wonder that I’m no closer to being a whole and complete person.

      “I’m so glad that you found something like that,” Dawn says wistfully. “It’s important to find your passion, to have hobbies. All work and no play… not the way to do it, right?”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say that karate is play,” I protest. I glance down at my legs. The bruises I’ve been accumulating are so very dark, and every day, more pop up.

      “Are there any other hot college guys besides that asshole?”

      I make a face. “Dawn, you’re starting to sound like my mom.”

      “What’s wrong with wondering about hot guys? Geez. Maybe I meant for you to hook ‘em up with me.” She winks, and I crack up.

      “I’ll keep an eye out for you.”

      “You don’t want to date anyone?”

      “I don’t date.”

      “You don’t? Why not?”

      “Maybe because I tend to like guys who aren’t available.”

      She blinks a few times. “That sounds like therapy talk.”

      “Never been to one,” I say. “Just like to self-psychoanalyze myself for whatever it’s worth.”

      “That’s not fun,” she says. “But I can’t really blame you because I do that too.”

      “I think there are no worse critics than ourselves. We’re too hard on ourselves, so how about this? I’ll be your Jiminy Cricket.”

      “No way. You’re way too nice. You won’t give it to me straight.”

      “Trust me. I can give it to you straight. I just won’t be an ass like you are to yourself.” I shrug one shoulder. “I can say that because I’m an ass to myself too. It’s just how we’re wired.”

      Dawn eyes me skeptically.

      “Let’s just try it for the weekend,” I suggest.

      “Hmm.” She sounds unconvinced.

      I’m not sure why I’m pushing for this, but I hate that she so firmly seems to accept that she’s not good enough and never will be. She has worth regardless of the scale.

      I’m sure I can help her, but can she help me when I’m unwilling and unable to talk to her about my father and what he did?

      Fuck.

      Maybe I’m never going to get my head on straight, which just seems to make me wonder if I’m a lost cause.

      Maybe I am, but I’m going to be a stronger person regardless.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn has us walk around to find a restaurant, which doesn't bother me at all. Walking, I can handle. It's running I can't stand.

      We both opt to get water, which isn't that big of a deal. I opt for a chicken Caesar wrap. Chicken and bacon? Yes, please. It's not entirely unhealthy because the wrap is spinach.

      But Dawn orders a kale salad with dressing on the side.

      The waitress jots down our orders and walks off.

      “Just a salad?” I ask doubtfully.

      “Why not?” she asks with a grin.

      I'll be supportive, I tell myself, but when her salad arrives, and she takes that first bite and makes a face, I can't help feeling terrible. The first few days, she hadn't been this hung up about her weight, which makes me wonder if someone said something to her.

      Maybe helping her won’t be that easy, but that doesn’t matter. I’ll do what I can for her.

      And for me too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Wait…” I can’t help blurting out when Dawn dips her fork into the tiny cup of salad dressing before stabbing some kale.

      She stares at her food like it offends her. “I read that this is the best way to ensure you taste dressing on every bite without having too much. Dressings can add so many calories unnecessarily.”

      “Do you even like kale?”

      “I never had it before,” she mutters.

      “Maybe try spinach next time,” I suggest.

      She sighs and then eats the next bite. Watching her chew is painful, but after she swallows, she offers me a smile. “It’s getting easier.”

      “To choke down.”

      “It’s not too bad,” she protests.

      “Here.” I take my fork and wait for her to nod before doing like she did, dipping my fork and stabbing some kale. I put it in my mouth and chew. Honestly, I want to gag and spit it out. I know there are some people out there who actually enjoy kale. I’m just not part of that number, and the more I chew, the more I want to spit out.

      In fact, that’s what I do, picking up my napkin.

      "Seriously?" She rolls her eyes. "I was taught that you never waste food." She furrows her brow. "Maybe teaching kids to always finish their plates isn't the best idea. I get not wanting food to be wasted, but if the portion is too big and they're full… Kids, hell, everyone for that matter, shouldn't eat until they're full. We should eat until we're satisfied."

      “Portion sizes might be a better way to go instead of just trying to force down healthy food,” I say. “Maybe try whole grains or wheat instead of white carbs. Tiny stuff like that. Start small.”

      “That might make it easier for me to stick with it,” she murmurs, “but you know what I think we should both do?”

      “What’s that?” I put down my fork and pick up my knife, cutting the second half of my wrap in half, which isn’t the best of ideas because it makes a huge mess.

      Before Dawn can voice her idea, I wave over our waitress and ask for a small plate. As soon as she gives it to me, I push the slightly more intact half of the wrap onto the plate and hand it to her.

      I wait for her to try to take a bite, give up on picking it up, and fork some into her mouth.

      “How’s that?” I ask with a grin.

      “So good.” She sighs. “Why is it that all of the food that’s not good for you tastes so damn good?”

      “Maybe it would be better to order what you want and ask for a box right away and put half away at the start and have that for lunch the next day,” I suggest.

      “Yes, but still, if you get the Tour of Italy… I still need to order better options, but kale… I’ll finish this, but I might wait a bit before ordering more kale.”

      I chuckle. “So, what’s your grand idea? What is it we should both do?”

      “You keep talking about wanting to be stronger, right?”

      I nod. “I’ve been meaning to check out the gym on campus.”

      “It’s all right, I guess, but I think we should join a fitness center.”

      I lift my eyebrows. Money’s not an issue, but the gym on campus is free.

      And probably is filled with college-aged meatheads who are going to take one look at us and probably put Declan and his friends to shame.

      “I love that idea,” I say. “You’re right. Talk is cheap.”

      “I didn’t say that,” she protests.

      “Actions matter. First thing tomorrow, we’ll go check out fitness centers and pick out the one for us. How does that sound?”

      “Like a plan.” Dawn grins. “I’m so glad that we got matched up as roommates.”

      “Me too.”
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        * * *

      

      I might've been glad that my classes are all in the morning and not split up throughout the day, but I always hated getting up super early for high school. I guess I'm more of a night owl who has been living as an early bird catches the worm kind of girl, but because I don't have an alarm set for Saturday morning, I end up sleeping until just before noon. When I wake, I'm all groggy and confused, disoriented.

      “Good morning, sleepyhead,” Dawn says from her desk. She takes a sip from a mug.

      “Is that black coffee?” I ask.

      “Yes, and before you act like that’s some kind of crazy diet thing, it’s not. Not really. I never wanted to get started with those crazy expensive fancy coffee drinks, so I never even had a sip of one. I don’t drink a lot of coffee as it is. My grandfather drinks his coffee black, and every so often, he would let me sneak a sip here or there. My mom would’ve been furious because coffee stunts your growth, don’t you know.” She alters her voice slightly for the last part, maybe trying to mimic her mom.

      I grin. “I’m scared to think of what I would do on a caffeine high.”

      “Oh, yeah?”

      “Yeah, I tend to get a lot of stuff done when I’m highly motivated. Almost manic level. I can be… I can have a one-track mind at times.”

      “Huh. I never would’ve guessed from the way you went from zero to sixty on karate,” she teases me. “A class today?”

      “No. Maybe eventually on Saturdays, but for now… not until Monday.” I eye her. “Do you want to eat first and then check out the fitness centers?”

      “Maybe something light. Just a banana. Well, only if we plan on actually working out today. Do we?”

      “Might as well rip off the Band-Aid and get to it right from the get-go, right?”

      "Yeah, zero to sixty, all right." She laughs. "Let me finish my coffee. We can head over to the dining hall already in our gym gear… or…"

      “Maybe head back here to get changed first?” I suggest gently for her.

      She nods gratefully.

      While she eats, I debate changing out of my PJs, but I've seen other girls walking around campus in theirs, so I don't bother. It doesn't take Dawn long to finish, and we end up just eating a few pieces of fruit. Breakfast is already finished being served at the dining hall. They should serve brunch on the weekends, if you ask me. I love pancakes and waffles and French toast.

      We both put on activewear, and I grimace in front of the mirror, trying to get a look at my ass.

      “Squats and lunges,” Dawn informs me.

      “What?”

      “You want a bigger ass, right? So you’ll want to do a lot of squats and lunges. Best way to grow your derriere.”

      “Um, thanks.”

      She laughs. “I’m sorry. I read up a few articles. I’m excited about this… but I’m also nervous.”

      “No reason to be nervous,” I assure her, looping our arms together. “We got this.”

      “I know. It’s easier going with a friend. That’s for sure. I don’t know if I’ll have the drive to continue on and stick with it if I don’t have someone else motivating me and who needs me to motivate them.”

      “Where to first?”

      “I like the name of Fearless Fitness,” she says. “Let’s start there. If we like it, great. If not, there are plenty of other places we can scope out. Bottom line, this needs to be a place where we both feel comfortable.”

      “Without a doubt.”

      Dawn offers to drive. It’s about twenty minutes away, maybe a little longer than I would’ve liked. The place is massive, though, and when we walk inside, I’m looking all around. So many rows of treadmills and stationary bikes and ellipticals… Most of them are being used, too, and from the looks of it, they’re all serious gym rats. One guy is sweating so profusely that I hope he plans on using two or three towels to wipe it down after.

      Dawn’s looking all around, too, and a perky, bubbly woman in a purple shirt and yoga pants approaches. Her nametag—Pamela—is the only hint that she works here.

      “Hi!” she says in a voice that matches her vibe. “I’m Pamela. Welcome to Fearless Fitness! Is this your first time here?”

      “We are trying to find a fitness center,” Dawn murmurs.

      "Well, then you came to the right place! All of our equipment is state of the art, and we have more than just the cardio machines here. There are free weights, benches, and other weightlifting apparatuses to your left. We also have a ton of classes available that are included in your monthly membership price."

      “Is there a startup fee?” I ask.

      “No,” she says brightly, “but there is a cancelation fee, but you’ll love it here and never want to leave! We do have showers as well, and you can rent out a locker. We have too many members—which is awesome!—but we don’t have enough lockers for there to be one per member, for everyone to have an assigned one.”

      “If there’s a cancelation fee, I take it that we would have to sign a long-term commitment.”

      "Okay, so the cancelation fee only comes into play if you want to cancel before your time is up and don't want to renew. If you keep on the same plan, it'll just be auto-renewed, and you won't have to worry about a thing! And there are options. You can choose from monthly, six months, or yearly. Obviously, the yearly price is the best bang for your buck, but a lot of people like to test us out with the monthly, fall in love with Fearless Fitness, and bump it up to yearly before that month is half over!"

      “How many people opt for yearly?” Dawn asks.

      Oh, great question. That’ll show how capable they are at keeping people long-term.

      “I would say at least three-quarters of our members are on the yearly plan,” she says.

      “That’s decent,” I murmur.

      “Here. Let me give you…” Pamela crosses over to the reception desk. She grabs two badges that read ‘Potential New Members.’ “Put these on,” she says, handing them to us. “Just don’t be surprised if some of the old hats try to talk to you and recruit you. But for the next hour or so—I won’t time it so if it’s longer, no big deal, take your time—you can test out the equipment or stand in the back of a class and observe. You can’t take part in a class until you’re a paying member, unfortunately. Liability issues.”

      Yet we can use the equipment without signing anything…

      Nope. Good thing I didn’t say that because she hands us clipboards.

      "This is just a release of liability of any injuries sustained during this trial period," she says, sounding apologetic. "Sign these, and you can be on your way! There's no one else here today to help cover the desk, so I can't walk you two around, unfortunately. I'm sorry!"

      “No worries,” I assure her. “If we have any questions—”

      “Come right back to me, and I’ll be more than happy to help!” She beams.

      I turn toward Dawn. She’s been eyeing the cardio machines, so we start to walk that way.

      “She’s like a Barbie doll!” Dawn whispers.

      “She really is. I bet she could sell cars like no one’s business. She definitely has the personality of a salesman.”

      "Not an oily, slick cars salesman either," Dawn agrees, "which means she would sell a boatload of cars!"

      We giggle.

      A woman on a treadmill glances over at us. She’s not going very fast, but the incline is steep.

      “What are you two laughing at?” she snaps.

      “Pamela. She seems really genuine,” I explain.

      The woman blinks a few times, and her face instantly changes from fury to relaxed. She presses a few buttons, and the treadmill lowers and then shuts down. She climbs off and eyes us.

      “Pamela is great,” the woman says, “but if you two plan on coming here and acting like it’s girl bonding time and are going to be laughing all the while, this isn’t the gym for you. This is for people who are serious about their fitness goals—”

      “We’re serious about ours,” I say flatly. “Maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to judge.”

      The woman narrows her eyes, and I wonder if she’s going to exchange more harsh, judgmental words, but she surprises me.

      “Sorry. I think I’m still a bit insecure yet. When I first started here, I was afraid everyone was staring at me, judging me… I had to lose sixty pounds so I could donate a kidney to my sister.” She holds out her arms. “I’m down seventy pounds, and my sister is as healthy as a horse now, and so am I. Her needing the transplant probably saved both of our lives.”

      “You look incredible!” Dawn gasps. “What did you do? Just treadmill?”

      “Exercise is only part of it. Diet has to come into play too. Let me wipe this down quick. You can hop on then, and we can talk. How does that sound?”

      “Great!” Dawn glances at me. “You can go check out the weights. Maybe do some squats and lunges.”

      “I’m Heather,” the woman says.

      “I’m Dawn, and this is Brooke.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’ll see you soon, Dawn, okay?”

      Dawn barely acknowledges me, but I don’t mind. She needs this, to have passion for her weight loss journey. I just hope it doesn’t take over her entire life. She honestly doesn’t need to lose that much. Maybe ten pounds. Fifteen.

      I head over to the weights. They’re a bit intimidating, I won’t lie, and I don’t touch any of them, instead doing some stretches first. Sensei and Declan have both hammered into us karate students that stretching is a must or else you risk injury. I do not want to be sidelined already.

      It’s not a surprise that there are a lot more guys over here than women, but they ignore me almost to the point of it being deliberate, but that suits me just fine. Well, to some extent. I lifted weights for a semester in high school for gym class, but I never really learned proper technique, so some guidance would be nice.

      I do know how to do squats and lunges without any weights, so I do some of those, making sure my knee hits the floor with every lunge.

      “You don’t want to actually hit the ground,” a woman says, coming up to me. She looks like she’s twelve, which makes me pause. “You’ll hurt your knee doing it that way. Just hover above it.”

      She grabs two twenties off the rack and demonstrates a perfect backward lunge, her knee barely hovering above the ground.

      “Your turn,” she says, straightening, her feet coming together for a moment before she steps back with the other leg.

      I feel a bit silly not using any weights, but I do what she says.

      “Lower,” she says.

      I listen and wait for her to nod.

      I start to come up.

      “If you aren’t going to use more than just bodyweight, then you might want to do this.” The girl does another lunge, but this time, she gets into position and then moves up and down, just a tiny movement. “It’ll start burning really quickly,” she warns.

      She’s still holding the weights, and her form is perfect, but her legs… She doesn’t look all that strong.

      “What is it?” she asks.

      “I don’t mean to be rude, but you look so young.”

      “I get that a lot,” she says with a laugh. “I’m going to be carded until I’m thirty-five!”

      “Wait, you’re twenty-one?”

      “Twenty-two in a week.”

      “No way.”

      “Thought I was fifteen?”

      “Something like that,” I mumble, my mind blown.

      “They say that lifting weights can help keep you young. Who knows?”

      “You also… I was worried about looking bulky…”

      "Nah. Women can and should lift heavy weights, in my opinion. It helps you to build muscle faster than doing lower weights and more reps. But when you're first starting out, bodyweight is fine. Make sure you're doing the move correctly and with proper form first. Once you have that down, use light weights and progress and build. But unless a woman takes steroids, she's not going to become massively huge. You don't have to worry about that."

      “Oh, good,” I say, relieved.

      She guides me through pulsing, which is what that short up and down movement is, with both lunges and squats before apologizing and having to jet. I didn’t even get a chance to get her name, but I really appreciate the time she took to help me out.

      Needless to say, I’m sold on the place, and when I make my way back over to Dawn, it’s clear she’s made up her mind too. We both sign up for one year, and I hope we both stick with it because this could be good for us. We’ll get stronger and healthier, and it’s a great start to the year.

      I know I need to do more than just squats and lunges, and I so am not going to try to grow my ass for Declan's sake. Hmm, maybe once I do find a guy I'm willing to grab me, I can make sure he grabs my ass in front of Declan…

      Why the hell do I think Declan will care? Why do I want him to be jealous?

      When we get back to the dorm, Dawn calls her mom, and I sit at my desk, doodling, something I haven’t done in ages. I’ve always hated to draw realistic pictures of faces because I can never nail the eyes. One is always bigger than the other. Always.

      So I just draw eyes. One after another after another. It’s not until I wish that I had a light brown colored pencil that I realize whose eyes I accidentally drew over and over again.

      So what? Doesn't mean anything. Declan just has alluring eyes, that's all.

      Shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      After I crumpled up and threw out the picture of Declan’s eyes that I never intended to draw in the first place, I do a bit of research on weightlifting for women. It should be different for women versus men, right? Our bodies are different. I mean, we don’t have testosterone, not to the extent guys do. Hmm. I need to eat more protein, which isn't a problem. I shouldn't avoid carbs. Fats should be the healthy kind.

      Armed with this knowledge, I figure a trip to the grocery store is a good idea, but maybe I should get some of my mountainous amount of homework done first.

      Time flies by as Dawn and I both work, talking occasionally. My mom calls at one point, but I don’t answer and shoot her back a text that I’m busy with homework so she won’t freak out. As much as I try to tell myself she’s not being overbearing, I can’t help feeling smothered. It probably doesn’t help that she breathed down my neck all throughout high school to the point that she volunteered to be a chaperone at my junior and senior proms. Like she had to worry. I went with friends. During my senior prom, I had my eye on a cute teacher assistant who definitely kissed me but refused to go any further, which was probably a good thing because he actually was a really good teacher, and I did learn a fair amount from him, including that I love Eternity for men cologne but also all about the rise and fall of the Roman Empire. He had a way of making history seem like it matters, as if it was important to us here and now, and I’m sure it is. If you don’t learn from the mistakes of the past, you’re doomed to repeat them. Hell, how many kids repeat their parents’ mistakes even though they were warned?

      But, yeah, Mr. Tomas Simenson was just another one in my long list of guys who I had no business fawning over in the first place.

      Dawn, Kaylie, Eliza, and I all go to dinner together at the dining hall. Some guys who went to our suitemates’ high school join us. They’re pretty funny if a bit immature, but they’re nothing compared to Declan.

      As if a part of me is hardwired toward the bully, I glance up, and our gazes meet. Declan smirks at me. I swear he doesn’t know how to smile, that he only knows how to look smug and pompous. He is not God’s gift to anything—not to karate, not to women, not to business. Nothing at all.

      Dawn follows my gaze. “Wait, is that Declan?” she asks.

      “Who’s Declan?” Kaylie asks.

      “Who’s who?” Eliza asks.

      “That guy? He’s a real nobody,” I inform them as I grab my tray. “I’m gonna get going. I have a quick errand to run.”

      "Want me to come with you?" Dawn asks.

      “Nah, you stay here and try to help Max and Cole here grow up some.”

      “But what if I don’t want to grow up?” Max asks.

      “I’m. Toys-R-Us kid!” Cole declares.

      We all crack up at their antics, and I leave them behind, throwing away my trash and putting my tray on top of the receptacle. I head to my car and drive to the closest grocery store. We had a late dinner, so it’s dark outside by the time I’m finished. I probably bought more stuff than I needed, but I specifically bought this haul for Dawn and me both.

      I whistle to myself as I put the bags into the backseat and then wheel the cart over to the corral. Maybe I’m just a kid at heart because I still will throw it forward into the space. What’s life worth if you can’t have a little bit of fun here and there?

      Turning around, I almost plow into a guy. His face is covered in shadow from the baseball cap he’s wearing, but his green eyes peer at me.

      “Excuse me,” I murmur, and I try to walk around him when I realize he doesn’t have a cart to return and that he isn’t moving.

      In fact, his hand reaches out to snatch me.

      I try to jerk my arm away from him, but his grip is too tight.

      And then there’s the pressure of a barrel against my midsection.

      “Give me ya purse,” he growls.

      I try to stare at him, to see anything about him that might help identify him later, and he lifts the gun to shove the barrel against my throat instead, shoving it so hard that I gag and try to step back but can’t because of his grip.

      What the hell is the point of taking karate lessons when I have no idea how to defend myself from the first guy who tries to mug me?

      Who succeeds in mugging me. I watch as he slides his finger over toward the trigger.

      “Here!”

      I didn’t bring my purse with me, opting to have it in my jean skirt pocket. Yes, I have a jean skirt with decently sized pockets, and yes, that does mean I have five of them.

      As soon as I yank out my wallet, I toss it to the side, heaving the throw. The guy bolts after it, and I hurry to my car, driving away before I can even think about trying to tail the guy.

      Numb. My hands shake so much that my drive home has to look erratic. If a cop saw me, he would’ve pulled me over and breathalyzed me.

      I’m so numb that I don’t even bring the groceries with me to the dorm room. Although I hear laughter from the suite next door, I ignore my friends, climb onto my bed, curl into a ball, and try not to think about what happened.

      Even though it plays on a repeating loop in my mind for hours and hours.

      Monday morning comes, and I’m the first one to the first class of the day, but I don’t head inside. I wait and wait and wait around for Declan.

      When he sees me from down the hall, he—you guessed it—smirks. His eyes widen slightly as I march down to him and jab a finger at his chest.

      “You can take the dojo and shove it up your ass,” I snarl. “What good is the fucking place when you don’t ever teach anything worthwhile? How long am I supposed to wait to learn how to defend myself? Seriously, it’s not as if punches and kicks can’t be defended because they can be!”

      During my last class, we even did drills to parry kicks, duck under hook punches without bending forward and only bending at the knees, and checking kicks, which netted me even more bruises.

      I guess that counts as self-defense, but that had been worthless last night.

      “Why are you so worried about defending yourself?” he asks. “Afraid—”

      “Don’t you fucking dare say something to belittle me!” I go to put a hand on my throat but don’t. I’m not sure what possessed me to pack a sleeveless mock turtleneck, but that’s what I’m wearing to cover the bruise.

      I grab the collar and yank it down so hard I can hear my turtleneck scream in protest, the material maybe ripping a little.

      “Not a fucking hickey,” I hiss.

      Just like that, all pretenses of his tormenting and teasing me are gone. He steps closer, and his brown eyes suddenly turn so very dark. I want to back away from him, but I don’t, allowing him to invade my space, maybe even wanting him to.

      Because I watched Declan spar with the other black belts. He’s strong, and he knows what he’s doing even when his opponents know the same moves that he does.

      He can wipe anyone off the mat.

      He would know how to protect me from anyone.

      Fuck that. It’s his job to teach me how to protect myself, and he failed.

      “I need to learn how to defend myself against more than just assholes who run their lips. I need to learn how to protect myself against the real threats out there in the real world. If you can’t help me or anyone with this, why the hell do you think you deserve to teach on any mat?”

      Before he can answer, I fix my turtleneck, which now hangs slightly away from my throat when it had been right up tight against my skin just moments ago, and enter the classroom. I flinch inwardly when I accidentally catch a gaze from one of his friends who has green eyes.

      Maybe I should’ve reported the crime. Maybe I should’ve at least notified the store so that the asshole mugger can’t get away with it again.

      At least I did have the presence of mind to cancel all of my cards before he had a chance to use any of them. All he really got out of me was my meal card, my driver's license, and twenty bucks. I don't make it a habit to carry a lot. I should probably notify campus police… Nah. I'll just go and get myself a new meal card and have the old one deactivated. I mean, the meal cards have our faces on them, so I don't see how the asshole can try to get away with using it, so there's that. Not having my driver's license is a bit of a pain in the ass. I hadn't even thought about that on the drive home.

      Needless to say, I don’t concentrate at all during my first class or any of my others that day. I’m still in a daze, just going through the motions.

      How is it that the rest of the world seems so normal? Everyone is trapped in their own bubbles, and they have no idea what the person next to them is going through.

      After my classes, I do get a new meal card, but instead of eating lunch, I head to the fitness center and probably almost hurt myself because I pick up way too heavy weights.

      But I welcome the pain, the coming soreness.

      I want to feel anything but the pressure of the gun against my skin.

      Anything.

      That mugger stole a lot more than twenty bucks.

      He stole my peace, which even Declan hadn’t been able to destroy.
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      Like I said, I’m going through the motions, which means I do head to karate class. I walk, my clothes in a bag, and I’m ready just as Sensei calls for us to hit the mat.

      I’m the last one on the mat, and I take my proper spot. To my surprise, Declan doesn’t come onto the mat to lead warmups. Sensei calls for Sempai Evelina to lead them instead. Sempai. On the mat, I should call Declan Sempai since he’s earned his black belt, but I don’t bother. Rude, maybe, but it just feels wrong almost to listen to the tall, bruiser of a woman call out the stretches. She doesn’t have us hold the stretches for nearly long enough.

      That Declan isn’t here… it’s the first time since I’ve been here that he isn’t here, and I don’t want to have to deal with any of his shit, but it also throws me off-kilter, and my world has already been tilted on its axis.

      It’s as if I have the weight of the world on my shoulders, and I’m about ready to say fuck it and shrug, releasing the world and not giving a shit about the carnage and catastrophe that waits for us.

      Sensei is the one to instruct class, and it's back to punching and kicking for some of the class and then more grappling work, but when am I going to have to grapple with someone on the street? I mean, I guess if the mugger had wanted something other than my wallet…

      When there's nothing truly applicable in the real world taught in class yet again, I can't help it. As I change into my regular clothes, I keep debating whether or not to quit.

      I can’t just do that, though, not without talking to Sensei first. That would be rude, so even though this isn’t a conversation I want to have, I force myself to head toward his office and knock on the open door.

      “Do you need something, Brooke Adams?”

      “A moment of your time.”

      "Let me just appoint someone to take over the lead with warmups for the next class, and I will be right with you."

      He marches out of the room. He doesn’t rush anywhere, and it’s almost like nothing starts without him.

      In a few minutes, he returns and shuts the door behind him before taking his seat at his desk. “What’s on your mind?”

      “You know I started to take karate because I wanted to learn how to defend myself.”

      “An excellent reason to start.”

      “Yes, but I haven’t learned anything worthwhile yet.”

      “No? Roman wasn’t built in a day, and I believe I already mentioned to you about how you can’t walk or run until you first learn how to crawl.”

      “I know. I get that. In theory, that’s solid.”

      “In theory,” he repeats. He places his hands on his hip and tilts his head, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      I pissed him off.

      Too fucking bad.

      “Yes, in theory. I was mugged last night at gunpoint, and there wasn’t a fucking thing I could do about it!”

      “You want to learn weapon defense.”

      "I want to learn how to defend myself, period. From anyone. From any threat. I can't… Punches and kicks are a cornerstone of karate. I get that, but you can't punch a guy who's holding a gun. You can't kick him in the nuts because he could just turn around and shoot you!"

      “Gun defense is mostly about trying to disarm your opponent and running away,” he says. “Your safety and your life are most important. If he wants your car keys, you toss your car keys away. Not at his feet. Use any excuse you can to put distance between you and the weapon—”

      "That's what I did. He didn't ask for my car keys. My wallet. I tossed it away from me, but he…" I rub my throat at that still-tender spot. "I can't. I need to learn more self-defense, and if this dojo isn't the place for me to learn it—"

      “Given time, you will learn it,” he says gently. “I am very sorry to hear about you being attacked, but to place blame on me, that does not seem quite fair. Do you think none of your training helped you?”

      “No!”

      "No? Are you always a calm, rational person even under stressful conditions? I've watched you grapple with the higher belts. You don't care that you don't know the submissions they are going for. You don't want them to force you to submit, so you'll keep your arm bent so they can't do an arm bar. You'll squirm and wiggle and do what is called shrimping, something I haven’t even taught you yet. You have a drive to win or at least to succeed, Brooke Adams, and I think that will greatly serve you if you continue your karate training, but if you wish to leave, I will not keep you.”

      I hesitate. Is he right?

      “I will also say this,” he adds. “I do allow you to grapple with more of the upper belts than I typically will a white belt.”

      “Why is that?”

      "Because you are driven. You haven't missed a single class since you began your training, and you put force full effort. I appreciate that. Let me be honest with you. Not all white belts become black belts. Many will stick it out for a week, a month, even a year. The curriculum I teach builds on itself. It gets progressively harder. You have been learning the front leg front kick. There are the back leg front kick, front leg side kick, back leg side kick, hook kicks, round kicks, axe kicks, and so many more. There are times to use each one against an opponent. You will learn how to use nunchuck and escrima sticks as well. Gun defense is something I will briefly touch on, but typically, that is material I reserve for black belts because the first defense against a gun is to get out of the way of your opponent. Karate is meant for self-defense, but that doesn't mean you start a fight. There are even times when I would caution and say that leaving the fight, running away, would be the best choice. Fighting isn't always the answer. Karate isn't the way of the first, no matter what tv shows and movies might suggest."

      “You… You’ve given me a lot to think about,” I murmur.

      “Actually,” Sensei says with a twinkle in his eye, “you’ve given me a lot to think about as well.”
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      I blink in surprise. “I have?”

      He’s not going to change his curriculum for me, is he? The world is a dangerous place, not just for black belts.

      “Years ago, when I was first starting this school, I used to offer free seminars on a variety of topics to try to help the public at large but to also try to convince and recruit new members. If I gain about twenty new members now, kids or adults, I will have to either look at moving to a larger place or else trying to expand this one, but that’s not the point. My point is that maybe it’s time for another such free class.”

      “One on self-defense?” I ask, excited. “I would love to attend!”

      “Actually,” he says, tapping his chin, “I have been so very busy with teaching and going to schools for demonstrations and fairs as well. That is why the seminars and classes have fallen by the wayside. I should probably promote another joshu or maybe replace Joshu Declan if he wishes to become a densei.”

      “A densei?”

      “Essentially a sensei in training, but that is a conversation for myself and Joshu Declan. My question for you is if you would be willing to spearhead this?”

      “Me?” My voice actually cracks. That’s how surprised I am. “But…”

      “It will be specifically a women’s self-defense class. What do you say?”

      I blink a few times. Are you kidding me? How am I supposed to teach women who have no background at all in karate self-defense when I came into his office to complain that I haven’t been taught any myself? How can he dump this on me, especially after what happened?

      Or maybe that’s why. He figures this might be the easiest way for me to learn self-defense. A trial by fire kind of thing. And honestly, it sounds like it might be something that’s necessary for the community, given that the mugger is still out there and might have attacked others before me and might go on to attack others after.

      I really am starting to wonder if I made a mistake by not telling the police about it.

      But honestly, I have no clue what to do for this, how to organize it, what to teach the women.

      “I’m not sure I’m the right person for the job,” I mumble. “What about Sempai Evelina?”

      “She is lucky if she can make it on the mat once a week. Her schedule is very demanding. She’s in med school.”

      “Oh, wow,” I murmur. If I were in med school, the last thing I would be doing is hitting that mat any day of the week.

      "I can tell you're a bit skeptical about this. Why don't you work with Joshu Declan on this? After all, the women will need to be shown moves demonstrated on a man for authenticity sake."

      I grin as a picture of my kneeing Declan in the balls in front of a group of cheering women comes to mind.

      “All right,” I say slowly. “If you really think I can handle this.”

      “Brooke Adams, I do not have any children of my own, but if I did, I would tell them that they can do anything and everything they set their minds to, and I firmly believe that is the case for you and for everyone.”

      “So I’m not special, huh?” I mutter with a half-grin.

      “Everyone is special, Brooke Adams, and that includes you.”

      Not that fucking mugger. I don’t dare voice that thought loud, though.

      “I want you to believe that you can do this,” he insists. “What you need is a plan. Resolutions? I hate them. When you have a plan, you are able to change things, to accomplish what you thought possible. Take things apart into tiny steps. Figure out how to accomplish those steps and onward until the entire task is done.”

      “I’ll do my best.”

      “That is all I ask. Oh, and your next two months’ worth of tuition.”

      “What about it?” I ask, confused.

      “It’s on me for you taking this on. Do we have a deal?”

      I don’t need him to do that, and I open my mouth to protest, but he’s holding out his hand, and he probably should be heading onto the mat to teach the class, so I hurry up and shake it. His grip is like that of a viper trying to squeeze the light out of your eyes, and I suppress the urge to shake out my hand once he releases me.

      "I predict big things ahead of you, Brooke Adams," he says. "Sometimes, tragedy can be a blessing in disguise. It's not always easy to see that initially, but it forces you to change, to adapt, to look at yourself in a new way. If you don't like the person staring back at you, you need to be the agent that sparks the change within yourself. That is the hardest step to take in one's life, and it's a step that more people should take more often."

      “I didn’t realize that senseis could double as a therapist,” I say with a grin.

      He grunts. “We also have to learn how to remove blood from clothes and off the mat.”

      “Thank you for clarifying because that almost seemed like a terrifying statement.”

      Sensei chuckles. “Let me know when you have a game plan, yes? Take care, Brooke Adams, and maybe try not to be alone at night anymore. I hate to have to suggest that, but sometimes, we all need to keep our sanity in mind, and having one less thing to worry about is always a good thing.”

      I nod, and he walks out of his office toward the mat, but I remain there a minute longer.

      Sensei is giving me a chance to teach myself and others. You can learn through teaching, right? And he’s also giving me something to focus on instead of the mugging.

      Oh, and he basically twisted my arm without twisting my arm to get me to stick around for two more months. Almost three, considering I paid for the first month.

      He’s not just a sensei and a therapist. He’s also a salesman.
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      I stick around and, for the first time ever, watch the next class. The kids in it are all wearing purple or above belts, and I try to especially pay attention to what Sensei has the black belts do. They might be kids—when you're thirteen, you can move up to the adult class—but they're strong. They're doing some kind of roll move from standing. The attacker faces the opponent head-on, wraps their right arm around their neck, and then seems to sit down, kicking up their legs and their opponent's legs to flip them over so that they end up on top with their opponent on the ground, their arm still around their neck to choke them.

      Wow.

      That’s pretty intense. Looks amazing. Just how are they doing that? Where are their legs? On the inside of their opponents’, I think. Hmm.

      But as interesting as this is, it’s not something I can use, so I end up leaving just before Sensei dismisses the class.

      Back at the dorm, I again turn to videos and Youtube, trying to figure out what exactly I should teach the women. Crap. I’m also going to have to figure out what to say, too, aren’t I? Or can I just come up with a game plan and pass that over to Sensei? No. He’ll hopefully be there, but this is on me. It’s my gig.

      After all, it’s technically a paying gig.

      Still, I’m going to feel like a complete sham walking around the women in a white belt.

      So maybe I won’t wear my belt then…

      I push aside the karate stuff for not to work on my actual school work until dinner. After dinner, more homework and then karate stuff, and I fall asleep at my desk.

      Dawn wakes me who knows at what hour. All she does is point toward our bunks, and I nod and climb up to my bed and am back asleep in seconds.

      When I wake, it’s basically the same as yesterday—classes, school work, karate.

      Once I arrive at the dojo, I hear Declan’s voice before I can see him. I hate that I’m relieved, that I have to do this with him, but I don’t want to seem like a wimp. I can handle him. Didn’t I already prove that? Ignoring him has helped some, or maybe it’s just because he’s here at college to learn.

      With some guys, you can tell that they only go to college for one thing. Two, actually. Parties and girls.

      I have to get changed yet, but I approach Declan in the hallway first.

      “Can we talk?” I ask.

      “About the seminar? Self-defense?” he asks.

      Of course Sensei told him about it already.

      I nod, my gaze falling to the ground. The carpet in the hallway is a bit thin.

      “What do we need to discuss?” he asks, standing with his feet apart, his arms crossed.

      “I have a few ideas,” I mumble, forcing myself to stare into his eyes. “I wanted to run them over with you. After class, maybe. Unless you have to teach…”

      "I don't have to teach tonight. Sensei's here, but I do have to jet after class, so if you want my help, it has to be now."

      “During class?”

      He nods and rolls his eyes. “Obviously.”

      “Where?”

      Declan shakes his head, and he brings me over to a part of the dojo I hadn’t even realized existed. Sure enough, there’s a second mat, a much smaller one.

      He turns on the light and waits until he’s in the center of the mat to face me. “Shit, you aren’t even changed yet. Hurry up.”

      "I'm sorry, Princess. I won't take too long, so don't turn into a pumpkin," I hiss.

      I dart out of there and hurry over to the locker room. After changing in no time, I rush back to the second mat.

      Declan eyes me and then yanks on my belt, forcing me to step way too close to him.

      “You always tie your belt wrong,” he complains, yanking it off me.

      If he wasn’t such an ass all the time, I might enjoy the idea of him stripping me, ripping clothes off me, but I just stand there and let him tie my belt.

      “Are you even going to watch so you can start learning how to do it right?” he asks.

      “Honestly? No. I like having you do shit for me, and I like you on your knees.”

      He smirks. “You don’t have balls, Toots.”

      “How many pet names do you have for me? Better go back to Flat Ass or some other insult before I start to think you care for me.”

      “Don’t bother.”

      “Don’t bother to what?”

      “Think anything at all about me,” he says firmly. “Now, I don’t understand why Sensei would’ve given this to you. Why not Jackie?”

      “I suggested Sempai—”

      “You told him about your being attacked, didn’t you?”

      “I thought you didn’t have a lot of time,” I snap. “Let’s get started, all right.”

      He snorts. "I don't have to help you," he says. "I'm training for third-degree black belt. I have shit to do."

      “Then go. Maybe Jackie can—”

      “Jackie needs to work on her training. I’ve given her some one-on-one training to get her up to par. She’s going to be ready, and not only that, but she’s going to kick ass when it’s her time to test.”

      “I’m sure she will.” I swallow hard. “You can go take class. I’ll be fine without you.”

      He snorts. “You already had Sensei rope me into this.”

      “Believe me,” I retort, “it was his idea to have you work with me. I wouldn’t have suggested you in a million years.”

      “Yeah, well…” He takes a few steps back before holding out his arms. “This is what you got, like it or not.”

      I hate him. I fucking hate him.

      He's so damn arrogant.

      But he wears that stupid emotion well.

      A classic wannabe bad boy, only he really is a legit tough guy.

      I swallow hard. “Let’s get started, okay?”

      He nods. “What do you want me to do?”

      “I… I guess I should just do the moves.”

      “What else would you do?” He rolls his eyes.

      “I could start to go over what I’ll say to the women, but let’s just go. So… first up…”

      I can't. I can't do this.

      I can feel the gun, see that guy's face…

      Fuck the mugger.

      I shake my head and try again. “Choke me.”

      He mutters under his breath. “Isn’t that where—”

      “Just do it,” I snap. “You don’t want me to think about you? Well, I don’t want you to think about me either, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      Declan places his hands on my shoulders more than my neck.

      I close my eyes, trying to rewatch one of the videos from earlier. Or maybe yesterday. I bring my left arm up, my right arm between his. As I bend my left arm and bring it down, I bring my right up, forcing his grip to break and getting his hands off me.

      “Now what?” he asks.

      “I’m free.”

      “So that’s it?” He shakes his head. “Not good enough.”

      “But—”

      “Try again.”

      This time, his hands are a little closer to my throat.

      I do the move again, hesitate once I’m free, and then opt to punch him in the nose.

      “No. Never punch the nose. If you’re going to aim for the nose, use a palm strike.”

      “Why?”

      “You could seriously injure your hand with a punch there. A palm strike, if delivered with enough force and at the proper angle, will cause the guy’s nose to go into his brain.”

      “I don’t want to kill…”

      “If not a palm strike, then figure something else out, Doll Face, because I don’t have all day.”

      Ugh, he can be such an ass sometimes!

      “Not getting any younger here,” he chants.

      “Again.” I pat my shoulders.

      He places his hands almost on my throat, and I do through the move, but this time, once I’m free, I grab his shoulders, bring him down slightly, and knee him in the groin.

      Only my knee hits against something hard.

      And I don’t mean his cock.

      “What the hell?” I snap.

      “Knee, meet cup.” He smirks at me. “I’m not stupid.”

      “Could’ve fooled me.”

      “I think I just did. How’s the knee?”

      “I’m fine,” I say through gritted teeth even though it does hurt a bit.

      “What else you got?”

      “One more time,” I insist.

      And this time, he places his hands directly on my throat like he really is trying to choke me. Not with a lot of force but enough to feel pressure.

      His fingers are warm. They’re nothing like the cold barrel of a gun.

      “Come on, Brooke,” he snaps, but there’s something different in his tone.

      I stare up at him, hating this fear welling inside of me.

      “Fight me,” he says just before tightening his grip ever so slightly.

      And I just react. I move my arms fast and hard, but I can’t break his grip, not this time.

      “Harder,” he coaxes. “A real opponent isn’t going to let you go easily, right?”

      “Choke me harder.”

      “Fuck,” he mutters as he obeys my command.

      And I have to try twice more to get him off me, and this time, I only simulate going to knee him.

      “That’s how you do it. Only you try to knee them as hard as you tried to knee me originally.”

      “That’ll be easy. I just have to pretend they’re you. Shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Cute. Next?”

      I turn so my back is to him, and he grabs onto my shoulders.

      “Oh, I was going to have you choke me from behind.”

      “You really do want me to choke you, huh?”

      I close my eyes. I don’t know if this is all a colossal mistake, but I have to consider ways that guys will attack women to come up with self-defense moves to counter them. Guys will choke women, and I just have to get over myself.

      If only that was easier to actually do.

      I actually don’t get off on being choked. I don’t like having hands on my throat at all. I’m just making dark jokes to try to cope with my own unease about the whole thing.

      Maybe because I say nothing, but Declan stops, and he slides his right arm around my throat.

      “How do you get out of this?” he asks.

      “From what I saw…” I try to dig my fingers into his arm to pull it away from my throat so that a real attacker wouldn’t be able to constrict my breathing.

      “Not bad so far. Now what?”

      “Now…”

      I turn to the side and bend over.

      Nothing happens.

      “Um…”

      “In the video, the guy went down.”

      “Yeah, what video?”

      “On Youtube. I was trying—”

      “You can find some great intel on there and some bullshit. You have to bend lower to do that move, but I don’t like it. Being bent over so that your back is entirely flat? No. If the guy has his other arm free, he’s just going to yank on your hair to pull you back up, or else he’ll try to walk away with you.”

      "Walk away with me?" I straighten some to try to look at him, but Declan is walking, and since his arm is around my neck still, I have no choice but to scramble and walk backward with him, so he doesn't choke me.

      “See what I mean? Don’t worry about videos. I know you don’t have a lot of moves in your arsenal yet, so just play around. Try something. If it works, awesome. We move on. If not, I’ll tell you it sucks.”

      “And not bother to give me a suggestion on how to fix it.”

      “Nope,” he says cheerfully. “This is all you, Boo. You do you.”

      “I hate you.”

      “Yeah, I know. Don’t care. Let’s get this done and over with.”

      “Got. Hot date?”

      “Thought I told you not to worry about me.”

      “Oh, I’m not worried.”

      We try a few more moves until finally, I come up with one I like where I slam an elbow into his face—not really making contact, of course—yanking on the arm, pulling at it downward until it comes off me, stepping to his outside with my right leg so that my back is to him, which isn’t all that great granted, but I immediately snake an arm around his waist and kind of toss him over my hip.

      "Execution needs work," he says. "You need to squat more to be able to have your center of gravity overpower mine and get me off balance before you can throw me. I can tell you don't really do many squats, do you?"

      “It takes time to grow an ass,” I mumble as we get back into position again.

      “Oh yeah? You trying? My words get under your skin?”

      He’s right behind me, right up against me. If we were in a club, I would be grinding against him so hard right now. I would want to feel his hardness pressed up against me until he would shove me against the wall and take me right then and there from behind.

      No, that’s never happened to me in real life, not the being fucked in public at least, but it’s one fantasy of mine that I’ve been dreaming about lately.

      Fuck, maybe I need a new sex toy or something.

      “I want to be strong enough to kick your ass,” I tell him, “so it’s not just squats and lunges I’ve been doing. When I’m done, my thighs will be able to crush your skull like a walnut.”

      “You just wish you could have my face between your legs.”

      Shit. Between thinking about my fantasy and then hearing this, I am a little turned on.

      More like a lot turned on.

      I don’t get it. I hate him, but I also want to not feel so alone. That mugger shattered me more than I care to admit to him or anyone else.

      "I just want to be able to get through this move," I say, trying to sound composed. Why the hell am I breathing so heavily?

      “We can revisit,” he says. “How about if I grab you from the front again? Do you want to come up with another counter?”

      “Sure.”

      We face each other, and now that there’s a little more space between us, I can breathe easily.

      “I saw… in class, not on a video… I don’t know if I can do it.”

      “Try.”

      I wrap my arm around his neck, which means he has to bend over since he’s so much taller than I am, so already this move probably isn’t the best, but I go to sit down.

      “Wait, you want to monkey roll me?”

      “Is that what it’s called?”

      “Depends on what you’re trying.”

      I keep going to sit and try to get my legs up, but Declan just ends up landing on top of me and getting up as quickly as possible as if he really can’t stand the thought of touching me.

      Trying not to be unnerved by that, I scramble to my feet. “I know I have to have my legs inside yours—”

      "You have to have your feet up here." He pats near his groin, at the top of the upside-down "V" of his legs. "And you can't hesitate. You have to do it fast, all one fluid motion, or else it won't work."

      “So not something to teach the women, then, huh?”

      “No,” he says flatly.

      Without warning, he comes at me, wrapping his arm around me, and then he’s sitting and throwing me up over him and landing on top of me in two seconds flat.

      “That’s how you do it,” he says, breathless.

      I stare up at him, trying not to notice how flushed he is, how handsome he is, how his lips are so close to mine.

      But then he draws away and stands. “I should get going. I have stuff to do, and since I… Yeah.”

      “Of course. Thanks. I thought I made more progress than I did, but without someone to test the moves on, I don’t know what works and what doesn’t, and if it doesn’t work because I suck or if it could work.”

      He grunts. “If you can do the adult class tomorrow night and have time to stay after, we can work on it some more.”

      “Thanks.”

      He says nothing, doesn’t even nod, just walks off the mat, leaving me alone with my thoughts and having to contemplate with the fact that maybe I’m just not good enough.

      Maybe I’m delusional. Maybe Sensei even is. Who am I to even attempt this?

      And for all of my careful planning, who says I’ll be able to turn my father’s business legitimate, let alone double the profits. I have so many lofty goals, and who knows if even one of them is actually doable.

      But I’m going to try. Nothing and no one can stop me from trying.

      I owe it to myself, at least this self-defense class, for the sake of the old me, the victim of that mugger.

      I will try.
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      I walk back to campus, in desperate need of a shower, trying to find a way to relieve the growing pressure in my chest.

      And the growing itch between my legs.

      But instead of heading straight for Orchid House, I walk to the fountain and sit on a bench. Plenty of students are wandering about, so I don’t feel alone, and I try to breathe in and out and find a sense of peace.

      It doesn’t come.

      And you know what I do, me with my infinite wisdom?

      I get out my phone and start to look at local news articles.

      It doesn’t take me long to find something that boils my blood.

      There was another mugging just last night. This time, the woman reported the crime, but considering it happened at the same grocery store, I don't need to read the details to know it was the same guy.

      Fuck that mugger!

      Before I can think twice about it, I rush over to my car. I’ve applied for a new copy of my driver’s license, but it hasn’t come in yet. So be it.

      I toss my karate clothes onto the backseat and drive to the local police department. My palms are sweaty and my throat dry as I push the door open. A cop walks out, and I move to the side and try not to feel out of place as I glance around.

      A harassed-looking male stands behind the counter.

      “Hi, I need to speak—”

      “To someone else,” he says, and he walks away, carrying a case file.

      I nod slowly and wait a few minutes before another guy comes over.

      “What do you need?” he asks.

      “I’m here to report about a crime.”

      “What crime?”

      “A mugging.”

      “When did this happen?”

      A few days ago.”

      “I need the exact date.”

      “Two days ago. At night. Around eight or so. P.M. Duh, I said at night. It happened at the New Age Grocery.”

      The cop had been reaching for a form, maybe to file a police report, but he lowers his arm now. “What is this?” he demands. “Some kind of prank? Did your friends put you up to this?”

      “What? No. Look at my neck! You can see the bruising yet, can’t you?”

      "Your skin is all red and raw, miss. Have a bit of a rough time in the sack and then want to try to pin it on that mugger, so no one suspects that your husband or boyfriend abuses you?"

      “I thought about reporting right away, but I was a little busy canceling my credit cards, and now that I saw he’s done it again—”

      “Exactly. How can we be so sure that this actually happened? That you aren’t just trying to have some time in the spotlight?”

      I just gape at him.

      “Why didn’t you report it right away? Did you talk to Arne Montel?”

      “Arne?”

      “The owner of New Age Grocery. I take it that’s a no. You didn’t even inform the store of the attack.”

      “No, but I can tell you all about it now. It was in the parking lot, right by the cart—”

      “Look, miss, I don’t know what to tell you, but we’re swamped as it is. You aren’t the only one to come in here trying to claim a crime happened.”

      “It’s not a claim,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “Yes, well, we have enough to worry about, and we do have a legitimate case against the guy with the woman who didn’t delay reporting her crime.”

      “So you can’t possibly believe me because I didn’t come right away.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but we’re swamped. Overbooked, understaffed… we have a ton of leads to follow up on, and maybe all of them will be false.”

      He throws up his hands and walks away.

      I stand there, trying to wait for someone else to come by. Eventually, another cop does, but while he’s nicer about it, he wants me to sit and wait and admits that it might be a long wait. As in hours.

      I have had it with this place. I’m so sick of this town.

      I rush out of there, throwing the door open, and I smack into someone hard.

      Gritting my teeth, I look up to see Declan King there of all people.

      He really is a stalker, isn’t he?
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      I brush past him, not even looking at him. The last thing I need is to be given even more grief. I understand that the police are busy, that they have to prioritize cases, but there's a mugger out there who has been attacking a lot of women lately. Not only that, but he's armed!

      It’s enough to make me wonder what is going on in this city that the police can’t prioritize finding that guy.

      Honestly, I probably don’t want to know.

      I hurry over to my car, unlock it, and rip it open, only to realize Declan has followed me over to my car.

      I duck my head down. I don’t need more shit from him, especially now. I hadn’t even realized it, but I’m doing my best not to cry, not to fall apart.

      After a few deep breaths, I finally look up at him. “Why the hell are you even here?”

      “I intern here.”

      “You intern here?” I can’t believe it.

      “Yes, with my dad.”

      “Oh, great. Right. Nepotism at its best.”

      He grimaces. “Why are you here?”

      “I came for no good reason. A waste of my time.”

      “To report the mugging. You hadn’t before.”

      "No, I hadn't, but apparently, the police won't believe you unless you tell them immediately."

      “That’s not how it’s supposed to go,” he mutters.

      “Yeah, well, maybe there’s been. Murder or something because an armed mugger who is attacking over the course of multiple days isn’t that big of a deal. What if I saw something that other woman hadn’t seen? Why not just hear me out? But whatever. It’s fine. I’ll just be going—”

      "Brooke, I'll talk to my dad and get him to talk to whoever is on the mugging case."

      There he is again, that other, softer side of Declan. He’s like Jekyll and Hyde, and honestly, I almost would rather him continue to be an ass right now because I don’t think I can handle much more of this shit. Compassion just might be enough to break me.

      But pity? Fuck pity.

      Shit. I stare into his eyes, hoping to see that hated emotion, the one everyone had after my father died, but instead, I just see concern.

      He’s really worried about me.

      But doesn’t he hate me? I thought that was mutual. Not that I started the shit between us. Of course, I couldn’t let sleeping dogs rest, so I did talk back to him, mouthing off every chance I got, but who can blame me?

      But his being decent to me isn’t the norm.

      I shake my head, not wanting to admit to myself that I should accept his help. “Do you get your rocks off on being an ass and a bully all of the time?” I demand.

      “Look, I’m sure that’s what you think—”

      “No, that’s exactly how you acted toward me.”

      “He makes a face. “I don’t like to waste my time,” he mumbles.

      “Waste your time? How am I wasting your—Karate. You think I won’t stick with it. You don’t want to bother to train people who are just going to turn around and quit.”

      “Yes. So many people don’t understand or realize that martial arts is a way of life. You constantly better yourself. It’s not over when your reach your black belt. There’s always more.”

      “Some people don’t understand that martial arts is a way of life. You mean women, don’t you?”

      Declan rolls his eyes. “You’re so fucking unreal. I’m here to try to help you, to tell you that I’ll find a way for the detective on the case to contact you and get your eyewitness account of your attack, but all you want to do is attack me?”

      “What about that guy in his sixties?” I blurt out.

      “So you’re sexist and ageist,” he says. “Good to know.”

      “I’m not… You’re the one who is sexist! Not me! And I’m just worried about him. He breathes like a smoker.”

      "He used to be a smoker. Two packs a day. He's trying to get healthy because the doctors have told him that chances are, he has cancer, and he wants to be in the best shape of his life as quickly as possible to try to say fuck you, cancer. Maybe you shouldn't judge a person before you get to know their story."

      “Fuck you and your judging eyes, Declan King! Because you judged me from the moment you saw me. Admit it!”

      He grimaces. “Maybe I did. I’m not perfect, Brooke. I never claimed to be. I just am trying to juggle a lot of balls—”

      I can’t help it. It’s one way to break the mounting tension between us, and I smirk and even snicker a bit.

      "Yeah, yeah, laugh it up. College, the internship, Sensei wanting me to become a densei when I've been telling him all along that I don't want to become a sensei. I don't mind teaching. I really don't. I prefer those who are purple belts and above. I'll admit it. It's more fun to teach students who already know what they're doing."

      “The basics are important.”

      He snorts and shakes his head. “Says the girl who wants to try and do black belt stuff already when she hasn’t even been training for two weeks yet.”

      "Yes, well, maybe I can start to see that appeal to knowing the basics, but were you really happy to just learn how to kick and punch in the beginning?"

      “Yes,” he says seriously.

      “What? Were you five?”

      “Four actually, almost five.”

      “You’ve been training for that many years?”

      “Yes. I had to step away for some time here and there for various reasons, or else I would be working on my fourth degree or even my fifth, but there’s no limit to what you can learn as far as karate.”

      “And the internship with your father? Why bother? I mean…” I wince and shake my head. “You’re a business major.”

      "I don't know for sure what I want to do, but the internship is paid, and they really do need the help, so why not? Maybe I'll fall in love with it. Maybe I will be a cop like he is, or maybe I'll be a businessman like my mom."

      “Your mom is in business? What kind?”

      "Tech." He rubs the back of his neck. "It would help the force a lot if my dad wouldn't take so much time off, but I swear, every month, my parents are flying off to this country, to that country, and sometimes, they'll go for two weeks, three weeks. It's insane. And every time they went, they never brought me along. Instead, they would give me a boatload of cash as if that made up for it. It was one of my nannies who enrolled me in karate because I was so bored at home all the time without my parents. It didn't help that I didn't go to grade school because they had me learn from tutors instead."

      “What about high school?” I murmur, a bit shocked that he’s divulging all of this.

      And even more shocked to realize that I care.

      “I went to a majorly elite high school,” he admits, “the kind that has a ton of kids moving onto Ivy Leagues. Some might call me pretentious, and maybe that’s not entirely wrong.”

      “You aren’t perfect.”

      “Neither are you,” he counters, but there’s nothing malicious as he says it.

      I slowly nod and almost want to apologize to him, but why? Was I in the wrong? Are we crossing some kind of hurdle? I don’t know what to think, and I’m a bit confused, and judging from the look on his handsome features, he’s confused too.

      He runs a hand through his hair, and for once, the dark curly locks are a bit unruly and messy. Perfect. I like when he looks like this. It’s hot.

      Fuck me.

      I need to get laid.

      To try to lessen the mood again, I scoff a laugh. “Are you just using your father as an excuse to get my number? Because if you want my number that badly, you can ask. I won’t necessarily give it to you, but you can ask for it.”

      He snorts and rolls his eyes. “I’ll get the card of the lead detective on the case and give it to you tomorrow. You can call him and leave him your number for him to call you back.”

      “Right. That works. Thanks.”

      “You’re welcome.” Declan stares me down, and I swear he’s staring through me.

      Why the fuck do I feel like he still thinks I'm less than? That I'm lacking? Is it because he shared so much about himself but I kept mum? I'm sorry, but I'm not just going to spill personal details with him.

      Although I did tell him I was sorry and called him a princess earlier. That was stupid and low of me, and I shouldn’t have done that. Why did I say that? He gets under my skin, sure, but how I react to him and his assholery is on me and no one else.

      Not knowing what else to say or do, I nod, and Declan nods back and heads toward the station.

      I climb into my car, but it’s not until he closes the door behind him that I drive away.

      Declan’s not good for me. He’s an ass and a bully. He said it himself that he’s pretentious. He thinks that everyone should bow down to him.

      That’s not how I roll.

      He’s not meant for a long-term relationship.

      Shit, neither am I. I’m never going to be willing to open up to anyone about my past.

      So maybe a romp…

      No! What the hell? Did someone slip something into one of my drinks today? What the hell am I smoking? Declan and I would be a disaster. An epic mistake.

      But that concern in his eyes… he looked at me almost protectively, and if that’s not fucking alluring, I don’t know what is.
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      I don’t have much time at all to try to come up with something new for the self-defense class by the time tomorrow night’s class arrives. Declan found me during the day to give me the card, and I dialed up the detective, a Marcus Rivera, but he hasn’t returned my call yet. Watch, he will during class when I can’t answer it, and we’ll play phone tag. Murphy’s Law.

      After I head to the locker room, I start to get changed when Jackie pops her head in.

      “Hey,” she says softly. “How are you?”

      “I’m good. Is something up?”

      Jackie enters the locker room. “I just quit.”

      “You quit?”

      She nods. “My husband’s hours at work just got reduced, which would mean that he can watch the kids more for me to be able to come, right? But they also cut his pay, too, and it’s just too much of a struggle for us right now financially. I would love to come back one day, but for now, it’s just not possible.”

      “If it’s just money,” I start.

      “No,” Jackie says flatly, her eyes narrowing. “I don’t accept handouts.”

      “No, you’re jumping the gun here.” I wince at my choice of words. “I’m trying to put together a class for women for self-defense. If you help out, Sensei will pay you. At least train for another month.”

      Jackie’s eyes light up, but then she shakes her head. “Thanks, but I should probably look for a part-time job. Roger is, too, but who knows which one of us would get hired first, so it’s… for now, anyways…”

      We hug, and that’s it. She leaves, and I’m left feeling a bit sad. Out of all of the other students who come here, I had grown the closest to her. Guess I should try to open up to more of the students, but there are a bunch of teenagers, and honestly, there aren’t a ton of female students. Maybe after the self-defense class? And I shouldn’t say there aren’t a ton of female students. Female adult students are lacking, but the kids’ classes are much closer to fifty-fifty.

      As soon as I exit the locker room, I hear Declan snapping at a teenager for doing something he shouldn’t have. From the tone in his voice, it’s pretty clear that the teenager has been told this before, whatever the specifics are. Understandable to hate being ignored time and again. It’s disrespectful.

      But it soon becomes clear that Declan's in a seriously foul mood just in general, and from some of the whispers the other students are having when his back is turned, he's furious because he considered Jackie his shining star. For all of her years of training, he had been there with her. I guess he saw a spark in her that he hadn't seen in me, for whatever reason. I even learned that during the summer, Declan would teach an afternoon class on Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays for the adults. Sometimes, it had just been the two of them, so he really took her under his wing.

      I take it from how furious he is that he doesn’t think she’ll ever come back to the mat, and maybe he’s right, but she learned and trained for years. No, she didn’t get her chance to test yet for her black belt, but she still should feel accomplished, and he shouldn’t feel like his time training her was wasted.

      Throughout the class, Declan rides everyone hard, yelling at all of us, and when it's time for grappling, he partners me up with a green belt. The guy has to weigh about two hundred and fifty pounds, but it's more muscle than fat.

      Oh my God, grappling this dude is a workout. I struggle to do anything at all, so very hard, but this is exactly what I need because if I’m attacked, the assailant isn’t going to be a petite woman.

      The guy—I think his name is Mike—tries to grab my arm, but I keep it bent and close to my chest. I think someone said that was a good move. Sensei. Mike has the mount position on me, and with his heavy weight, there isn't much of anything I can do.

      "Come on, White Belt! You can't be on your back all the time. Move. Try to get on your side. Try to slip one leg out from beneath his and over the top. A half guard. That's what you want. Work toward guard."

      “I’m trying,” I say through gritted teeth. “Doesn’t it look like it?”

      “It looks like you’re a fish out of water.”

      “I’m not flopping around,” I mumble. “I can’t move all that much.”

      Mike chuckles. “Sorry, but…”

      "No, don't apologize. I just…" I narrow my eyes and stare at Declan. "I need to create space, right? So can I…"

      I go to push up on Mike’s shoulders, but the way his eyes light up and my straight arms make me realize my mistake in time to get my arms back so he can’t submit me somehow.

      “Shit. Sorry! Um…”

      This time, I try to put my forearm against Mike’s neck to force his head up and get some pressure off my chest. It doesn’t help much with his lower half, though, so I push on. Knee, trying to get him to what? Fall on me? Ugh!

      “Keep fighting for half guard and then full guard, or actually, reset and try again. No matter what, White Belt, I don’t want to see you flat on your back again.”

      I stare at Declan, but he’s already moving on.

      Don't think sexual thoughts about the asshole. He's still an ass, even if you've learned about some of his issues. Don't give in.

      Mike and I start over, and at first, I’m able to jostle with him for positioning as we’re both on one knee, but then he basically plows into me to knock me back.

      “Mike! You can’t do that! You can blow out someone’s knees like that!” Declan shouts.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “White Belt, you’re with Sempai this round.”

      I don’t even care that Declan is calling me White Belt and not by my name. It’s not the norm for him to call me Brooke, and he’s done that twice already.

      Not that I’m keeping count.

      Sempai Alan is seventeen years old. He's lanky, but he doesn't have nearly as much muscle on him as Declan does. His long limbs give me issues, but he's patient with me, telling me when I’m about to do something stupid but not telling me what I should do instead, which is fine. I find myself enjoying trying to figure out what to do. I still haven’t learned a single submission yet, not really, but then Sempai does manage to grab my arm, and suddenly, he’s swinging himself around to be perpendicular to me, a leg across my chest, the other on my throat, and he lifts his hips, and I almost forget that I’m supposed to tap out when it’s painful.

      "What was that?" I ask, panting as we return to our starting positions.

      “What happened?” Declan demands, coming over.

      “I got her in an arm bar,” Sempai Alan says.

      “So you were on your back again,” Declan says with a frown.

      “She’s not doing bad at all for a white belt,” Sempai Alan says. “Are you close to being a yellow belt?”

      “No idea.”

      "She doesn't even have ten classes yet," Declan says. "You need thirty to be eligible to test for yellow belt."

      “Damn,” Sempai Alan says. “You aren’t doing too badly.”

      “Really?”

      Declan snorts. “Don’t let that give you a fat head.”

      “I won’t,” I say, determined to do even better this go around.

      By the time class is ended, I am exhausted. I tried to get an arm bar on a yellow belt, but maybe I wasn't fast enough because she rolled out of it.

      “The hitchhiker escape,” Declan says, sounding impressed. “Not bad.”

      Ugh. He doles out a single compliment during the class, and of course, it's not directed toward me even though I tried my very best.

      I drag my feet toward the locker room once the class is finished.

      “White Belt,” Declan calls.

      Shit, he wants to know if I want to work on stuff for the self-defense class. Honestly, I just want to hit the hay. Shower optional at this point. I’m that exhausted.

      I dutifully head into the office, though, where I find him sitting in Sensei’s swivel chair.

      “I’m not really up to work on it tonight,” he mutters.

      “No worries. I wasn’t able to come up with much anyhow,” I admit. “I mean, I’m serious about doing this! But juggling it all, and I feel like I still have so much to learn yet, and I… Thank you.”

      He eyes me skeptically.

      “Seriously, thank you. I really enjoyed class for once tonight.”

      Declan just continues to eye me, and I wave and head to the locker room. Changing is gross because I’m so sweaty, but I leave the dojo for once feeling accomplished.

      And also wishing that I hadn’t walked because it’s late, it’s dark, and I feel vulnerable as I head on my way out of the parking lot.

      All in all, today hadn’t been a disaster of a day. Who knows what tomorrow will bring, though? I can’t help feeling like another shoe is going to drop at any moment.
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      I haven’t even left the parking lot yet when I hear footsteps behind me. I bristle, reaching for my keys, trying to get ready to gouge out the eyes of anyone foolish enough to attack me.

      “Brooke, wait up!”

      Declan?

      Surprised, I turn around and wait for him to approach.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks.

      “Starving, yes. I really worked up an appetite.”

      He rubs the back of his neck. “I was really impressed with everyone today, how everyone worked so hard. I know I was tougher on you all, more so than normal, but you all took it in stride, and…”

      “Is that a compliment?”

      “For everyone,” he grumbles.

      “Everyone includes me.” I wink at him.

      Shit, did I really just wink at him? Am I that desperate?

      I blink a few times, and every time my eyes shut, I swear I see us grappling. I shove that thought away, even as I can't help but acknowledge that I want to grapple him again. I can't ignore that or how I want to wrap my legs around him again, maybe this time without any clothes on.

      So not a good idea, but then again, I’m not exactly known for making good choices when it comes to men.

      “Why were you asking if I’m hungry?” I ask.

      “Wait, did you walk?” he asks, glancing around at the parking lot.

      “I did.”

      “When it’s this late? I get that you might not want to eat dinner with me since I might have been an ass to you a time and again—”

      I snort but wave my hand for him to continue. Ouch. Even that tiny movement causes my muscles to protest. I am sore. Karate is a workout all in and of itself, and when we’re grappling, it’s almost like it’s a dual workout, both cardio and weight-training. Grappling with Mike had definitely been an exercise in weights.

      “But at least let me drive you back to campus,” he says.

      “I’ll admit that walking for the night classes might not be the smartest of ideas, regardless of what happened the other night, but, ah, if you don’t mind, dinner sounds great. I didn’t want to eat before class, and now, I’m regretting that choice.”

      “A light meal before class is what I suggest,” he says. “You can always eat something after. Come on. I know a great place.”

      I hope it’s not fancy because my clothes are casual, plus I probably smell. I hope I don’t.

      Declan rolling down the windows makes me worried I do smell, but he probably would make a comment about it.

      Figuring I’ll beat him to the punch, I start to say, “If I smell—”

      “Did Detective Rivera get back to you?” he asks at the same time, so I clam up mid-self-degrading comment.

      “Not yet, not unless he called during class.” I had put my clothes on the backseat, and I reach back there to grab my phone. “Nope, nothing yet.”

      “You can answer during dinner if he calls. No big deal.”

      Because this isn’t a date. Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page.
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        * * *

      

      It's a steak place. Some people are dressed up, but enough are more casual that I don't feel out of place. The hostess brings us to a table for two smack dab in the middle of the restaurant, and I try to ignore the feeling that everyone is looking at us.

      “Kyle will be your waiter this evening,” the hostess says. “He’ll be over shortly. Enjoy!”

      I don’t bother to pick up the menu. “What do you recommend?”

      “A steak.” He chuckles. “I only ever order a steak from a steak place. You can’t go wrong.”

      I skim the menu. The prices are high but not exorbitant.

      “Order what you want,” he says. “I won’t judge.”

      “You’re buying?” I ask, not wanting to assume.

      “I did invite you. I didn’t want to sit alone at a restaurant. I hate that, and while the food in the dining hall is decent, when you wait this long to eat, the food isn’t always the hottest, has been sitting out for hours…”

      “Thanks.” I smile at him and quickly look down at the menu before looking up again.

      He’s eyeing me.

      With hungry eyes.

      Kyle comes by, and I opt for water, but he gets a Diet Coke. We also both get salads—Caesar for him, but I opt for the house dressing.

      "Do you know what you would like for your main meal?" Kyle asks. "If you need more time…"

      “I don’t. Are you ready, Brooke?”

      “I’ll take the New York Strip.”

      “Wonderful. How would you like that served?”

      “Medium rare. Um, let’s go with Oscar style.” I do love jumbo lump crab meat.

      “Very good. What would you like for your starch?”

      I hesitate and glance at Declan. Normally, I’m a steak and potatoes kind of girl, but that lobster mac and cheese is catching my eye.

      “Definitely the lobster mac and cheese,” he says.

      “Works for me. Thank you.”

      “Excellent, and for the gentleman?”

      I can’t help snorting.

      Declan smirks at me, not looking at his menu. "I'll have the porterhouse steak, rare, Oscar-style with the lobster mac and cheese."

      “Very well. I will bring out your salads in just a moment.”

      Kyle leaves after taking our menus, and Declan slowly shakes his head.

      “What’s wrong?”

      "I suppose medium-rare isn't terrible."

      “I don’t like my cow to moo yet.”

      “I don’t get it raw,” he says with a chuckle.

      "How do I know that you don't just sear both sides of the meat when you grill? If you have ever grilled a steak."

      "I have grilled a steak, thank you very much."

      “I wasn’t sure, considering you had tutors for eight, nine years.”

      “Yes, we do have a family chef.”

      “You do?”

      He nods.

      I lower my head. "We used to until my father died, which is ironic because my mom never cooked."

      "So, how did you eat?"

      I snort. “How do you think?”

      “You had to?”

      “Well, it was either cook or starve, so… yeah. I learned how to cook, and my mom was a picky eater, so I had to learn how to make more than just chicken parm, which I would’ve been happy eating every night. My mom, not so much.”

      Declan’s smiling at me. Actually smiling, not smirking.

      And I have a feeling I know why.

      Because I opened up to him some. I shared about my past.

      I hadn’t even intended to, but it happened, and now I don’t know what to do or say because I don’t want to share more.

      But I am hugely grateful that he isn’t saying anything about the fact that I mentioned my father died.

      I don’t want his sympathy over that.

      It seems like I don't have to worry about that because as I study his face, his strong jawline, and his Roman nose, his expression alters slightly to be hungry again.

      Hungry for me.

      I lick my lips before biting my lower one, glancing down at the table before peering up at him to see that he’s captivated by me or at least is willing to appear that way. All of his anger and frustration from earlier is gone, but if he keeps looking at me like that, he’s soon going to become a very different kind of frustrated.

      I fidget in my seat slightly. Between my legs is starting to itch like mad, and I don’t want to be the one to scratch it.

      I suck in a breath. What the hell are we doing? This is just a meal. That’s all. Nothing more.

      Maybe more.

      “A dollar for your thoughts,” he finally murmurs.

      “Inflation’s a bitch,” I joke.

      He chuckles but dips his head to let me know he’s waiting for an answer.

      “I was just wondering if you ordered the most expensive steak on the menu,” I lie smoothly.

      Declan slowly nods. “I might’ve. No one is going to take as good care of yourself as you yourself, right?”

      “Spoken like someone who has had to raise himself.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t say my parents raised me, no, but I didn’t have to learn how to cook.”

      "So, how did you learn how to grill a steak?"

      "I was bored, so I asked the cook to teach me. I've picked up a few things here and there over the years. It's been… illuminating."

      “Already a well-rounded man, huh?”

      “I don’t know if I would go that far. I have my weaknesses, my vices.”

      “Hmm. And they are?”

      He laughs and lifts his soda as if to make a toast. “I would need to be drinking something a lot stronger than this in order for me to divulge that.”

      “Is that so? Maybe we should stop at the liquor store before we head back to campus.”

      “Oh, yeah? And who is going to be purchasing this liquor?”

      "You," I say point-blankly.

      “Because I would risk my internship and my father’s wrath for that.”

      “Considering I’m still waiting for my credit cards to come in the mail to replace the stolen ones…”

      Declan laughs outright, throwing back his head and looking so damn masculine and sexy. “So you came here with the intention of having me pay for you.”

      “I was perfectly willing to ask you to accept an IOU,” I protest.

      There’s that smoldering, alluring, hungry look again. “Are you sure you want to give me an IOU?”

      “For money? Of course.”

      “For nothing else?”

      “What would you be offering me in return to warrant an IOU for something other than money?”

      "What do you want from me?" he asks.

      I hesitate as a million possibilities race through my mind, each one dirtier and raunchier than the previous one.

      Shit, I am in such big trouble right now.

      Because I can’t dare tell him what I’m thinking.

      And right now, I’m not sure that my poker face is working.

      Hell, I know it isn’t because I’m licking my lips again.

      Thankfully, our salads come then. Kyle doles them out, leaving two others on his tray.

      I eye the wedge salad as he walks away. “I might get that next time.”

      “Who are you going to be eating with here?”

      “No idea. Maybe Dawn, my roommate.”

      “You think she would appreciate it as much as you do?”

      “Why wouldn’t she?”

      “Who wouldn’t want your company?” he says.

      Damn it, he’s laying it on thick. When he wants to be, he can be incredibly charming.

      What do you want to bet that this is just a way for him to try to get into my pants so he can blow off some steam because of his earlier frustration?

      What do you want to bet that I don’t give a fuck because I have my own issues and frustrations and have been dying for some kind of connection to another person after the mugging? Yes, Dawn’s been there for me. She could hardly believe me when I told her what happened, but I need more than just words.

      I need to forget.

      To replace those emotions.

      To feel needed instead of afraid.

      Wanted instead of anxious.

      One night.

      That is where this is headed, right? I’m not completely getting my signals crossed, am I?

      This time, when I lick my lips, I rub the back of my neck suggestively, and Declan sucks in a breath.

      Oh, yeah. I’m not getting mixed signals at all.

      Thank fuck for that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Oscar-style doesn't just mean jumbo lump crab meat in a béarnaise sauce. There's also asparagus, and honestly, I don't know what my favorite part of the meal is. The steak is cooked and seasoned to perfection, perfectly medium-rare, pink but warm throughout, and the lobster mac and cheese has me moaning out loud. Normally, that would make me all self-conscious, and I would make a joke to play it off, but from the way Declan is staring at me, I figure he enjoys watching me indulge, which only serves to give me hope that soon enough, he'll be indulging my every sexual whim.

      Kyle comes over once we're finished. "Can I tempt you with one of our delectable desserts for two options?"

      “How does the loaded mouse sound?” Declan asks as Kyle hands me the dessert menu.

      It's the last option listed. Peanut butter mousse with toasted peanuts, peanut-butter-covered pretzels, brownie bites, and whipped cream.

      That does sound divine, but I’m starting to wonder if this is a spot where Declan takes all of his girls. He’s been training at Rumble Dojo for years and years, working there, so he’s from the area. This very well could be his local haunt.

      It shouldn't make jealousy burn inside me, but it does, for whatever reason, and I can't bring myself to commit or not.

      “We’ll take it,” Declan declares. “Whatever we don’t finish, I can take it home with me, or you can have it. How does that sound?”

      “That works.”

      “Which option?” he asks, and I force myself to meet his gaze. His light brown eyes look like melted pools I could get lost in.

      What had he asked?

      “Doesn’t much matter, does it?”

      "Nothing much matters," he agrees, but his eyes disagree.

      As it turns out, I take one bite of the dessert, and I’m moaning again. I’m careful to only eat my half, although Declan is a perfect gentleman and offers to let me have more than my fair share.

      Soon enough, we’ve polished the entire dessert off and just need the check from Kyle.

      “Do you want to head to my place?” Declan asks nonchalantly.

      His tone, the way he’s not looking at me now all of a sudden… has he changed his mind? Gotten cold feet?

      “I have mats,” he continues. “We can grapple. Try to work off some of this heavy meal.”

      Grappling. Me flat on my back, working to get my legs around him. Maybe letting our pelvises touch "accidentally."

      “I could go for that. A little bit of exercise never hurts any, right?” I murmur.

      “Never,” he echoes, and there are those hungry eyes of his again.

      He pays, and we leave, heading back to campus. The freshmen guys’ form is called Thorn House. I still find it hard to believe he’s a freshman.

      Declan parks right up front, and the few guys walking past all wave to him.

      As soon as he turns off the car, I open the door. This isn’t a date. There’s no need for him to open my door for me. No mixed signals. None.

      Still, we walk rather close together as we head to the elevator. His dorm is on the third floor, number 301, as it turns out.

      “You have mats in the college dorm?” I blurt out.

      “Ideal? No, but having a limited space to fight will make you a stronger fighter because everything you do must have a purpose behind it, or else you’ll be backed into a corner with nowhere to turn.”

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” I murmur.

      He not only shuts the door behind us, but he locks it too. I almost wonder if he put a tie on the knob or something to let his roommate know not to come in. Who knows? Maybe Declan’s into being watched.

      Or maybe I’m getting my hopes up. He wants to grapple.

      Or is that grapple?

      With a start, I take in my jean miniskirt and tank top. I used some concealer to hide the slowly fading bruise from the gun.

      “I didn’t grab my clothes from the backseat,” I mumble.

      “That’s all right,” he says with a wicked, crooked grin. “If you’re grappling with an asshole, you won’t be in your Gi top, will you?”

      “No, but…”

      "Worried I'll see your thong?" he asks, his smirk reappearing, but God, if that sight doesn't seem sexy as all hell right now.

      “Who says I wear a thong?” I ask.

      “Maybe I can tell.”

      “How?” I demand.

      “I swear I don’t look, but sometimes, you can see panty lines in the women’s pants. With you, never.”

      “You do like to look at my flat ass.”

      “Maybe it’s not quite as flat as I thought,” he murmurs.

      I want him to grab my ass, to smack it, and I glance around. “Where are the mats?”

      “Patience,” he says with a laugh, but I don’t think it’s my imagination that he rushes around to lay them down. The bunk beds and desks are all pushed along the walls, so there’s more room than I would’ve initially thought for the mats.

      We get down on one knee and get to it, grappling. I try to not let him get me onto my back, even though that is what I want and then realize that he’s giving me an opening, and I take it so that I’m mounting him.

      “Aren’t you going to try?” I whisper, staring down at him.

      "Who says I'm not?" he returns, and he grabs my waist, bumps his hips, and rolls us over, so he's now on top.

      "Guess it depends on what you want your goals to be," I murmur as I shimmy a bit, twisting onto my side and getting that half-guard he talked about earlier before I manage to swing my other leg through and finally have my legs wrapped around him again.

      I lift up and put my hands behind his neck, clasping them, our faces so very close, so very close.

      Now’s the time. I can easily pull him down for a kiss or lift my hips and grind our pelvises, but I hesitate.

      What if this is just a giant tease? A setup for him to prank me? There could be a hidden camera, and he’ll watch the video of him humiliating me over and over again, showing it to his obnoxious friends, a bully once more.

      A leopard can’t change his spots.

      I should know. My father had been a viper, and even after he shed his skin, he remained a viper.

      So instead of pulling Declan down to kiss him, I pull him down and try to wrap my arms around his neck to choke him.

      He twists his head to the side so I can’t apply pressure on his neck, and he reaches up to grab my wrists and pins them up over my head.

      “That’s not fair,” I protest.

      “No? Who said anything about being fair?” he murmurs, his face inches from mine again.

      And that’s when I feel it.

      Him.

      His hard cock.

      He grins against me, and I would’ve whimpered, but his hot mouth is on mine. The kiss isn’t hesitant, not timid at all. It’s passion and fire, and it’s rage and hatred and so much more. Too fucking much. I can’t handle it, but when I move my head to break off the kiss, he grinds harder against me, pinning my wrists with just one of his hands instead of both so that the other can push my miniskirt up even higher than it already is. His fingers grip my bare ass. He’s right, damn him. I am wearing a thong, and he rubs his fingers against the tiny, soaked string.

      “So wet for me,” he murmurs.

      I thrust my hips up to grind against him. “So hard for me,” I say, almost panting. If there’s a camera somewhere, it’s going to have noted on it how hard his cock is.

      So damn hard.

      Rock hard.

      I need to see it, feel it, touch it, lick it.

      I lick my lower lip, and he growls before descending on my mouth again, this time taking my lower lip in between his and biting it gently. Fuck me.

      “Say it,” he murmurs.

      “Say what?” I ask, so damn desperate that I know I just might be willing to say anything.

      Well, almost anything. I might be drunk on lust, but I’m not a moron.

      “Say what you want from me,” he demands.

      “No fucking way,” I growl. “You take what you want.”

      “Only if you freely give it.”

      I yank hard enough to get one of my hands free, and I force him to rub my wetness some more.

      "Doesn't that tell you what I want? Now take it if you want me, or leave me here."

      “To do what?” he asks smugly.

      “Masturbate,” I say, my tone as frank and earnest as can be.

      As sexually frustrated as I’ve felt lately, I’ve made a point of not masturbating because I knew who I would be daydreaming about.

      The man whose cock is too far away from my pussy because we’re wearing too many clothes.

      He seems to agree with this sentiment because he draws back, helping me to sit up, and he goes to undress me.

      “You first,” I insist, shaking my head, still wondering about a camera being hidden somewhere.

      But he stands and shoves down his shorts and boxers, or maybe he went commando. I don't know because I'm staring at his freed erection.

      Shit. I thought maybe he was such a damn bully because he had a tiny peen and was trying to overcompensate, but no. He has a monster of a cock, thick and glorious, with a long vein that bulges, and I lick my lips even though I want to trace that line with my tongue.

      His shirt comes off as he steps out of his shorts. “Like what you see?” he asks smugly.

      Not taking my gaze away from his cock, I stand, almost stumbling to my feet. He's probably smirking, but I'm beyond caring at this point. I remove my top and my skirt, so I'm just wearing a light pink lacy bra that doesn't really provide much support at all. Their demi cups, so the lace covers my nipples, not the cups themselves. My thong matches, lacy and pink and perfectly feminine.

      I'm so glad I just happened to pick them out to wear today. I don't always wear matching sets, and I did pack some regular panties instead of thongs, preferring them when I have my period.

      As I reach around to unhook my bra, I can’t help returning his question. “Like what you see?”

      I swear I can watch precum ooze from his tip as he stalks toward me. He pushes my hands away before I can take off the bra.

      “Leave it on,” he says breathlessly, and he grabs my ass.

      “Flat?”

      “A little on the flat side,” he contends, and I have to laugh, which turns into a squeal of surprise as he picks me up and then manages to get me onto the bottom bunk. I sure hope this is his bed, but I don’t have time to think about that much because he’s grabbing a condom, rolling it on, and then climbing on top of me. In one swift thrust, he’s inside me, and it’s all I can do not to cry out as he pounds into me, driven by lust, the same lust I feel, and the way his cock fills me, the way he makes me feel, the way he bites my nipple through the lace…

      I come, and I come hard, and the release is just what I need. It’s so damn perfect. For those fleeting moments, I feel nothing but pleasure. Nothing else. No fear, no anxiety.

      No hatred.

      Nothing but pure sexual satisfaction.

      But Declan isn’t done. He keeps on going, and already, I can feel another orgasm building, and when I finally hit that wave, I have to bite down so hard on my cheek to prevent myself from screaming his name.

      Fuck.

      The beast had needed to be scratched, I thought.

      No, the beast needed to be fed.

      And the food Declan gave her?

      That poisoned fruit from the tree in Eden.

      I’m a goner.

      I’m so done.
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      When I wake the next morning, I’m groggy as fuck. I slept like the dead, and I don’t know where I am. There’s stickiness between my thighs, and there’s also a leg there.

      A leg.

      This isn’t my bed.

      I’m still in Declan’s bed. His one arm is thrown over his face, but his other arm is loosely holding me, his hand near my hip.

      Oh, shit, what the fuck did I do last night? I mean, I definitely wanted it then, but I can’t help feeling a bit… I’m filled with regret because how are things not going to be awkward as hell between us? I really didn’t think this through at all.

      Declan stirs as I try to ease out from under his grasp.

      “Brooke?” he murmurs, his tone husky and so fucking sexy. He’s half-asleep yet, but when I glance over at him over my shoulder, while his eyes are half-lidded, he clearly is thinking straight.

      I don't think I am. Not yet, at least.

      “Come back to bed,” he urges, his tone still alluring and desperate and making me just as desperate. I’m glad I’ve moved away from his legs because I don’t want to know if he’s hard again.

      Or maybe I do…

      “I should go,” I murmur. “I’ll see you.”

      Like a coward, I dress as quickly as I can. I can’t find my thong, so I just leave without it, and I keep my head down as I rush to my dorm room. Dawn’s still asleep, and as quietly as I can, I grab some workout clothes and head to the bathroom. I jump in the shower, trying to wash away his touch but only turning myself on as I recall his hot mouth on my nipples through the lacy material, the feeling of his warm breath and teeth compared to the silky softness of the material making my nipples hard all over again, and washing between my legs is pure torture.

      Once I'm washed, I dry off, change into workout clothes, and am out of there. I need to pump some iron and try to forget about what happened. Maybe Dawn will be up by now and will be willing to come with me.

      But when I exit the bathroom, Dawn’s not sleeping anymore. She’s also not in the room.

      Shit. I can’t pump iron now. I have classes, but one look at the time tells me I’m seriously late to the point of it not being worth it to attend now.

      All right, gym time it is then.

      I head to Fearless Fitness, wishing I felt fearless instead of… what? I wouldn’t say I feel afraid anymore, but there’s something clinging to me like a second shadow, a looming sense of dread, I think.

      That second shoe is going to drop at any second.

      I can just tell.

      Or maybe it’s not a shoe at all but a lead ball.

      Once inside, I immediately head over to the free weights. The equipment that helps with chest presses, the abs machines, and the leg presses all kind of freak me out yet. I hope I don't freak anyone out when I watch them use the equipment. I'm not checking them out, just trying to see how to use the machine for when I work up the nerve to use them.

      Right now, it's almost as if the feel of Declan's skin has become soldered to my palm, so I guess that means I'll be trying out some dumbbell curls.

      Hmm, what weights to try? The fives look so small, but I think tens would wear my arms out way too fast. Still, fives seem wimpy. Tens it is. Heavier weight, fewer reps. Go slow.

      With a sigh, I pick up the tens. The bar in the middle is a bit rough, and not for the first time, I wonder if I should buy weight-lifting gloves. I’ve seen a few others wear them. I’m already starting to develop calluses from the weights, and I haven’t even been lifting weights all that regularly yet.

      Up, down, up, down. My arms are burning already, but I don’t think I should be this sore already. Probably from last night. Not just the workout with Declan. Karate class had been killer.

      I’m in the zone now. Up, down. Swinging the weights. Getting lost in the moment.

      Someone coughs.

      I ignore them and keep going, not wanting to lose focus.

      The guy coughs again. It’s clearly a fake cough meant to draw someone’s attention.

      Another cough.

      Is he trying to get my attention?

      I look over to see a burly guy staring me down.

      “Your form is wrong,” he says.

      “Oh, okay…”

      And that’s it. He doesn’t tell me how to fix it, just leaves, walking over to a machine, loading up the weights, and doing reps.

      Ugh, what an ass. I have no issues at all being told that my form is off, but how does that help me when I don't know enough about lifting weights to change what's wrong without being told specifically what's wrong?

      Maybe if I turn to the side… I watch myself in the mirror and try to bring up the weights and bring them back down again. I go slowly at first, which makes my muscles work harder, and it hurts so much that I have no choice but to go down to the five-pound weights instead.

      As much as I hate to admit it, doing that does help me with my progress, I think, but as I get tired, I realize I’m back to swinging. Is that the issue? Swinging makes it easier, which has got to be wrong, right? I would think so. Momentum. Yes. Swinging must be improper because gravity isn’t fighting you. You’re trying to bypass it or something like that. You aren’t fighting gravity enough.

      So I go slow and force myself not to swing, and it's embarrassing how few reps I get in. I've been using tens and fifteens for squats and lunges, but I have to stick to tens and then go down to fives for those just because my arms are so dead already.

      In the end, I leave frustrated. I want to get stronger, not run on a treadmill or ride a stationary bike. I don’t want to feel weak in any aspect of my life, not with school, not as I go around the town, and not with my love life either.

      Not that I have a love life. Last night hadn't been love. Lust only.

      Not that there’s anything wrong with lust or a romp, a one-night stand. They’re kind of my MO, considering I tend to go for guys who aren’t right for me, guys who can’t be in a relationship with me.

      But while I think Declan isn’t a long-term solution, he’s actually fairly different from my usual choice in guys. He actually is available.

      Maybe that’s why I’m so scared of him.

      Because I am. Not that he’ll hurt me.

      Well, maybe a little. He could rip out my heart and stomp on it just to get his buddies to have a laugh at my expense.

      But last night, there had only been the two of us. No one else around.

      I guess when I see him next around his friends, that will be telling.

      I’m not sure I’m ready for that. It’s just as well I didn’t make it to my classes.

      He didn’t either, though.

      All because of me and my wearing him out.

      I would be lying if I said I didn’t take a measure of satisfaction in that.
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        * * *

      

      Back on campus, I return to my dorm and email the professors whose classes I missed to explain that I woke this morning feeling a bit under the weather. Not the truth but not entirely a lie either. I ask them to forgive me and to tell me what they covered, if they would be so kind, and I would be sure to ask a classmate for notes.

      That done, I desperately try to think of something to do. Homework? Don’t feel up to it. My concentration is shot, and the thought of watching karate videos when I don’t know which ones will help and which ones will harm makes me want to do anything but that. Plus, karate makes me think of Declan, so that’s a no go for now.

      Drawing? The last time I doodled, I drew his eyes, but I could try to draw a swan or a horse for old time’s sake.

      I just grab a sheet of paper when the door opens. Dawn spies me, and a huge grin crosses her face.

      “Hey, roomie. How did ya sleep last night?” she asks, still grinning broadly.

      I blink a few times. “Pretty well, all things considering.”

      “Oh, yeah? Mind telling me whose bed you slept in? Because it wasn’t yours, hmm? Or was it?” Suddenly, she seems unsure. “I was beat, so I went to bed early, but I didn’t hear the door open, but I could’ve slept through it. Oh, my God, I never meant to imply that you—”

      I hold up a hand. “Dawn, it’s fine.”

      “But what was I thinking? Assuming you were with a guy? You could’ve been mugged again, only this time, he could’ve shot you.” Horror dawns in her large dark brown eyes, and her hands fly to her mouth.

      “Dawn,” I say gently, “I wasn’t attacked. Not unless you consider grappling a willing opponent attacking… and moving that grappling to a nearby bed…”

      “So you and a karate guy? Wait, not Declan! You and Declan! Oh, my God! He’s hot, but I thought you said he’s an ass!”

      “He can be an ass, but he wasn’t last night, and I… needed release, and he was there, and he was willing, and I was willing, and it was just a one-time thing.”

      “Um, sure,” she says gently. “Brooke, can you do me a favor?”

      “Depends.” I grin at her, but she’s deadly serious.

      “Don’t lie to yourself, okay? If Declan’s an ass, he’s an ass, and I don’t give a shit how good the sex was. Don’t just sleep with him because it feels good, okay?”

      A part of me wants to rebel against her and insist I know what I’m doing, but she’s coming at me from an angle of friendship and concern, and honestly, her concern isn’t misguided at all.

      “I don’t wear my heart in my vagina,” I assure her. “I’m not confused. One-time thing, I swear.”

      “Does he know that?” she asks.

      I shrug. “He asked me to come back to bed this morning.”

      "So maybe he does realize, and that's why he didn't want you to go because he knows that means it's over… or he didn't want you to go… ever."

      I burst out laughing. “I’m sure that when I see him next with his buddies, he’ll be back to bullying me, and that’s all I need to end it, okay?”

      “And if he doesn’t bully you? You said he’s stopped some before because of concentrating on his schoolwork. What if he doesn’t bully you for a week? A month? And then starts up again?”

      “Dawn, we’re friends, right?”

      She nods. “Of course!”

      "I make friends easily enough, but I don't always let even friends in real close." I tap a fist to my chest. "I don't let guys get too close because I have a history of making terrible choices with them. Trust me. Dating Declan… sleeping with him again… neither is going to happen. You don't have to worry. I know myself well enough to recognize that I'm flawed in this area, and I won't make the same mistake twice, not with Declan, okay?"

      Dawn eyes me for a long moment and smiles. “Okay.”

      “Now, can you bring your chair over and model for me?” I ask.

      “Model?”

      “I want to draw your face,” I explain.

      That’s one way to make sure I don’t draw Declan.

      “If you really want…” she says dubiously. “Or you can see if Eliza or Kaylie are home.”

      “Nope! You. I want to draw my roomie.”

      She grins. “Fine! Stop twisting my arm!”

      We both laugh as she pulls over her chair.

      “Grin again. Not a force—there. Hold it.”

      And I get to work, feeling much better having talked to Dawn.

      Declan will not have any hold on me.

      Neither will that asshole mugger.

      I am my own person, and I won’t dare forget that again.
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      Too bad I’m still trying to figure out who I am.

      I keep my head low in classes and concentrate hard, hating that I missed a day’s worth of classes and wanting to make it up to my professors.

      As for Declan, he’ll smirk at me, but somehow, that curl to his lips no longer seems to be mocking. He’ll lift his chin, but I get the feeling he’s waiting for me to approach him.

      I don’t. One point in the coward column.

      As for karate, he’s treating me just like any of the other students, and I realize that what I took for his being a bully is his way of trying to motivate the students. He also tends to be harder on the teenagers, but they need it to stay focused, and the more I observe Declan, the more I realize that he’s tailoring his approach slightly differently for each student.

      Sensei does much the same, although he’s more militant, demanding perfection. Not that Declan accepts errors, but Sensei will bark at you to get it right, whereas Declan might make a snide comment but watch to make sure you get it right the next time, or if not, he’ll demonstrate it again.

      That detective finally calls and apologizes for not getting in touch with me sooner.

      “When do you think I can stop by the station and talk to you?”

      “How about—Hold on.”

      He puts me on hold, and when he comes back on, I can tell it’s not good.

      “I have a lead,” he says. “I’ll be in touch.”

      And that’s it. He hangs up, leaving me to hope he’s going to find the mugger and this nightmare be over.

      Because that’s the thing. Days have passed since I slept with Declan, and my every night is torturous between dreams of being with Declan, in his arms again, his cock buried deep inside me as I ride him, or nightmares of being with that mugger as he shoves his gun into my mouth, forcing me onto my knees.

      Maybe that’s what I deserve.

      Me personally.

      But not his other victims. They’re innocent, and they shouldn’t have to put up with this shit.

      Not on my watch.

      So when I read yet another report about a mugging at New Age Grocery, I know it’s time for me to step things up.

      I don’t dare tell anyone about this, but I start to hang out at the grocery store when it’s dark to see if the mugger will go after me again.

      I’ll head inside the grocery store and buy a single item and head to my car, taking my time, not looking around, trying to seem as oblivious as can be, an easy target, prey.

      Sometimes, I’ll get into my car, put my phone up to my ear, and pretend I’m talking to someone to have an excuse to go back inside and give the guy another chance at coming after me.

      If he's here.

      I also start to jot down the makes and models of the cars and their license plates to see if there are any repeats. It’s way too dark for me to be able to tell their color, but the license plates alone are a great way to distinguish between them.

      On all accounts, this is a huge failure. No dice. No signs of the mugger as far as I can tell, and there aren’t any cars that seem to come here more often than any others. I’ve even started to log the time and start to spend hours there until I begin to realize that sooner or later, people are going to get suspicious of me or at least of my car. I mean, no one is going to think I’m the mugger, but still, my hanging around the scene of a crime? Multiple crimes? Probably not a good look.

      And even more so, I’m starting to feel worthless. This isn’t helping any. All of this time could be spent working on my studies or else trying to work on the self-defense class. I’m putting my life on hold trying to nab this mugger, and the police are already on the case.

      And the one night that I don’t go to the grocery store, when I spend it getting caught up on homework and then watching videos before hanging out with my friends and masquerading as a normal college girl?

      Yeah, you guessed it. The next morning, there’s a report that there had been another mugging.

      What are the odds? Unless the mugger did notice my lurking around. Hmm. Maybe he thinks I'm an undercover cop. If that's the case, then my being there is helping to stop him. How long is it going to take before someone fights back and is shot for it? Eventually, it's going to happen. It's bound to.

      This isn’t my fight, I tell myself as I wearily climb into bed much later than I should every night.

      But every night after dinner, I pretend I’m going to the library to get work done, claiming I don’t want to disturb Dawn and the others, and I find myself right back at New Age Grocery.

      It’s not healthy, this obsession, but that’s my MO. That’s what I do. I get fixated on things. Just look at me and my goal against my father. Hell, just look at me and karate.

      Finally, not quite two weeks into my one-woman crusade against the mugger, Dawn corners me after my classes on a Monday.

      “You aren’t really going to the library, are you?” she asks softly. “I’m not judging you. I don’t care where you’re going. I just… Are you with Declan all this time?”

      I burst out laughing. "No, I'm not with Declan. I haven't been with him since that one night. Things have been… I guess cordial would be a good word to describe it. I think he might be hoping I'll make the next move, but I told you. Once and done. Never again."

      “How’s everything coming for the self-defense class then?”

      “That’s… been pushed to the back burner,” I admit.

      “So you aren’t working on that, and you aren’t working on your classes… I’m not prying. I’m just being a friend here, but… do you mind if I ask what’ve you’ve been up to?”

      I hesitate. If I were in her shoes, I would be worried, too, and I can’t exactly say I’ve been there for her like I wanted to with going to the fitness center. That’s one ball I haven’t been able to juggle since I took on this crusade.

      “I’m just trying to work through something,” I finally mutter.

      “Do you want to talk about it? It’s fine if you don’t, but I want you to know that you have someone in your corner, okay?”

      I grin. It’s maybe my first smile in a week. “Thank you,” I say softly. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      That night, I don’t go to the grocery store.

      There’s no mugging there.

      But there is. Mugging at the next shopping center over from there.

      Same guy? Highly likely, in my opinion.

      But I try to tell myself that this isn’t my fault, that I can’t help what’s happening. I’m just a college freshman. How am I supposed to handle this all by myself?

      Who could I ask for help, though? Not Dawn or Eliza or Kaylie. I won’t dare endanger them, not when all of the targets have been women.

      And asking Declan just seems like a bad idea too. He has so much to deal with as it is between school, karate, and his internship.

      Although I can’t say I’m a fan of Detective Rivera. He never did call me back again, and I left him a second message. I get that he’s busy chasing down leads, and maybe there’s no new information I can give him, but still, I want to do whatever I can to help, yet I feel like I have one arm twisted behind my back, and I haven’t been taught how to get out of that particular move.

      To make matters worse, I’m sure that this story is going to go national soon, and then my mom is going to find out, freak out, overreact. I don’t want to deal with her right now.

      The next afternoon, I'm supposed to be getting work done, but instead, I'm doodling, nothing major, just some designs, when there's a knock on the door.

      “Come in.”

      Eliza pops her head in. “Hey, how are you?”

      "I'm good," I say, even though a more truthful answer would be that I'm worn almost down to the bone. I've still been going to karate five days a week, and sometimes I'll watch a class beforehand or after, depending on the day, before heading over to the grocery store, and I am ready to drop.

      “Are you? I’ve been reading about that mugger. Dawn mentioned it.”

      I grimace.

      “Kaylie’s an atheist, but I do believe in God. Even I have to admit that when something bad happens to my family or my friends, I have a harder time believing, though. Why would a loving God allow bad things to happen to good people? I’m sorry. I’m rambling. I just want you to know that you’re a good person, and I’m behind you one hundred percent, but…”

      She hangs her head, her long dark hair falling forward to cover her face like a curtain, but then she lifts her head, her piercing dark eyes seeing straight through me.

      “I’ve been watching you at lunch and dinner. You’re there, but you aren’t there. You don’t talk much, and you always seem distracted. I understand if you don’t want to talk about it to anyone, but seriously, if you want…”

      Eliza taps her left ear.

      “You can talk into this ear, and I won’t hear you at all,” she says sweetly. “You can get whatever it is off your chest, and even I won’t be the wiser.”

      I want to laugh because that is so damn sweet of her, but I don’t because I’m afraid she’ll think I’m laughing at her.

      “I appreciate that,” I tell her sincerely. “Maybe I’ll take you up on that, but for now, do you prefer flowers or butterflies?”

      “Butterflies,” she says instantly. “Why?”

      I flip over the piece of paper and start to doodle a butterfly. The wings aren’t exact matches, but I don’t know if butterflies have truly identical wings. I use shading to color in the wings some.

      “That’s pretty,” Eliza says.

      “Yes, pretty. My art will never be masterpieces, but I’m okay with that.”

      “Your art is a work in progress.”

      “Aren’t we all?” I mutter.

      “What was that?”

      “We all are.”

      “Yes. We’re all a bit Humpty Dumpty, aren’t we? Gluing ourselves back together, finding a way to be put back together no matter what happens to us. You’re strong, Brooke. No one can deny that, but that doesn’t mean you have to face this alone. We’re stronger together, okay? That’s really all I wanted to say.”

      “You’re a sweetheart, Eliza.”

      “I don’t have a black heart.”

      I giggle.

      She lifts her eyebrows. “That’s not what you said.”

      “Sweetheart. I called you a sweetheart.”

      "A Sweet Tart? I'd love one!"

      I don’t have any, of course, but I do offer her some trail mix, which she happily munches on. It’s a bit harder for her to hear sometimes when people are chewing, especially noisy food like chips, and she soon waves and heads to her room to finish her snack, leaving me alone but somehow feeling less lonely than before she visited.

      Ah, the power of friendship.

      Too bad I can’t ask my friends to truly help me with what’s going on deep inside me.

      I’ve always wanted to be a fixer, to try to make things better for myself and others. No one ever fought for me, so I had to fight for myself, and I’ve gone to extreme lengths at times.

      I'm almost reaching that point here with this situation, and this time, I'm afraid I won't come out on top.
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      I've been avoiding Sensei as much as I can, the first one off the mat at the end of class, the last one to make it on at the start, trying to minimize the chances of his asking me for an update, but I can tell from the way he's eyeing me that he wants to know what's going on and sooner rather than later.

      So when class is over, I hang by the guys’ locker room, waiting for Declan.

      He eyes me skeptically as he heads my way, lifting his eyebrows.

      I wring my hands, hating that I’m nervous, but spending one-on-one time with him… just the thought of that makes me a little nervous, which is ridiculous, right? So he said some stupid things to me. Things could’ve been a lot worse.

      And he hadn’t filmed our having sex, at least not as far as I know.

      “You look like a deer caught in headlights,” he says. “What’s on your mind?”

      No way am I going to ask him point-blank about a sex tape featuring us as the stars, so I force a smile. "I know it's been a minute, but I really need your help with the self-defense class."

      “I was wondering if you forgot about that… or if you had found someone else to help you.”

      “That’s just it,” I mumble. “No one really is. I haven’t figured out much more than what we did that first day. I’m just afraid the whole thing is going to be a huge flop, and the women will regret coming, or worse, they’ll feel like they’re all empowered just because they took one class, and they’ll get into a fight or something, and someone will get hurt, and it’ll all be on me.”

      “Overactive imagination much, don’t you think?” he asks. “The weight of the world isn’t on your shoulders.”

      “Good, because I probably would’ve shrugged by now.”

      He chuckles. “Should I call you Atlas?”

      “I know better than to start a war with the Olympian gods,” I assure him.

      “Do you? What about a war against a mugger?”

      I stiffen, holding unnaturally still, not even breathing. When I find my voice, I croak out, “What are you talking about?”

      “Your car. It’s rather distinct, and I’ve been making a point of driving around the grocery store now and again, just to scope out the lot, and I’ve seen you there every time I’ve driven through. Every time.”

      I gape at him, astonished.

      “You aren’t the only one who wants to protect the women,” he says. “Believe it or not, the police do too. I won’t make excuses for them, but they’re doing their best.”

      “So far, their best isn’t good enough,” I snap.

      He holds up his hands defenselessly and wisely says nothing, and we both, by unspoken agreement, drop it.

      For an hour, maybe longer, we work hard on it, and we do the same the next day and the next, and I’m panting and so very sore, but I think we might’ve made decent enough progress.

      “Are you sure this is good enough?” I ask, breathless, hoping against hope that he’ll agree with me.

      “One way to find out. Do you have a laptop in your car?”

      “No, why?”

      “I figure it would be better to type up what you plan on demonstrating to show to Sensei.”

      “Oh, right.”

      “Be right back.”

      He leaves, and I sit cross-legged on the mat, trying to ignore the fact that I can still smell Declan. I rub my face and realize even my hands smell like him. Closing my eyes, I inhale, breathing him in. I don’t know how it happened or why, but I’ve missed this, missed working with him one-on-one, and it almost seems like we really have crossed a hurdle.

      Like we could be friends if I let us.

      Hell, we might even be able to be more than friends if I wasn’t standing in the way.

      But I can’t allow that to happen. I’m too damaged, and Declan isn’t the ass I thought he was at first. He deserves a girl who can completely open herself up to him, not just her legs, but her heart and her soul.

      I can’t bare my soul to anyone, or else they’ll see me for what I truly am.

      I’m not a bully, but I’m a monster just the same. The things I’ve done…

      Declan returns with his laptop, and I start to type, but considering I don’t know the names of all the moves, Declan ends up taking the laptop back, and we’re done so much quicker that way.

      “That everything?” he asks.

      I read over his shoulder. I'm squatting just behind him, and I place a hand on his right shoulder.

      “Yes, that’s everything,” I say, and then I slip my arm over to choke him.

      He playfully whips me over his shoulder, away from his laptop somehow, and he jumps on top of me, grabbing my wrists and pinning me into place.

      I so badly want to lift my chin, to kiss him, and I even do lift my chin, but I also feign struggling to free my wrists as I worm out a leg, trying to gain half guard, but he slides his lower half over to trap me entirely again, his entire body pressed against mine, and I’m trying so hard to not pay attention to a certain part of his anatomy. I refuse to try to feel if he’s growing hard, but there’s no doubting that I’m growing wetter by the second.

      “Never start a fight you aren’t willing to finish,” Declan says softly.

      “Oh, this isn’t fighting,” I assure him. “If I was fighting you, it would be much dirtier.”

      His eyes glitter as he smirks. “Go ahead. Talk dirty to me.”

      I laugh and shake my head. “Get off me, you perv.”

      Is it my imagination, or did a flicker of hurt flash in his light brown eyes? I don’t know because if it was there in the first place, it was gone in seconds, and he releases his hold on me and straightens, holding out his hand to help me up.

      Figuring there’s no harm in accepting his aid, I slip my hand into his. He guides me to my feet and then squeezes my hand before releasing it.

      I swallow hard, not wanting to acknowledge that there is still unresolved sexual tension between us even though we already had sex. What the hell? I don’t have time to worry about all that. Sex and boys and dating… that’s something a normal girl worries about, and I am anything but normal.

      We head off the mat when Declan abruptly stops. Without turning to look at me, he murmurs, “Do I make you uncomfortable, Brooke? If I do, I don’t mean to.”

      “You don’t now.”

      “So I did at some point?” He faces me, his expression blank for the most part.

      But his eyes? He looks tortured.

      Now that is unexpected.

      “Come on, man. You bullied me from the first time we met. You judged me, what, based on my looks? Couldn’t stop talking about my ass, having your friends gang up on me too…”

      “So dinner… and dessert… didn’t make up for all of that?”

      Does he mean dessert or dessert?

      Does it matter?

      “It would be nice to hear an apology,” I murmur, “but considering I’m having to ask for it, that doesn’t bode the best for my believing it’s sincere.”

      “So there’s nothing I can do?” he asks, frustration coloring his words.

      I say nothing.

      “Why did you… Why did we…”

      “I wouldn’t call it a lapse of judgment,” I whisper.

      “So what would you call it?”

      Mistake.

      One I want to repeat.

      Weakness.

      Something I don’t want to admit that I have.

      Lust.

      An emotion that has caused me to make more mistakes and to be weaker than any other.

      His eyes narrow. "Yes, maybe I started things off between us on the wrong foot, and I was at fault for that. I won't deny that, and if I could go back and change things, I would, or maybe I wouldn't because I do like where we're heading, or at least I thought I did, but you've been so distant lately… It's like I don't even know you."

      “Did you ever?”

      “I was starting to get to know you.”

      I roll my eyes. "My body, maybe."

      “Your mind, too, and I thought your emotions, your… Aw, fuck it. You said as many biting things as I did to you. Yes, again, my fault because I started it, but you escalated it, and if you can’t see that we’re both to blame for hurting each other—”

      “Did I really hurt your feelings?” I ask, hating that I’m curious, wondering why I don’t believe him. He seemed so unaffected by my insults, which might be some of the reason why I kept saying them.

      “By pushing me away after… by leaving my bed with hardly a word… yes, you hurt me, but I can forgive you for that without your even saying you’re sorry, but if we’re at an impasse, then we’re at an impasse.” He works his jaw. “I’ve been helping you, and I’ve been doing what I can to try to catch the mugger even though… Forget about it.”

      My heart hurts, but I let him stomp away from me. That couldn’t have gone worse, and he had a point. He bullied me first, but I tried to stick up for myself—

      Yeah, fuck that. He can try to spin it all he wants that I bullied him back, but that’s bullshit, and he knows it. The other part, my pushing him away and leaving his bed like I was ashamed, I can understand that hurting him, but the rest? No way.

      I trail behind him to Sensei’s office. I wasn’t sure if Sensei would still be here, but he is, and he grins when he sees us.

      "Worked up a good sweat, you two, I see."

      “Here you go.” Declan shoves his laptop into Sensei’s face.

      Sensei is quiet, his face a mask as he reads, and slowly, he nods. "This seems perfect. Very well done. I'm impressed. Next task? Spread the word, and be sure to tell all of your female friends. Put up flyers, posters, handouts, everywhere. It'll be in a month."

      A month. How many women are going to sign up in a month’s time? And I’m going to have to practice things with Declan over and over again to make sure I don’t fumble and screw up in front of the crowd.

      This is going to be interesting, especially if Declan and I remain at odds.

      All I wanted was an apology, but apparently, that was too much to ask, and if that's the case, if my feelings mean so little to him, then clearly, I hardly meant anything at all to Declan.

      Which means I was right for it to be once and done.

      So why the hell am I tortured almost every night by dream Declan and dream me having sex in new positions and in places all over the world every time I go to bed? It’s like he wormed his way inside me, into my subconscious, and I don’t know how to root him out.

      I don’t know how to break free of this hold he has on me.

      And I don't know if I can handle our being at an impasse because, honestly, deep down, I hated keeping him at arm's length. It hurt me maybe as much as he's claiming it hurt him.
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      I head to the locker room and get changed as quickly as I can. I’m pretty sure the staff has access to a shower, so I’m hoping to leave before Declan does. When I duck out of the locker room, I don’t spy him, and, like a thief in the night, I try to leave without drawing any attention to myself.

      Only Declan is waiting outside by the door for me.

      “I drove,” I mutter.

      “Heading to New Age Grocery?” he asks.

      I shake my head.

      He snorts. “Am I supposed to believe you?”

      “I don’t give a rat’s ass what you believe.”

      His lips almost curl upward. “I’ve always thought that expression was strange. What about. Rat’s head? A rat’s tail? His eyes? His heart? Maybe they taste good with some fava beans and a nice Chianti. What do you think?”

      “Go ahead. You first.” I start toward my car.

      He follows me.

      “Stalker,” I mutter under my breath even though it’s not very funny to joke about such a serious matter, and it is gentlemanly of him to walk me to my car.

      But he positions himself to block me from getting inside. “I know Detective Rivera hasn’t had a chance to speak with you.”

      “Yeah, at this point, I doubt it’s happening.”

      “So talk to me. Tell me anything and everything you can about the mugger.”

      “Why? It’s not as if you’re on the case. You work for your father. He’s not assigned to this.” I hesitate. “Or is he?”

      “He’s not,” Declan allows, “but I might’ve happened to get my hands on the file and read through it, so I know what the other eyewitnesses had to say.”

      “Victims,” I spit out. “We’re victims of a crime, not eyewitnesses.”

      “Technically—”

      I glower at him, and he wisely shuts up.

      “So, what do you recall about him? About the gun? Did you see his vehicle? Car? Truck?”

      “He wore a baseball hat,” I say. “It was dark, but he was close enough to me that I could see him. His nose was a bit flat, wide. His eyes were green—”

      “Green eyes?” he interrupts.

      “I’m certain of it. And he had a mole under his left nostril. I didn’t see the gun, just felt it. He shoved it against my stomach at first, but I didn’t react. Oh, and his exact words to me were, ‘Give me ya purse!’ so his English wasn’t perfect, you know? But I don’t know. I guess I stared at him too hard, too long, trying to memorize his face, and that’s when he moved the gun up to be against my throat.” I swallow hard and rub my arms, trying to ward off a sudden chill that has nothing to do with the warm night air. “He shoved the gun so hard against my throat that I gagged.”

      “How dark was it?” Declan asks. “At the time of the attack.”

      “As dark as it is now, I guess. Why?”

      "All of the other women who were attacked said that he had dark eyes."

      “His eyes were green,” I insist. “Yes, it had been dark, but he was right in my face. Like this.”

      I invade his space, standing as close as the mugger had.

      “You can see my eye color, can’t you?” I ask. “I know what I saw!”

      He stares down at me.

      “Can you see my eye color?” I ask.

      “You aren’t wearing a baseball cap.”

      “Oh, for crying out loud!” I throw up my hands. “Do you have one in your car?”

      “No.”

      “So you don’t believe me.”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      “You don’t have to. You think I’m lying. Why? What would I get from lying? I want the guy nabbed! Locked up! I want him off the streets so that women don’t have to be worried about walking to their cars, only let’s be real. Any time that women are out late at night alone, she’s always going to be worried, nervous, looking over her shoulder. It’s just in our DNA. Kinda sad to think that we’ve been hardwired to be afraid of predators because so many have come after us and our ancestors.”

      Declan rubs the back of his neck and then rolls his head from side to side. “Did you see his vehicle?”

      “No. When he moved the gun, I caved. I grabbed my wallet out of my pocket and tossed it away from me. I got inside my car and drove off. Honestly, I don’t know how I made it back to campus without getting in a car accident. I canceled my cards, and then I tried to sleep, but…”

      “Why didn’t you call the police?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe because it seemed surreal, like it happened to someone else, and I just watched it, only that bruise…” My fingers touch the exact spot. I swear it still hurts a little. “I just wanted to forget what happened. Stupid. It kept playing over and over in my mind on a repeating loop, and I couldn’t get it out of my head. Believe me. His eyes were green, and he was strong. His grip on me was so very strong.”

      “He grabbed you?”

      I nod.

      “Where?”

      "My right wrist. I don't know if it was a lucky guess or if he was watching me and knew it was my dominant hand or what."

      “Like this?” He reaches out and snatches my right wrist.

      “Yes, only tighter. Tighter. Yes,” I murmur when he has the right amount of pressure.

      “Just like this? With his thumb over the top?”

      “Yes.”

      “Okay, so what’s your guess as to how to break free?”

      “Yanking backward didn’t help, and the gun… I couldn’t think of anything else to try.”

      “You can think now,” he urges. “What’s the weakest part of the hand?”

      I stare down at his hand covering my wrist. “Your fingers are strong.”

      “Yep.”

      “Going out this way or that doesn’t make any sense,” I mutter as I move my arm and wrist to the right and then left. His arm just moves to accommodate me, his grip never lessening. “Which leaves the thumb.”

      “Yes. With the thumb up top, you—”

      I yank up with my arm, bending my elbow, but I have to yank super hard to break free because his grip remains tight, and he doesn’t loosen it at all.

      “Maybe we should add this to the self-defense workshop,” I murmur.

      “I’m not worried about that,” he says, his light brown eyes looking darker than ever before, clearly saying he’s worried about something else instead.

      That he’s worried about me.

      “I know how you feel about me,” he says, “and that this is the last thing you want, but if you want to keep a watch over New Age Grocery and the surrounding stores, you shouldn’t do it alone. I’ll go with you. Two sets of eyes are better than one.”

      “No, it’s fine,” I mumble. “We don’t… We shouldn’t. The police can handle it, right? I mean, you aren’t going to bother to tell the detective what I told you.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Because I’m an outlier. I saw green eyes.”

      “Determining eye color late at night isn’t easy,” he says.

      “How many?”

      “Hmm?”

      “How many victims?”

      Declan grimaces. “Brooke…”

      “How many!”

      "Nine, including you."

      “Fuck,” I mutter. “I didn’t realize it was that high.”

      “It might even be higher than that. There’s some speculation that other muggings involving a knife had been him, but he got his hands on a gun somehow.”

      “He’s becoming more violent.”

      “He’s desperate. Honestly, it makes me wonder if he needs the money for something. To save his house? Medical bills? Who knows, but he’s not going about making money the right way.”

      “Far too many people try to make a quick buck,” I mutter, thinking of my father and his dirty hands.

      “I’ll talk to Detective Rivera—”

      “If I’m the only one to have seen green eyes—”

      “You aren’t the only one to mention the mole, though,” he says. “Which nostril again?”

      “His left nostril.”

      “Yes, that’s what a few of the others said, so that matches. I wish you would’ve seen his car or truck. We don’t even know for sure that the asshole drives.”

      “Do you think…” I swallow hard. “The first night I didn’t go to the grocery store and sit for hours trying to get his attention, he struck again. He might recognize my car, so maybe... if you want... if you’re willing…”

      “You want to have a stakeout in my car.”

      “I get it if you don’t want to,” I say in a rush.

      “You’re damn straight I don’t want to,” he says grimly. “I don’t want us to have to worry about this fucker, but we don’t have that luxury, but how about tomorrow? You look as exhausted as I feel, and I don’t know how long I would be able to stay awake for a stakeout.”

      I grimace. He has a point. I am tired, but in another way, I’m also completely wired too. We’re standing far too close together, and there’s electricity in the air between us. I don’t know if the spark is the kind to set hearts aflame or if it’s the kind that will burn the world down all around us.

      “Tomorrow?” he suggests.

      “Sure,” I say quickly, already making up my mind because I do not want there to be a victim tonight.

      Only Declan’s car is right next to mine, and he follows me out of the lot all the way to Orchid House, where he sits his car idle, rolling down the window.

      “I’ll just watch you head on inside,” he says.

      “Because I’m not safe here on campus,” I protest. “It’s, what, thirty steps to the door?”

      “And I’ll watch them.”

      “You don’t trust me,” I say sourly. “You think I’m going to wait until you leave to head back to my car and drive over.”

      “You thought about that, didn’t you?”

      “Remind me to never play you in poker,” I grumble.

      “Strip, baby. Strip poker.”

      “I’m actually a very good poker player,” I inform him. “You would be the one naked first.”

      “Would that make me the winner or you?” he asks with a grin.

      I suck in a breath, not wanting him to draw me back into his web of lust, but then all of the hurt of my past and present all fade away to nothingness, and all I feel is pleasure, the pleasure he coaxes out of my body. When he looks at me, with those damn alluring eyes of him, I’m lost. Lost forevermore.

      And I don’t mind.

      But I can’t give into him. Not again.

      “Goodnight, Brooke,” he says softly.

      I turn and flee, and I don’t leave Orchid House again that night.

      And there is another reported attack come the morning, this time from a different shopping center altogether. Even if we had gone over, we wouldn’t have been able to prevent it from happening.

      All I did was deny us a chance to be together for one more night, a way for Declan to maybe apologize not with words but with his actions, his fingers, his tongue, his lips…

      A sigh escapes me as it often does when I think of him, and hell, if I know what to do next as far as Declan and the mugger and all the rest.
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      My classes are a bit of a blur. I have so many assignments to do, and now there are quizzes and tests to contend with as well. I’m studying at the library for once when my phone vibrates.

      My mom.

      I’ve been putting her off for so very long, and if she starts to talk to me about something I don’t want to discuss, I’ll just use studying as an excuse to get off the phone real quick.

      I hurry out of the library so I won’t disturb anyone and answer. “Mom?”

      “Brooke! Oh, honey, it’s so good to hear your voice!”

      “Yeah, because my voice is so incredible,” I joke. “What’s up? Just calling to check in?”

      “Yes,” she says, but there’s something in her tone that makes me want to groan.

      “I’m fine, Mom. I’m actually at the library—”

      “With a friend?” she interrupts.

      “Mom, it’s two in the afternoon here.”

      "Yes, I realize that. I can convert time, dear. No matter what you think, I'm not an idiot. It's just… Were you ever going to tell me about the muggings? That is happening right near your campus, isn’t it?”

      I close my eyes and try to count to ten, so I won't mutter something she doesn't want to hear under my breath.

      “Mom, I’m fine. I don’t go out alone at night—”

      “What about karate?” she asks. “What time are your classes?”

      “I’ve been carpooling with a friend,” I lie.

      “Oh, that’s good. Good, good. I’m so worried! You’re so far away, and you are everything to me, baby girl. I don’t know what I would do if I lost you too.”

      She sounds like she’s going to cry, and I feel a flash of guilt.

      “Mom, I am fine. Seriously. There’s nothing to be worried about.”

      “So you haven’t been mugged?”

      My heart skips a beat. How many times do I want to continue to lie to her? But if I tell her the truth, she’s going to hop a flight and try to drag me onto the plane with her back to Florida.

      No way in hell am I returning to my father’s state.

      And that's when I realize a possible subconscious reason to explain why I hadn't talked to the police right away to file a report.

      Because I know my mom and her crazy paranoid mind, and I wouldn’t put it past her to try to Google me all the time and see what hits come up, and if she saw in the news and learned there about the mugging instead of from me directly, there would be hell to pay.

      “Mom, do you really think I would not tell you if I were mugged?” I ask.

      “Honestly, Brooke, that’s exactly what I think you would do because you wouldn’t want me to worry.”

      “Is that proof that I was mugged?”

      “No, which is why I’m calling and asking and hoping that my daughter won’t lie to me.”

      “How often have I lied to you?”

      “More times than I care for.”

      “Less than the fingers on one hand!” I exclaim.

      Which is, in and of itself, a lie, but there's only been three or four times when she's caught me in a lie, so as far as she knows, that's the truth.

      "If you think I don't know that there were times in high school when you pretended to be sick, so you didn't have to go…"

      “Yeah, well, one of those times, I actually did end up throwing up,” I mutter.

      Now that’s a true story.

      “Karma’s a bitch, so don’t lie to me. Were you mugged?”

      “Why would you think that?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Maybe because you had all of the credit cards canceled and had to get a new driver’s license?”

      Holy shit. She should be the detective working the case instead of Detective Rivera!

      But if she can do this much digging into me and my business, why was she so willing to turn a blind eye to everything my father did?

      I clear my throat. "I didn't want to tell you that I lost my wallet. I panicked and canceled the cards, but then I found my wallet, so… I figured it wasn't that big of a deal."

      “Are you certain that’s what happened?” she asks.

      “Mom!”

      “I hate that you’re so far away,” she grumbles. “I can’t even see your face. Unless… Can you FaceTime me?”

      “Not now. I’m outside the library.”

      “You really were studying?”

      “I want to get good grades. You didn’t have an issue with my studying in high school.”

      “No, no. You should study, but have you gone to any parties?”

      “Not my scene.”

      “You need to make friends.”

      “I have friends.”

      “And a boyfriend?”

      “No.”

      "No? Has any cute boy… or girl, for that matter… caught your eye?"

      “No,” I lie.

      She huffs a sigh. “Has a professor caught your eye?”

      “Mom!”

      “If you think I don’t realize who you had crushes on… who you would sneak out to see…”

      “I never—”

      “Oh, yes, you did.”

      “I was always home before curfew!”

      “You aren’t a virgin,” she says. “You’re at least practicing safe sex, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      “And any sexual partners, they’re clean, yes? No STDs?”

      Fuck. I never asked Declan about that. I was tested before college. Mom insisted. Kind of a gross overreach if you ask me, but I can’t deny that I was relieved when I got the all clear.

      “Just because I’m practicing safe sex doesn’t mean that I have a current sexual partner,” I finally say.

      “I just want you to be happy, honey.”

      “Sex doesn’t equal happiness.”

      A guy is heading toward the library as he says this, and he glances over at me. He slows down.

      “If that’s what you think, then you haven’t had sex with someone who knows what he’s doing,” he says.

      I flip him the bird, and he shakes his head and enters the library.

      “Who was that?” Mom demands.

      “Hell if I know. Some nosy, judgmental prick.”

      “Brooke!”

      “What? He was eavesdropping and butting in on our private conversation.”

      “And here I was thinking maybe he had a point.”

      "Mom, there have to be boundaries. We can't talk about sex like this. I will eventually find a guy I'm willing to date."

      “Will you?” she asks quietly. “Because all you’ve ever done is sleep around and move on. You can’t be happy with any one guy. Why is that? Are you missing something in your life? Is it your father? Did I do wrong by you by not marrying again?”

      “Mom, are you seeing that therapist again?”

      “So what if I am?” she asks defensively.

      “Why don’t you sleep with him?” I ask.

      “I will not just spread my legs for any man!”

      “I’m not suggesting any man. I’m suggesting the only man you’ve really spoken to on a deep, personal level outside of my father.”

      “Brooke, this is highly inappropriate!”

      “Glad we’re in agreement.” I smirk. “My sex life and yours shouldn’t ever be discussed.”

      She blows out a breath. “That’s not true,” she murmurs. “You’re my daughter, and I need to make sure that you’re safe.”

      “I am. I’m on birth control, and if I ever do find a guy to sleep with, he’ll wear a condom.”

      Although, if I’m honest, in the heat of the moment with Declan in his room, I forgot to mention one to him. Thank fuck he had the presence of mind to put on one.

      “Good. The last thing you need is to become pregnant before you graduate. You have your whole life ahead of you. And especially to become pregnant from a guy you only ever intend to sleep with once! Do you want to have to deal with child support payments for eighteen years?”

      “Since we’re continuing to talk about my sex life even though I’ve made it abundantly clear that I don’t want that, how about this, Mom? How about you go out and have a one-night stand? I think being laid would help you get over the hurdle. Father’s dead and gone. You grieved. You need to move on and live your life because, honestly, Mom, if you keep living in the past, I’m not going to want to continue to have a relationship with you.”

      Hell, that’s harsh.

      But it’s also the most truthful thing I’ve said to her in a long time.

      “Brooke, if this is about those ridiculous allegations you conjured up in your head when you were a child—”

      “And we’re done.” I hang up, fight the urge to throw my phone, and instead block my mom’s number.

      A bit extreme? Maybe, but I’ve known for a long time that I’m going to cut ties with her entirely at some point or another. Why wait?

      Sure, she can cut me from the credit cards, but my father’s trust fund for me is available for me to use now. I don’t have to wait until I’m twenty-one.

      But there is one concern I have for my mom. Once I do sell my father’s company, whenever that is, she’s not getting a penny. It’s her sole source of income. She doesn’t work. How is she going to provide for herself? I know it’s not technically my worry, that she knows that I’ll be taking over at some point, but she has no idea what I plan to do, what I have in store for Adams Tech for the Future. ATF for short. I’ve always thought the name was corny, but is my mom hoping I’ll just continue to support her lavish lifestyle until she dies?

      If she had been a good, kind, caring mom, I would have no issues at all helping her financially and every other way, but when I came to her, crying, bruised, telling her the terrible truth that no one else would ever hear about, she turned away from me, claimed I hurt myself, and never wanted me to talk to her about it again.

      She chose her abusive husband over her abused child.

      She’s as guilty as my father.

      She’s lucky she’s alive.
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        * * *

      

      I return to collect my books and head to the dorm. Dawn’s there, eyeing the protein drinks.

      “Have one,” I suggest.

      “I will. After I go to the gym. Heather is going in an hour. Want to join us?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. Too much to do.”

      “Couldn’t concentrate at the library?”

      “My mom called.”

      She takes one look at my facial expression and winces. “That bad, huh?”

      “I lied to her, told her I hadn’t been mugged.”

      “Geez.”

      “Does your mom ask you hugely intrusive questions?” I blurt out.

      “Well, my mom is a nurse, so… to some extent, but if I don’t want to answer anything, she won’t force me to or hold it against me.”

      “You’re lucky. Your mom respects you.”

      “I’m sorry, Brooke.”

      “I don’t want you to apologize. I’m happy for you. It’s nice to know that some moms genuinely care instead of trying to manipulate their daughters into behaving a certain way and trying to turn them into puppets or mini mes or whatever it is that my mom’s doing.”

      “That sounds awful.”

      “Yes, well… actually pumping some iron might help me. Want to head over now and catch up with Heather when she gets there?”

      “Sure. I’ll see if she can come earlier.”

      So we go, and I lift weights until my arms feel like they’re going to fall off, and I work my legs so hard that I can’t walk straight.

      But all the while, I kept hearing my mom's voice in my head, asking me over and over again questions she had no business asking, questions she couldn't even ask because she didn't know about him.

      “Do you love Declan?”

      “Are you leading him on?”

      “What if he has an STD? What if he gives you one?”

      “Why can’t you accept that people make mistakes?”

      “Why can’t you ever forgive anyone?”

      “Maybe because too many people have failed me,” I mutter as I finish wiping down the weights.

      A guy glances at me, but he has headphones on, so he couldn't have heard me, and I ignore him and head on over to the treadmills where Dawn and Heather are at it. Dawn's still not going that fast, but the incline is steep. That has got to be killer on her calves.

      I chat with them until they’re done, and we leave, but I can’t get that one question in particular out of my mind.

      “Why can’t you ever forgive anyone?”
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      “I’m so glad you have a treadmill buddy in Heather,” I tell Dawn as we head to the parking lot.

      “Me,” she says with a grin.

      “Oh! Give me a sec. I’ll be right back.”

      I drove, thankfully, and I grab a stack of flyers from the backseat. I made a ton of them, having procrastinated from watching videos one night to create the flyer minus the date. Now that we have a date that's looming over me, even though it's still a bit away makes me want to break out in hives.

      I carry them inside Fearless Fitness. Pamela grins at me.

      “Did you forget something?”

      “In a way,” I say. “Would it be all right if I leave these with you to hand out to those you think might be interested?”

      She takes the top flyer, reads it, and then clearly sets it aside for herself.

      "As long as I don't have to work then, I'll be there," she assures me. "I've never thought about karate before, but the thought of learning self-defense… I mean, with that mugger running around, this is so aptly timed! I have a feeling this is going to blow up and be huge!'

      "Thank you so much, Pamela. I'm so glad you're coming. I have no idea how it's going to go or if women will show up." I grimace. "You know what? Next time, it should just be a self-defense class for anyone and everyone. Why just women? I mean, I know we're more likely to be attacked, but there are other classes of people who can be targeted too."

      “You’re amazing,” she gushes. “I just love our community here at Fearless Fitness. So many of our members are changing the world, and you’re a part of that. It must feel so good to know that you are making a difference in the world.”

      “Not yet I’m not.”

      She snorts. “Before I hurt my back, I used to teach so many classes here. Pilates. Yoga. Spin classes. Weight lifting for beginners. It was crazy and insane, and on top of that, I would also lead seminars, special classes basically, a one-off, and the amount of planning for just a single class? It takes so much time, so don’t pretend you haven’t already put hours into this. It’ll show, and you’ll shine.”

      I grin. “Thank you, Pamela. Whenever I’m having a bad day, I’m just going to talk to you.”

      “Of course!” She waves.

      I hurry back to the car to find Dawn in the passenger seat, holding a flyer.

      “I hope you know Kaylie, Eliza, and I are all coming,” she says.

      “Have you registered yet?” I ask as I buckle up and turn on the car.

      “Not yet. When we get to the room. After my protein shake. Our protein shakes,” she corrects with a laugh. “I’ll have to go and get more when we run out. You shouldn’t have to provide all of that for us.”

      "I would feel better if we go now, when it's daylight," I say. "Plus, I want to talk to the owner. I think his name is Arne. I'm hoping he'll be willing to let me put up flyers in the grocery store. All down that shopping center and the other one that was hit. The mugger is moving around now, more unpredictable, and it makes me worried that he's becoming more desperate."

      “You think he’s going after the money for a reason, huh?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, but how many people have cash on them nowadays? He’s amassing cards, and the women know to cancel them immediately, so what is he really getting out of this?”

      “Maybe he’s some kind of freak and is getting a high from it.” Dawn makes a face. “What a sick scumbag.”

      “You’re telling me.”

      “Sure, we can go to the grocery store now,” she says. “Whatever you want, I’m game.”

      We head there, and while Dawn fills a cart, I try to track down the owner. It takes me a few tries to find an employee who will direct me toward his office in the back.

      A short, balding man who seems to be handling things well even as three different employees come up to him to ask for his assistance with matters that he easily rectifies without moving from behind his desk, Arne Montel isn’t at all what I expected, although I’m not sure what exactly I expected from the owner of a store called New Age Grocery.

      “Mr. Montel? May I have a word with you?” I ask from the doorway once his office is finally cleared.

      “You are?”

      “My name is Brooke Adams. I…” I hesitate and then decide to opt for the truth. “I should have notified you previously, but I had been a victim of a mugging attack in your parking lot.”

      “I am very sorry to hear this. When was this? I can try to scan the security footage,” he says, but he’s grimacing. “I don’t know how he does it, but he almost always has his face obscured at all times, as if he knows where the cameras are. I even tried to move them, but I suppose he knows to look for them.”

      “He was wearing a baseball hat.”

      “Which naturally doesn’t help to show his face.”

      I tell him the date and time, and he jots that down.

      “I will be in contact with the police if I find anything on the footage,” he says.

      I feel like such a moron for not coming forward earlier. I hadn’t even thought about security footage, but I push aside my regret and hand him a flyer.

      “I’m part of a local dojo, and we are organizing a woman’s self-defense class. A one-night event. I was hoping I might be able to post a flyer here or leave some with the cashiers.”

      He grins. “I love this. Something to give power back to the women. I have to say that I haven’t been sleeping much since this first started, and to learn that the mugger is moving on to other places has not helped matters any. I want him off the streets!”

      “You and me both, Mr. Montel.”

      “How many do you—Leave me the stack. We’ll hand them out. Thank you for coming to see me. Brooke, yes?”

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      I walk out of there feeling like I accomplished something.

      But the next morning, there's yet another mugging. This time, the woman ended up with a concussion because she had been pistol-whipped.

      We have got to nail that sucker!
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        * * *

      

      I’m not the only one handing out flyers. In fact, Declan came up with his own flyers, and I hate to admit it, but his looks better than mine does.

      “I made a few flyers for the dojo over the years,” he explains. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I roll my eyes, hating that he can so easily read my face.

      We just finished going through the class’s demonstrations. The adult class is about to start, and I’m already exhausted, but I push through. We do sparring this week. I’m given boxing gloves to borrow, and I don’t have full gear yet. When you’re a yellow belt, you have to buy equipment like shin guards, a mouthpiece, foot guards, and some other pieces too.

      After taking a front left front kick to my stomach, the wind is knocked out of me. I stagger back, and I see the hunger in my opponent’s eyes. He throws a hook punch, but I duck beneath it, maybe bending forward too much, but I shoot in and slam a glove into his gut. Now that he’s the one staggering back, I feel much better.

      “Not bad,” Declan says as he walks around, watching everyone.

      Is he talking about me? I turn to see, leaving myself vulnerable, and I get clocked right in the jaw.

      “Alex! What the hell! I told you this is her first time sparring, she doesn’t have all of the gear on, to take things slow, and you are not supposed to ever hit in the face anyhow!”

      Alex is just a teenager, maybe a year younger than I am, all long limbs that he hasn’t seemed to master yet.

      “My fault,” I say after working my aching jaw a bit. “I shouldn’t have been distracted. Come on. Let’s go.”

      I’m hit a few more times hard, but I do deflect and counter several. Not too bad, I think, and I’m all sweaty as I get changed after.

      It’s Wednesday, so the adult class is the last one. Declan’s in the office, and I head over to see him.

      “When are you leaving?” I ask as he types on the computer.

      “In three minutes,” he mumbles. “Just updating attendance. Why? What’s up? Did you walk?”

      “No, I didn’t walk. I just need to go to New Age Grocery.”

      “Now? For groceries or…”

      “Arne has given out all of my flyers, so I’m going to give him more.” I hesitate and then plunge ahead. “If you want to come with…”

      “Sure. And done. If everyone else has left…”

      It’s smooth, giving Arne the flyers, but then he drops a bomb when he hands me a card.

      “A news reporter found out about the class. They want to interview you for TV.”

      I’m dumbfounded. “Me? Sensei—”

      “You were attacked. You are the one in charge of the event. I’m pretty sure they want to talk to you.”

      “She’ll do it,” Declan says. “I mean, Brooke, your name is on the flyer.”

      “Yes, but it’s his dojo,” I argue.

      But my complaints fall on deaf ears, and I realize Sensei purposely had me do just about everything for this without his help because he wanted this. He wanted it to get out that I had been attacked, and it might get back to my mom, and it’s all going to blow up in my face. Had Arne been the one to tell this reporter Wanda Spredemann about when I had been mugged?

      It’s too late now, though. Wanda moves quickly after I call, and the very next day, outside of the dojo, at five o’clock, she’s there with a van and a single cameraman.

      She's a beautiful woman, maybe in her forties, but the only giveaway is her eyes. She tells me what questions she'll ask, and I debate begging her not to mention my being attacked but don't. If she thinks it'll help get more women to sign up…

      Although it might also serve as a deterrent…

      “What’s wrong?” she asks nervously. “We’re going on live in five.”

      “My attack…”

      “I debated whether or not to mention it. It will be in the article on our website and in the physical paper, but for the news segment now, I won’t. We want to help the women, to give them confidence, and I think…”

      The cameraman coughs.

      “Are you ready?” Wanda asks.

      “Sure.”

      And she introduces herself and then me, has me talk about why I started karate in the first place, and honestly, I just look at her. It’s as if we’re having a simple conversation, so long as I ignore the mic she holds.

      “Brooke, can you give our viewers the details of the event one last time?” she asks.

      Now, I stare at the camera and freeze, but then I pretend the lens is Declan, and I easily rattle off the details, the address, date, and time, as well as reminding the women to call or email to register.

      “We hope to see you there,” I finish with a grin.

      The cameraman lowers his camera and gives us a thumbs up.

      “You did great,” Wanda says. “You spoke a little fast in the beginning, but once your nerves settled, you were spot on. I hope this helps!”

      “Me too. Thank you.”

      By Friday afternoon, the number of women calling to sign up themselves, their daughters, their sisters is so staggering that I don't know if we'll have enough room for all of the women. That's such an amazing problem to have, though! I'm starting to become excited about this.
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      Sensei looks over the signups. I just voiced my concern because the mat can only hold so many women at one time.

      “You’re right,” he muses. “We can accommodate at the most five more women, but then we’re going to have to cut off signups. Brooke, I’m amazed. This is incredible, and that news segment you did was just phenomenal. I knew that asking this of you was a lot, and honestly, I thought you would ask me for help, and I gladly would have given it to you in any way I could have. I tend to record my classes, just for my sake, and I would have allowed you to watch them, but this is entirely your own, and you should be so proud of yourself.”

      “I’ll be proud, maybe, afterward,” I murmur, my head swimming.

      I honestly thought he left me to sink or swim on my own. Maybe it's because of my father that I think males in positions of authority abuse the women under their command, forcing them to do all of the heavy lifting without lifting a finger to aid them. But that hadn't been the case, and he had Declan help me from the start. I hadn't even thought to ask Sensei for help, but that's on me. I really need to stop thinking the worst of people and start asking for help when I need it.

      The next morning, Sensei sends me a text message that signups are closed. “I’m trying to see if the people who call will be interested in the free class we offer, but I think I might just go ahead and extend that to three free classes. If people start to come here more often, if it becomes a routine for them, they might be more likely to sign up long-term,” he says. “Any woman who signs up as a result of this class, even if they quit at first the first month, you’ll receive monetary compensation. Not tuition credit. A paycheck.”

      “Sensei, you don’t have to—”

      “You are helping to grow the business,” he interrupts. “You deserve this.”

      “Thank you,” I say, my head swimming.

      Helping the business. This had been his idea, but I took it and ran with it, and it really has exploded. So long as I can nail the class, we’ll be golden.

      I really can do this. I can be a businesswoman.

      When I see Declan for classes that day, I'm all giddy. There's no time to talk before our first class, but afterward, I make a point of walking up to him.

      “So… did Sensei tell you about signups?” I ask with a huge grin.

      “He did. Not too bad, White Belt.”

      I grin. “Don’t worry. I won’t wear my white belt for the class. I don’t think that would be a good look.”

      “Why not?” he asks. “Besides, with you doing so many classes, I already plan on asking Sensei if he’s amendable to your testing early for yellow belt.”

      “Seriously?”

      He nods. “We test when a student is ready. At the end of each month, there’s a graduation, when you’re formally given your next belt, but honestly, a lot of adults tend to skip it. It’s more for the kids.”

      "I'll go. Why not? End of the month? That's before the class. Great. I mean, a yellow belt isn't that much more impressive than a white belt, but it'll show that I'm not a beginner, a complete newbie, and it might serve to encourage the women to see what a lower belt can do."

      “Exactly.”

      “Seventy-five women. I can’t believe it!” I squeal.

      But then my exuberance just wilts away, withering, dying.

      “What is it?” Declan asks.

      “Well, we should leave the classroom,” I say as I realize that students are pouring in for their class.

      Declan nods, and we leave and head to our next class together in silence because I don’t want to voice my fear aloud.

      Before I can walk in, even though class will start any second, Declan gently touches my elbow to stop me.

      “What is it?” he repeats, his tone low but urgent.

      I bite my lower lip. “Seventy-five women. The mugger has been moving around to different places to target. So many women… all of the publicity, even on the news… What if the mugger targets the dojo? That night? We can’t allow any of those women to be targeted!”

      “And we won’t let them. Most of the male adult students have already agreed to come and help out that night, and we can make sure that they are outside to walk the women to their cars. We’ll keep them safe.”

      “Good, but what if that isn’t enough?”

      “It’ll be enough,” he assures me. “I never would’ve taken you for a worrywart.”

      “No? Not even after what happened?” I’m a bit surprised to hear this.

      “You’ve always taken the bull by the horns. Your instincts are pretty damn good. I can’t deny that. You started to take karate lessons before you were attacked. You didn’t wait until after. There was this one girl…” He shakes his head, his gaze shifting down the hall, a faraway look in his eyes.

      I’m curious and want to press him for more details, but the professor of our class comes to the doorway and coughs loudly.

      "Class has already started," he says dryly. "Are you two going to just stand here and talk instead of coming in? If you wish to talk, I suggest doing it elsewhere because you're disrupting my class, which, actually, is your class as well."

      “I’m sorry, sir,” I say as sweetly as I can, and I wait for him to reenter the classroom for me to scamper inside, Declan on my heels.

      Declan’s not worried, but I can’t shake my fear, and I don’t bother to bring it up to him again. In fact, as soon as this class is over, I bolt to the final one for the day, and as soon as that one is finished, I race to my car and drive over to the police station. I’m hoping that seeing them in person will help to get my point across to them more directly than if I called them, considering I still haven’t spoken to Detective Rivera. I’m not sure why he hasn’t called me back. None of his supposed leads have gotten him anywhere, but maybe he’s spoken to Declan. I hope so. I know Declan doesn’t believe me about the green eyes, but I’m certain about that. It is strange, though, that some of the others noticed the mole like I had, but they saw dark eyes.

      The police officer behind the desk acknowledges me right away for once, and I’m hoping that’s a good sign.

      "Hi, my name is Brooke Adams, and I'm here to discuss with whoever can help me about what I think might be an issue."

      “An issue about what?” he asks. His hair is buzzed short, his eyes piercing, and he just looks tough and fierce, like he used to be a linebacker in high school and college. If he were chasing my criminal ass down, I would be terrified he would plow me to the ground so hard I would land in next week.

      “Rumble Dojo is putting on a free self-defense class in two weeks. I think the mugger who has been threatening women across the city might be drawn to the event due to all of the media attention it has been drawing. I was hoping that the police could provide protection for the event.”

      “We’re police officers, miss, not babysitters.”

      “I know that, but if you could at the very least have a squad car parked there, that alone might be enough to deter him from showing up… Or maybe if you could have someone in a plains car just sit in the lot, he might come, and then you could catch him in the act, and this nightmare would be over.”

      “I’m afraid we’re stretched too thin to be able to do what you ask.”

      “Even an empty squad car—”

      “We don’t have a car to waste.”

      I slowly nod as if I understand, but I don’t. I really don’t.

      “You guys can handle it yourselves,” he says. “Can’t you? I mean, you all know karate.”

      “He has a gun,” I protest, “and… It’s fine. We’ll be fine, but if something does happen, I hope you remember this, your refusing to help us out. I know you’re shorthanded, but…”

      “We are doing the best we can.”

      “Tell that to his latest victim. Has she been released from the hospital yet?” I pat the counter and walk out of there, fuming.

      They’re doing the best they can, I try to tell myself. I have no idea what other cases they have to handle on top of this, and it’s been a PR nightmare for them. Clearly, they don’t agree that the mugger will show up, but that doesn’t stop me from calling Detective Rivera and leaving a message for him, asking him personally if he thinks the mugger might make an appearance at the event.

      To my surprise, he calls me back. Thankfully, I just parked back at the dorm, and I’m so eager to answer that I almost drop my phone.

      “Hello?”

      “Ms. Adams. I received your message.”

      “About the self-defense class? Do you think that he might make an appearance?”

      “Honestly, my gut feeling is that he won’t. I believe there’s been too much publicity surrounding it for him to be willing to risk it. He’s been moving to a different shopping center for the past few attacks, which tells me that he doesn’t want to risk being caught.”

      “All of those credit cards… He’s getting more cards than money, isn’t he?”

      “One woman actually had a sizable amount of cash on her, unfortunately,” he says grimly. “And there have been a few cases in which he’s been able to charge thousands of dollars’ worth of items on the cards before they’ve been canceled.”

      “Damn, he works fast.”

      “We believe he has the carts filled before he takes the cards so he can try.”

      “What is it he’s buying?” I ask. “You probably can’t tell me that.”

      “I can’t, but I will say that he seems very desperate.”

      “I thought maybe someone is sick, that he needs the money for insurance, but credit cards won’t help with that.”

      The detective says nothing, neither confirming nor denying. Not a shock.

      “We’re on our own, I take it?”

      “If someone is in the area, they’ll swing by and drive through the lot, but I’m afraid that’s the best I can offer.”

      “I understand. I’ll take what I can get.”

      “Ms. Adams? Before you go, I just want to say that I think this is wonderful, what you’re doing.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hang up. I don't want the detective's praise, though. I want him to back me up, but apparently, that's too much to ask for.
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      I’m not about to let this go, though. Obsessive personality, remember? Who else can I ask? I’ve already spoken to Declan, but he has his father’s ear…

      Declan seems to be in a foul mood, though, and I quickly learn why. Sensei has selected a date for the black belt test. Jackie would’ve been up for it, but she couldn’t have stuck around for the two months it would take for her to finalize her training and prepare for it.

      I overheard them talk about it in the office before class, and then Sensei announces it for us all to hear. The brown belts eligible are asked to train as many times a week as they can, preferably four times, and yes, Saturday morning classes are back, which gives them another chance to hit the mat. Purple and red belts are allowed to come and watch the hours-long test, and all Sempais are asked to attend to support the hopeful new black belts as well as to be training partners for those testing.

      It sounds like a very exciting time, but I can understand Declan's frustration. Why couldn't Sensei have had the test already? A few months ago and Jackie could've tested, but she also wouldn't have been able to learn much of the new black belt curriculum either before having to quit.

      Life sucks, and then you die. She put in years of effort into her training, even training until she was eight months pregnant. No one can question her dedication, and she deserves that belt. I’m frustrated for her.

      I also don’t want to be the one to tell her about the test date. I don’t envy whoever lets that cat out of the bag.

      Back to grappling for this class, and I’m taught two submissions—the cross-collar choke and the Americana from mount and side mount. The cross-collar choke is easy enough. From the mount position, you reach your right hand in to grab their Gi top close to their neck. You do the same with the left hand, turn your wrists so they’re knuckles raised and press down with your crossed forearms against their throat and chest area. When it’s done to me, I almost choke out right away, having to tap almost immediately.

      As for the Americana submission, you pick an arm, grab that wrist with both hands, place an elbow in the arm, snake the other arm so that you have your hand come up through the square you made with their arm and your own to grab your wrist, and you drag their wrist away from their body and down slowly, so you give them time to tap. It's basically the exact same thing from side mount. You just start perpendicular to them.

      It takes me about six tries to figure out how to snake my hand through properly, but after that, it’s already becoming easier and easier. I’m starting to appreciate the constant drilling we do. If you don’t do a million kicks and punches the correct way, when you’re facing a threat, you won’t be able to do it properly, and then you run the risk of getting hurt.

      Instinct. That’s what the goal is for, and I know I’m hoping we’ll get many women to sign up for classes because one class isn’t going to be nearly enough for them to master what they’ve been taught in a few hours.

      Since Declan seems to be miserable, I figure I’ll just leave him be, but when I leave the dojo after class, he’s leaning against the building next to the door.

      “What’s up?” I ask.

      “Not much,” he mutters.

      “I really enjoyed class today. Learning submissions is so much fun!”

      “It doesn’t take much to please you, does it?”

      “Nope, and I fail to see how that’s a bad thing.”

      “Not a bad thing. Just… unexpected.”

      “Right. Because I come from money, I should be a stuck-up snob.”

      “I never said that.”

      “No, but that’s why you thought I would quit, right? That I would freak out if I broke a nail?”

      “Sometimes, you can tell based on a person’s build, their look, if they’re cut out for karate. There are a few surprises.”

      “I’m happy to prove you wrong,” I say with a grin.

      He snorts and shakes his head. “You have a long way to go, young grasshopper.”

      “If I’m a grasshopper, what does that make you?”

      “A praying mantis.”

      I giggle. “And if I ever get to praying mantis level, you better watch out.”

      His gaze turns hungry. Shit.

      “It’s only the females who attack the males during courting,” he says in a low tone, his voice husky.

      “Sounds about right,” I mutter, glancing away. “Do you want to die?”

      “No, but a bite in a specific spot during a certain time can actually be quite pleasurable.”

      I suck in a breath. Way past time to change the subject, but at least he doesn't seem to be in a bad mood anymore.

      “So, I was wondering… Do you think you could do me a favor?”

      “Depends.”

      I can't help grinning because that's my go-to response when someone asks me for a favor. I learned a long time ago never to agree to a favor without first knowing what the favor in question is.

      My father taught me that lesson.

      “Could you talk to your father about maybe seeing if he can just sit in the parking lot during the event until the last woman leaves? I know he’s busy, and I figure nothing will come of your asking, but nothing ventured, nothing gained, right?”

      Declan slowly nods. “I’ll ask, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up,” he warns, his tone gentle. “My parents have been talking about maybe taking a spur-of-the-moment trip soon. It could conflict.”

      “How does the police force allow your father to leave all the time at the drop of a hat?”

      “They’re that desperate, and he’s threatened to quit before when they tried to push back.”

      “Geez.”

      Declan makes a face, half-grimace, half-rueful smile. “My parents know how to get what they want.”

      “Hmm. Does their son take after them?”

      “Clearly not,” he says flatly.

      I’m so shocked by his tone that I gape at him. He’s still smarting from what happened between us, but he still hasn’t owned up to his words, hasn’t apologized, instead trying to act like it had been justified when I had just been sticking up for myself. Sure, I might’ve gone a little too far at times, but he had been the one to start it and push me.

      Yes, I should’ve risen above, but damn it, I’m not going to forget that he bullied me and pretend it didn’t happen. Forgive and then forget? Sure, not a problem, but to forgive, there has to be an apology first.

      “Are you nervous?” he asks.

      It's just as well he changed the subject because I shouldn't have asked him that question in the first place. I expected him to tease me, to make a comment about wanting me because maybe I enjoy our banter, our dancing, our verbal sparring, our literal grappling… both kinds…

      But the thought of having a second romp with him does make me nervous.

      Not what he’s referring to, though.

      “Not yet,” I say in a rush. “The day of? I’ll be trying not to puke.”

      “Make sure you eat a little something beforehand,” he says. “The last thing we need is for you to feel faint.”

      “I’ll be sure to eat something small,” I inform him.

      “I’ll keep a banana on hand just in case you need an energy boost.”

      “Why is it that guys like to watch girls eat a banana?” I ask. “I mean, yeah, fine, it looks like a cock, but we’re biting it. I don’t think guys want their cock bitten.”

      “Maybe a few wouldn’t mind.”

      “Those who like pain, I guess.”

      “A light bit of pressure from teeth might not be a terrible thing.”

      “Hmm. Find someone else to see if you like it.”

      “Should I remove a few ribs so I can try?” he jokes.

      “Why not just find a willing girl?” I ask a bit uncomfortably.

      My way of saying we won’t do it again.

      The look he gives me speaks volumes.

      “You aren’t a player?” I blurt out.

      “Maybe my playing days are done,” he says. “Maybe they’ve been done for a long while yet.”

      “Seriously? College only just started. Now’s the time to be reckless and wild and free.”

      “Some people are made for that. You and I, we’re cut from a different mold, don’t you think?”

      I swallow hard. Pointing out similarities… not wanting to be with another girl…

      Shit. I really did fuck up.

      But it had been so damn good for me and clearly for him if he won’t even think of being with another woman…

      “A mold who wants to work hard,” I say. “Did you finish the assignment for Mr. Kang yet?”

      “Yes. You?”

      “Almost, which is why I should get going.”

      He eyes me curiously and then shakes his head.

      “What’s on your mind?” I ask, trying to sound nonchalant.

      “Maybe, and this is only if you stick it out, but maybe Sensei will one day hire you, and if we were to work together, we could carpool.”

      “Wouldn’t Sensei want us to work on separate days so he could have backup?”

      “Or maybe we would work together so he would have an entire day or two off every week.”

      “In addition to Sunday.”

      He nods. “Think about it. But not anytime soon. I don’t think he’s hired anyone who isn’t at least a blue belt, and that’s about a year’s worth of training.”

      “Ah, does this mean you think I’ll still be around in a year, hmm?”

      “I do believe I said both maybe and if…”

      “Love to cover the bases, huh?” I ask with a laugh.

      “I love to run the bases and slide into home,” he murmurs in that damn husky, sexy tone of his, his eyes as alluring and smoldering as ever.

      Thank fuck we aren’t in a room with a bed or a mat or, hell, even just the floor because my clothes are practically melting off me.

      I’m pretty sure I manage to sputter out a goodbye before I rush over to my car and drive away. He doesn’t laugh at my retreat as I watch him in the rearview mirror. He does watch me leave, though, and I can’t deny that my walls are starting to come crumbling down despite my best efforts.

      He’s my weakness. There’s no doubting that, but is he still a mistake?

      Or am I willing to repeat a mistake”

      I’m tempted. Sorely tempted. He’s just so damn alluring. Too alluring for his own damn good.

      And for my good too.
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      Finally, at long last, it's the big day. I can hardly wait for the women to start to arrive, and they do. We asked them to arrive at seven, so they could finish their registration, basically filling out a liability waiver form. In the final two weeks leading up to the event, three new adult women and four teenage girls have started to train. Whether or not they stick with it remains to be seen, but it's amazing. Sensei is going out of his mind with excitement, but I hope he doesn't bite off more than he can chew. The store next door, a pizza place, has been talking about shutting down apparently, and Sensei is chomping at the bit to rent it so he can double the space.

      The actual class starts at seven-thirty, and I've been doing a headcount as I welcome the women and teenage girls flooding in one after another. Among the first to arrive are my friends. Dawn and Kaylie are completely professional about it, but Eliza gives me a hug, and all I can do is hug her back.

      Even though I expected a few no-shows, everyone who signed up is actually here. Amazing.

      After ensuring everyone knows to remove their socks and shoes and to place them in the women's locker room, I have them all head onto the main mat. I have them all stand on the small "X" marks on the mat and then make them sit so everyone can see me.

      “Welcome to Rumble Dojo,” I begin. “My name is Brooke Adams, and this is Sempai Declan King. He will be helping me the most, but I’m sure you’ve seen some of the other karate students milling around. They’ll be helping as well.”

      I grin at Declan. He enlisted all of the strongest, highest belts to walk the women in, and he swore he prepped them so they should know what to expect. I just hope they all listened to him and wore a cup.

      "I only started karate recently myself," I say, my hands on my hips near my brand-new yellow belt. "I started my journey because I wanted to learn self-defense, and now, I'm going to teach you self-defense. It doesn't matter what your size is, how strong you are. There are certain parts of the body where men are naturally weak. Sorry, Sempai."

      He flexes and strikes a few poses. “I am not weak!” he says in a mock deep voice that has all of us, myself included, laughing.

      “That so?” I turn to face him. “What if I use a palm strike to your nose?”

      “That… might hurt,” he admits.

      “And a quick jab to your throat? Would that feel good?”

      "Stupid Adam's apple," He grumbles, and the women all laugh again.

      “A punch or a kick to the stomach, and… any guesses for another spot?”

      Hands shoot up, but one woman just calls out, “A knee to the groin!”

      They laugh again, but I nod. "Yes, of course, but you can also stomp on toes or throw elbows to the face. Trust me. Elbows and knees can do some serious damage. There are times when you'll want to use your palm versus a fist, but you can use elbows pretty much anywhere. Knees too. But an easy way to remember your targets is to think of the midline. Face, neck, stomach, groin."

      I glance at the audience. They’re listening attentively, even the teenagers. Dawn gives me a thumbs up, and I grin at her before I turn my gaze back to Declan. He nods encouragingly.

      I face the audience again and show them how to make a proper fist, that you never tuck your thumb inside because then it can potentially break if you hit something hard enough. I have them stand and throw some punches, and the other students troop onto the mat to help me walk around and make sure that they're punching properly.

      After, I break the women up into ten groups so they can feign punching the guys in the stomach and then a palm strike to the nose area.

      “Try not to hit these guys, please!” I beg as I walk around some more, circling them all. “I have to train with them, and I don’t want them to take it out on me the next time we’re sparring in class.”

      More laughter. Such a great group of women.

      Honestly, the class flies by. I listed the class as two hours, but toward the end, I open up the mat for any questions. Some women give stories about why they wanted to come here. Others ask about certain techniques, and I mostly deferred those to Declan for his expertise on the subject.

      One woman who nailed just about everything on the first try raises her hand. “How do we sign up to take classes?”

      "You can see me afterward or Declan, excuse me, Sempai Declan, and we'll get you squared away. That goes for any of you who are interested. Sensei has given me permission to tell you that you can come and take three adult classes for free before you decide to sign up, or you can take just one class and sign up if you know it's what you want or sign up tonight. Whatever feels right for you, but there is one thing I wish to mention. The moves you learned tonight, the self-defense moves especially, if you do not practice them, you will lose them. You'll forget them. For them to become second nature, you must do them over and over again. That is why one class like this is a start, but if you truly want to learn self-defense, it should only be the start. Signing up for class will help with that. I know that sounds a bit salesy, but I promise I'm not trying to sell you on this for my sake. It's for yours."

      I hesitate and then nod.

      “I know some of you said you haven’t felt safe because of all of the attacks on women recently from that mugger. I was one of his victims.”

      Some of the women gasp.

      "It was shortly after I started here, and I didn't have the benefit of training for years, the repetition of the moves so they become second nature so that even if your mind freezes, muscle memory will take over. Now, he had a gun, and the basics of gun defense are to give them what they want and run away. Don't just hand them your purse. Throw it away, so they have to go and get it, and you can flee. That's what I did with my wallet. Your life is more important than your purse, than your car keys. But there are instances when you'll be able to use these moves. In a bar, if a guy comes up to you and starts to invade your space… if a date starts to go south… You are strong and capable, and you deserve respect, and unfortunately, some people need to be shown that we deserve that respect before they'll give it."

      Okay, all of that had been off the cuff, and I rambled a bit, but I think I made an impact. Some are staring at me slack-jawed, and it’s a bit unnerving to be the center of so many women’s attention.

      “Any other questions?” I ask.

      A teenage girl who hasn’t spoken yet raises her hand timidly.

      “Yes?”

      “I want to do this.” She glances at her mom, who nods. “I think my brother will want to. Boys can train here, right?”

      “Yes. We have kids and adult classes. Adult classes are for thirteen and up. Kids classes… the youngest is about five?”

      Declan nods. “Once or twice, we’ve allowed four-year-olds to start, but we have to have an introductory class with four and five-year-olds to ensure that they’re ready mentally to handle class. We can’t have unruly students who will disrupt classes. There has been talk about maybe having some one-on-one classes for younger kids who might need more induvial attention before they can become acclimated enough to join the larger classes. If that happens, if it’s applicable to any of you, we will keep you in the loop.”

      Another woman raises her hand. “Do you have any families who attend here? Couples? All of their kids?”

      “There are several families who have multiple kids enrolled,” Declan says. “Some have three of four, two of three… There’s one family who has six members doing class, the mom and five kids. The dad doesn’t. He’s too busy training for marathons all the time, so I guess I should cut him some slack.”

      A few chuckles.

      “And we do have some husbands and wives who train together as well,” he adds.

      There aren’t many more questions after that, and I have the women step off the mat. Out of the seventy-five, ten sign up for classes outright, and another fifteen ask for a class schedule to take advantage of the free days.

      There’s chatter and excited whispers and laughter in the locker room, and Declan and I step outside. The other male students rush back and forth, walking the women to their cars, and I say goodbye to the women in between scanning the parking lot. No police presence, but then I hadn’t expected one, and we ran over time too.

      As more and more of the women leave, their cars emptying the lot, I notice a truck parked toward the back. I can’t see if the driver’s inside or not, and after the last woman leaves, the truck just continues to sit there, waiting, maybe not realizing they had all gone, but after a few minutes, the driver takes off. Unfortunately, he doesn’t swing around close enough for me to see his license plate, and it’s dark enough that I can’t tell the color or even the make or model.

      “Did you see that truck?” I ask Declan.

      “Yes.”

      “A Toyota?”

      “Yep. Toyota Tundra.”

      “You see the plate?”

      He snorts. “No. Come on. It never drove where we could see it.”

      “Do you think…”

      “I don’t know, but if it was him, he didn’t go after anyone. I know you tried hard to get the police to come, asking three different guys—”

      “The guy from the desk and Detective Rivera. You asked your father, not me.”

      “You asked me to ask my dad,” he counters with a grin.

      “True, but they were right. We handled it.”

      “We did with some help.”

      We head back inside and thank the guys for their help. Most of them have changed already, and they leave, laughing, happy, clearly pleased with themselves.

      Soon enough, Declan and I are left all alone. Sensei hadn’t made an appearance. He intended to, but this morning, he called in a near panic because his wife had been vomiting all night long, and he had to take her to the doctor, who then sent them to the hospital. I check my phone. No update yet, but I hope she’s all right.

      I groan and toss my phone onto the counter. Maybe I’m becoming too comfortable around Declan, but I lift my elbow and take a whiff. “I stink.”

      “That happens when you get all sweaty,” he says. “You’re welcome to use the shower here if you don’t want to stink up your car.”

      “How generous. I don’t have soap or shampoo.”

      “Use mine.”

      I trail him to the shower. He turns on the water for me and steps back.

      But he doesn’t leave.

      “Do you mind if I join you? We can save water that way, time too.”

      He’s sweaty, too, his curly dark hair sticking to his damp forehead, and something inside me bends. Maybe even breaks.

      I reach up and brush his locks back from his forehead before cupping his face.

      “Yes,” I murmur.

      Maybe it’s the high from having the class go so well, but right now, I’m on cloud nine, soaring high, feeling invincible. Why shouldn’t I experience some pleasure too?

      We strip, and I climb under the hot spray first. He joins me, coming in behind me, and his cock fits perfectly between the crack of my ass cheeks.

      He smacks the side of my ass before rubbing it. “I’m not an ass guy,” he says as his other hand comes around to cup my boob, his fingers teasing and twisting my nipple deliciously.

      “No? Then why all the comments about how flat mine is?”

      “I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to get under your skin.”

      "You've done that," I groan as his hand from my ass slips around and starts to tease my slick folds. His fingers find my clit, and I almost fall forward, my hands on the shower walls to keep me upright, and he doesn't stop his relentless teasing of my nipple and my clit, his tongue, lips, and teeth alternating between licking, kissing, and gently nipping my ear and neck, not until I orgasm hard. Again, I refuse to call out his name, but he spreads my legs apart a bit more and takes me from behind. I can't stop moaning, and when I try to release the wall and reach behind to grab his ass, I almost stumble, but he holds me upright, strong and steady as he pounds into me, and all I can do is take what he's giving me, take it all, accept it.

      I can feel his hot cum as he climaxes, and it’s enough to make me call out. His name is but a whisper, but I know now that he has left me completely undone.

      I haven't asked if he's STD-free, even though I think he is.

      But for him to come inside me, for neither of us to think about condoms… if I weren’t on the pill, I would be freaking out right now.

      As soon as he pulls out, I whirl around, brushing my wet hair from my face so I can stare up at him. The look of wonder on his face has me asking a completely different question than I intended to.

      “You never had sex without a condom before, have you?”

      “Never,” he utters.

      “You’re clean?”

      “Wish you didn’t feel the need to ask.”

      I snort. “As if I can believe you were a virgin.”

      “Not a virgin but clean.”

      “I’m clean too,” I volunteer even though he didn’t ask.

      “I… I didn’t think… the condom… not until after,” he mumbles.

      “I didn’t think about a condom either time, so… can’t blame you because I forgot too.”

      “Are you…”

      “On the pill.”

      He cups my face, kissing me passionately, and then he picks me up. My legs automatically wrap around him, and he impales me with his cock again. I don’t know if he’ll stay hard long, if he’ll be able to come again, but for this moment, this tiny window of time, I don’t want to think about anything at all but Declan and his kisses and his cock.

      I’m a goner. So fucking doomed.

      And I’m not sure I care at this point.
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      By the time we actually wash and use the shower for its intended purpose, the water has long since turned cold, and my teeth are actually chattering as I climb out.

      “Only one towel,” Declan says, tossing it to me and then chuckling and shaking his head. “Your lips are blue. I can help with that.”

      And before I can stop him, he’s sweeping in, leaning down, and kissing me. Not a quick peck, either, but a long, lingering kiss that has me sighing against his lips and granting him access to my mouth. He sweeps his tongue inside my mouth as if he can claim that hole as thoroughly as he had my pussy.

      I place a hand on his chest, right over his swiftly beating heart, and he pulls away, grinning recklessly.

      I towel off and toss him the wet towel, which is probably useless now, and I realize I left my clothes in the locker room.

      Declan wiggles his eyebrows at me. “I should make you run to the locker room without the towel.”

      “Why would you make me do that?” I ask. “Want to risk ruining this perfect night?”

      “It has been a perfect night, hasn’t it?” he asks, coming closer.

      I yank the towel away from him and wrap myself in it triumphantly. “Thanks, sucker!”

      Before he can grab it, if he’s even going to try to, I’m out of there, laughing hysterically. My legs are sore, but I don’t mind. I still feel so happy yet, even whistle as I get changed.

      I hear nothing from the men’s locker room, so I head back to the shower area. He’s dressed, though, finger-combing his hair.

      “Fingers alone won’t get all of my tangles out,” I say, even though I do start.

      He watches me, and his lips slowly curl into a huge, sexy, crooked grin. "How do dinner and a movie sound for tomorrow?" he asks.

      I freeze.

      When I don’t answer, he tilts his head to the side. “I’m asking you out,” he says, and I think there’s a bit of hesitation in his eyes.

      "No, Declan. I'm sorry, but no. This thing between us… whatever it is… it has to remain casual. That's it. No more."

      “Is this because of the poor first impression I made? I am sorry, and I was a jackass when you asked me to apologize. I started the damn thing, and you mouthed off to stick up for yourself, and you had every right to do that. I was the only one in the wrong. Can you forgive me?”

      This is what I wanted from him, and he’s saying all the right words, and what the hell is he doing? He’s actually getting on his knees.

      “I’m groveling here,” he says, clasping his hands together, and while some guys would make a joke of this, he’s dead serious.

      There’s nothing more I can ask from him. He’s apologized already, if I’m honest with myself. Talk is cheap, like I told Dawn once, and actions matter, and the way he’s been there for me with this self-defense class, talking to his dad about the mugger, getting me that detective’s card even if Detective Rivera hardly spoke with me ever… That hadn’t been on Declan, and it sounds like he even illegally looked at the case file, which could’ve gotten him in serious trouble and maybe his father too if he had been caught.

      All for me.

      He’s apologized with both words and deed, but I can’t. I can’t risk getting too close to him.

      “I’m sorry, Declan,” I murmur, staring at the tile floor. “I don’t date.”

      “Why not?”

      “I can’t trust guys.”

      It’s true, but it’s only part of the truth. I can’t go into all of it. I just can’t. Not now.

      Not ever.

      “I gave you no reason to trust me,” he says bitterly. “I understand.”

      "Hey, you haven't always let me down," I protest, making the mistake of meeting his gaze. He looks furious. At himself? Me? The both of us?

      “So what?” he asks bitterly. “Sex is my reward? Is that what you’re saying?”

      I swallow hard. “Basically,” I mutter. “That’s all you’re getting, and that’s because it’s all I can offer. I’m sorry. I can’t… I just can’t.”

      “What if I don’t want casual?”

      There it is. His tone has turned bitter, nasty, like it had been when he had his bully persona going on.

      “Find someone else then,” I murmur.

      I don’t dare meet his gaze as I walk out of there, out of the shower area, out of the dojo entirely. I only take a few steps before I glance over my shoulder.

      The front door is partially glass, and I hadn’t heard him follow me because he’s there, watching me. Even when I hurt him, rejected him, he’s still watching to ensure I make it to my car safely.

      Fuck.

      The thing is? I do trust him.

      How can I not after all of the things he’s done for me? I’m not talking about the sex because I can’t deny it. It’s not fucking. He takes his time with me, and he makes sure that I orgasm. It’s not just about him getting off.

      But as much as I trust him, I don’t trust me.

      I had sex with him again without finding out for sure that he’s clean, and we didn’t even use condoms. And he came inside me twice. If my birth control fails…

      But when I’m around him, my guard starts to slip. My walls start to crumble, but I can’t dare let him in. There’s no way. He will never understand everything I’ve gone through, and I don’t want him to know. My baggage is my own, and I’ve been dealing with that crap for years. I’m still dealing with it, and I probably always will. He shouldn’t have to see that or deal with it.

      I hurry to my car, and I drive off, making random turns, not heading back to campus, just driving, trying to keep my mind preoccupied. Eventually, I have to program the campus' address into my phone so I can make it back.

      I don’t know what I’m doing, not with Declan.

      Finally, I park toward the back of the lot for Orchid House since it’s so late and all of the spots up close are filled. I drag my feet to the building and up to my room.

      As soon as I open the door, rings of “Surprise!” explode. Inside are Dawn, Eliza, and Kaylie. They put up a banner with pictures of me in my Gi top on either side. How they got them, I don’t know, but there’s some food laid out, and music is playing.

      “What took you so long?” Eliza asks after she turns down the music.

      “I had some stuff to do,” I mumble.

      “Some stuff or…” Kaylie shimmies her hips. “That Sempai Declan is fine.”

      "I told you," Dawn huffs. "He's off-limits."

      “Hey, I’m not trying to steal him away from Brooke. I just want to know if they were grappling a little extra.” Kaylie winks at me.

      “Guys, this is really sweet. You didn’t have to do all of this.”

      “She’s changing the subject,” Kaylie says in a loud whisper. “You know what that means. Either they did sleep together, or else she wishes they had and they didn’t.”

      “Or maybe you shouldn’t worry so much about who is sleeping with who,” Eliza says.

      “Fine.” Kaylie huffs a sigh.

      Dawn points out the food options. They’re all healthier versions, like cookies high in protein, stuff like that. I dutifully have a cookie, wishing I could be more appreciative, but I’m so damn exhausted. I’m drained. The high I felt after teaching the class has fled, leaving me entirely drained.

      Dawn and Eliza start to talk, and Kaylie saddles up to me. Great, she probably wants more details, and I don’t want to talk about Declan. Maybe another time, but not tonight.

      “So… did you know that I used to train at Rumble Dojo?” she asks.

      “You did? Why did you stop?”

      “To focus on my senior year of high school and now to concentrate on my first semester, maybe first year of college. If I can handle everything and get good grades, I’ll return.”

      “What belt level are you?”

      “Purple.”

      “Oh, wow. Why didn’t you say anything before?” I make a face. “Seriously, I could’ve used you as my dummy to help with figuring out techniques to teach for the class!”

      “I’m no dummy,” she says dryly, “and besides, you clearly had things covered with Declan’s help.”

      “Yes, well…” My head is spinning.

      “He must think you’re really special,” Kaylie says. “I never thought he would date another student.”

      “Another student?” My heart pounds in my chest. “He dated another student before? What happened?”

      Kaylie grimaces. “I probably shouldn’t have said anything, and since he saw me there tonight, he’ll know it came from me if you go to him with specifics, but… you should talk to him, okay? But hear him out. He is a good guy, and from the way he was staring at you, he thinks you’re the jelly to his peanut butter.”

      “More like he’s the jelly,” I mumble.

      She giggles, her hand on her chest. “Oh, that’s a riot! Declan’s jelly. Yeah, I bet you turn him all jelly inside.”

      “Do you ever stop?” I ask her.

      “Not unless I have to.” She winks before turning serious. “You did a great job. You should be proud of yourself. Does your mom know?”

      “Nope.”

      “Why not?”

      “Some of the news coverage about it mentioned I was a victim of the mugger, and I would really rather her never find out about that.”

      “Good luck with that,” she mutters. “If your mom is anything like mine, she’ll find out because she has a way of finding out everything.”

      I smile wanly. That’s the last thing I need.

      Eliza’s the one to pick up on how quiet and tired I am, and she practically drags Kaylie through the bathroom to their room. Dawn tells me not to worry about cleaning up, that she would get it in the morning.

      “Are you okay?” she asks me as we climb into our beds.

      “I will be.”

      I really hope I didn’t just lie to her.
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      I am sorely tempted to not go to karate the night after the self-defense class, but I refuse to break my streak. I've hardly missed a class, and even those times, I had been training with Declan, so does that really count as a miss? Not in my book.

      So I show up and am a little disappointed to realize Sensei isn’t there. I wanted to talk to him about the event and see if any others have signed up. In the locker room, I do see a new girl, maybe my age. Pretty, petite, blond hair and blue eyes. She looks like a Barbie doll. Her tight workout clothes only serve to highlight that all the more.

      “Hi, I’m Brooke,” I tell her.

      “I’m Julie.”

      “First class?” I ask.

      She nods as she places her flip-flops into a chubby.

      I eye her. I’m almost positive she hadn’t been at the self-defense class last night, but maybe she tried to sign up too late and was making yes of the three free days.

      “I’ll see you on the mat,” she tells me, and she walks out of there with a lot more confidence than I would’ve thought a newbie would feel. She already sounds like someone well versed in martial arts.

      I'm not moving the fastest, so by the time I leave the locker room after I change my clothes, I have to hurry to join the others on the mat. I'm so glad I'm never going to be the last person in a lineup anymore.

      There aren’t any white belts, so Julie is next to me. Declan starts warmups immediately. Normally, he’ll walk around and try to push us to deepen our stretches, but he mostly stays up front, demonstrating the moves slower than normal, clearly for Julie’s benefit.

      Once warmups are over, I’m excited to dive in, but Declan starts with basic punches. He comes over to demonstrate near Julie so she can see, and when he has to correct her stance, the placement of his feet, he’s kind and helpful, and he even touches her far more than he would any other student. What the hell? Why is he being so different with Julie? Does he already know her? Is he trying to make me jealous? Is he just using Julie and this is for show? Or what if he took my advice to heart and has wasted no time finding himself someone else?

      I can’t help scowling at his backside every chance I get, but if he’s looking in my direction, I avert my gaze, not wanting to see him. It’s been a long while since I felt this vitriol and hatred for Declan, but it’s back now, in full force.

      Once the class is over, I rush off the mat. I'm still changing when Julie enters the locker room. I grunt an acknowledgment, not really wanting to talk.

      “That was so much fun!” she chirps. “Declan is a really great teacher.”

      “Sempai Declan,” I correct her. “He’s a black belt. He deserves to have his title used.”

      “Oh, yes, of course. Sempai. Such a strange word.”

      “Not really,” I mumble.

      “Do you train often?”

      “When I can.”

      “I think I’ll try to come back again tomorrow. This was a blast. I didn’t know what to expect, but Sempai Declan is so amazing, don’t you think?”

      “I think it’s important that you keep that to yourself. We wouldn’t want him to get a fat head.”

      She blinks a few times, clearly confused. “Why wouldn’t we want him to know that we think he’s doing a great job? Unless you don’t think he is…”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth,” I grumble.

      "Well, I'm trying to figure out which you think because I said that we think he is doing amazing or that you don't, and I don't know which is true."

      “Does it matter if you know?”

      Julie’s expression falters, and she shuts her mouth.

      Shame fills me. “I’m sorry. I’m just going through a lot right now. No excuse, though. Sempai Declan does a great job, yes, but I don’t want him to know I said that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he really doesn’t need his head to be any fatter.”

      “You like his head the way it is, huh?”

      Is she that innocent and naïve? Or am I that dirty that I immediately think about Declan’s other head… I still haven’t given him a blowjob yet, and I want to lick his cock…

      Fuck. No, I don't. I can't. I won't.

      I probably screwed up all chances of our ever being together, but that’s what I wanted, right?

      I need someone to talk to about him, not Declan himself, and I force myself to smile at Julie.

      “Yes, I like him the way he is well enough,” I say.

      Julie laughs and rubs the back of her neck and then grimaces. “Is it normal to be this sore after a class?”

      “In the beginning, yes, but if you stick with it, you’ll loosen up. Stretch as deeply as you can during warmups. That’ll help.”

      “Got it. Thanks, Brooke. I, ah, didn’t mean to make things awkward when talking about Sempai.”

      “Neither did I,” I assure her, “but I need to get going.”

      “Bye! Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow!” she calls.

      Great.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dawn’s in the room when I return. She takes one look at me and does a double-take.

      “What do you need?” she asks. “Water? Chocolate? An emergency stash of Reese’s peanut butter cups?”

      “I thought we weren’t going to have any candy in the room,” I tell her as I pull out my desk chair and turn it around so I can face her as I sit, which I do.

      “Yes, well, that’s why it’s called emergency stash.” Dawn grins, but her eyes reveal her worry.

      “Declan asked me out after the self-defense class,” I blurt out.

      “That’s… Is that a good thing?”

      “It was after we had sex again,” I mumble, covering my face with my hands.

      “I know you said you wouldn’t, but if you two are dating now, that’s different,” Dawn says.

      “We aren’t. I turned him down. I… I’m not ready to date.”

      “If you explain that to him and if he likes you enough, he’ll wait.”

      “I told him to find someone else, and the fucker might’ve already. A new girl started classes today, and he was so very different with her. He was kind and helpful, almost doting. It made me sick to my stomach!”

      “That sounds a bit like jealousy,” Dawn says slowly.

      “Maybe, but I… I gave up any claim on him, and I thought that’s what I wanted, but… I told him we could keep things casual, that we could still sleep together every now and again, and that’s not enough for him. What kind of a guy would turn down an offer like that? Isn’t that supposed to be their jam?”

      “I don’t know about that, but I do know that there can be a very thin line between love and hate,” Dawn murmurs.

      “Love?” I scoff. “No way. There’s just no way. I don’t love Declan, and he can’t love me. There’s too much we don’t know about each other yet. Without knowing a person’s past, how can you truly get to know them? No, it’s just superficial between us. Just sex. That’s the safest bet, and if he wears his heart on his cock… I never would’ve thought him the type to do that, but it sure seems like he can move fast on a girl, so maybe he’ll be with this Julie soon enough, and I just have to face facts.”

      Dawn says nothing.

      “You think I’m overblowing things?”

      "Well, maybe. If he just gets this Julie girl, what makes you think he's going to sleep with her right away?"

      “Maybe he would do it to get back at me,” I mumble.

      “Do you think he would use her like that?”

      “I…”

      “Because if so, then he’s an ass. Once an ass, always an ass, but I don’t think you would’ve slept with him again if you thought he was still an ass, hmm?”

      “I don’t think clearly when I’m around him,” I murmur. “I lose track of things… of myself. I get lost in him, and that’s not a good thing.”

      “Why not? When two people love each other, two become one, right?”

      “Hmm, I think your jumping from love straight to marriage, and that’s a hell no. I don’t know if I’ll ever get married.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I don’t need a guy in my life for it to be fulfilled.”

      “Just because you don’t need a guy doesn’t mean you can’t fall in love,” Dawn protests.

      She gets up and hands me a bottled water from our mini-fridge. I take it, crack it open, and chug the entire thing down. My throat is parched, but then I think it's always parched if I'm talking about Declan.

      Even from afar, he still manages to affect me.

      “Have you ever been in love?” I ask Dawn.

      “I thought I was once, but that was just an asshole of a guy in sheep’s clothing.”

      I can’t help laughing at that. “That bad, huh?”

      “He makes Declan sound so very tame. A few comments? Bah. This guy took me under his wing, lavished me with attention, bought me a few nice gifts, and then tried to turn me against my friends so that I would have him and only him. So very twisted.”

      “Shit, Dawn.”

      “Yes, well, as soon as I realized that, I dumped his ass. I’ve dated a few guys here and there since, but nothing serious.”

      “See? Why can’t Declan be like that and accept a casual relationship with me?” I cry.

      “Maybe because he clearly wants something more from you, and if you aren’t willing to give him what he needs, that doesn’t mean he’s going to just shut off his feelings for you. Are you sure you didn’t imagine the stuff between him and that new student?”

      “Julie,” I supply, “and I really don’t think I did. He can be tough on the newbies, but he treated her as if she was the most important person in the room. In the world.”

      “You’re so green right now,” Dawn mutters.

      “I heard that.”

      “I’m sorry,” she says, lifting her shoulders toward her ears. “What can I say? You need to figure out why it bothers you so much that he was kind to another girl. How is that the end of the world?”

      “It’s not the end of the world,” I protest.

      “From the way you look and seem so downright depressed about him being nice to a newbie… I don’t know. It just seems to me that you’re acting like you lost the world when all you lost is maybe the chance to date Declan. Ask yourself why that’s earth-shattering, why it’s leaving you so numb.”

      I don't like to think about my past, to dive too deeply into those memories that hold so many memories. I'm not sure I want to dive into this either.

      But maybe I should.

      “Will pumping iron help to take your mind off things?” she asks.

      “We don’t normally work out this late,” I protest.

      “If it might get you to stop worrying and wondering about Declan, isn’t it worth a shot?”

      “Thanks, Dawn. I do think lifting weights might help.”

      So we head over, but spoiler alert: it doesn’t help.

      Worse, I’m not sure what will.
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      Dawn and I get back to the dorm after working out. I showered at the gym, and so did she, but I almost want to shower here again just to have something to do.

      We have more than enough food items, and honestly, I've been going to the grocery store a ton. I don't need to, but it's something to do. I mean, sure, I could go out shopping for shoes or a dress, but I don't technically need either, and the food or drink will get consumed, so that's money better spent, right?

      What I should be doing is studying, but I know I’ll only become further frustrated if I try that. I’ll not be able to concentrate, and it’ll just annoy me all the more.

      Stupid. I shouldn’t care. Julie or some other girl, who cares if Declan’s flirting with them? Touching them? Kissing them? Doing what he did to my body?

      I never should’ve given into him a second time. We had been in a decent enough place then, but now? Now, we aren’t even friends.

      I think that hurts almost as much as the thought of him being with another girl sexually.

      “Let’s go,” I say to Dawn.

      “Sure.”

      Some of my anger and hurt melt away. She's ready to come with me anywhere, doesn't even know the place.

      “You’re a great friend,” I tell her. “You know that, right?”

      “I try.”

      “You don’t try. You succeed.”

      I drive us over to New Age Grocery. We wander up and down every aisle. I knew they sold a few books, but I hadn’t realized they offered a few cookbooks.

      “Protein-Loaded Desserts,” I read. “What do you think?”

      “Delicious Meals You Won’t Even Know Are Healthy,” she reads.

      “Do you want either?” I ask.

      She makes a face and skins the one she eyed and then the one I pointed out. “Nah. You can find a gazillion recipes online, and besides, I’m trying to avoid the kitchen right now.”

      "So, does that mean you aren't going to start interning for that cook?"

      “Oh, I have. I’ve been.”

      “Wait, seriously? How did I not realize this?”

      “You’ve been so consumed with karate. It’s taken over your life. Not a bad thing, but it does explain…”

      Why losing Declan feels so devastating. Which is stupid. I never had him in the first place.

      Only because I wouldn’t let him in.

      It's nothing personal. I can't let anyone get too close. If they learn my worst secret… if that ever gets out… my life will be ruined. Not just my love life. My life.

      Desperate times, desperate measures.

      I would do what I did one hundred times out of one hundred.

      But that doesn’t mean I want my life to be over because of it. I mean, I did what I did so that I could have a life of my own in the first place. Being locked up for the rest of my life just isn’t in the cards.

      The one I want to be locked up is that damn mugger. Hmm. Did Declan tell his father or Detective Rivera about the truck we spotted? It isn't much of a lead to go on, but we also don't know all of the facts that they've learned so far throughout their investigation, so maybe a tidbit will be more useful than it appears.

      Dawn’s wandered down the hall, but I pull out my phone and call Detective Rivera and leave him a message. Yes, I could’ve texted Declan to see if he spoke with anyone on the police force about it, but I’m a coward.

      As has become a habit, I scan the news. Nothing new about the mugger. That makes me feel good. Somewhat. He's still out there, and I hate that. It frustrates the hell out of me. How is he able to do all of this without getting caught?

      He’s picking his victims carefully. I mean, if he went after Sempai Evelina, he would be in serious trouble.

      “Are you ready to go?” Dawn asks, coming up to me. “I think we’re good, honestly.”

      “We can go,” I say. “I’m sorry this was a waste of time.”

      “Spending time with a friend is never wasted time,” she says. “Besides, I’m beat. I want to head to bed.”

      We leave and make it back home without any incident. I can’t help scanning the roads for any trucks, especially Toyotas, but the only Tundra I see is one driven by a woman.

      The next day, Friday, I immediately check the news. It’s the first thing I do most mornings, which maybe isn’t the best for my psyche, especially now.

      And there is news.

      There has been an attack. It wasn’t at a store but at a woman’s house. She had been approached by a man with a gun who nabbed her purse. Another mugging. The same guy? But that woman’s name is really familiar. They don’t always release the name of the people attacked, but they did this time.

      I asked Sensei for a copy of the list of the women who signed up for the self-defense class, and I log onto my computer to double-check.

      My stomach churns so badly that I have to cover my mouth.

      I’m right. She had been from the class.

      Had that truck driver been the mugger? Had he trailed her home? Why wait to go after her? Maybe she had been greeted at the door by her husband. I'm pretty sure she told me she was married with two kids. Ashley Medhurst. She talked about wanting to take advantage of the free days, that she had been wanting to do something to try to lose weight because her youngest was two, but she still hadn't reached her pregnancy weight.

      Had he targeted her because she had a few extra pounds? Figured she was one of the weaker women to attend?

      I don’t know, but this is fucking personal now.

      I will not stand for this.

      The police are doing what they can, but it’s not enough. They need help.

      Yeah, but how can I help? What do I really think I can do?

      Dawn rolls over. “Are you going to get up?” she asks sleepily.

      “Yes,” I say. “I… Go back to sleep. You don’t have to get up yet.”

      She mumbles something.

      I climb out of bed. My heart is pounding, and I swear I feel like I need to punch something. I need a punching bag. A sparring partner.

      What I don't need is to be reckless. That will only get me hurt or killed. The mugger would be a killer then, so maybe he would get the death penalty, but that's a small consolation because he would still have to be caught to be tried in the first place.

      With the registration, I have Ashley's phone number and her email address. Not her physical address. I can try to do some detective work online to see if I can figure out her address, but I should at least attend my classes. I have a quiz today, and I don't know how I'll do on it, but I won't allow my obsessive personality to keep me from getting good grades.

      So I go to class, and the quiz is hard. Maybe I should've tried to study instead of going to the grocery store and working out, but you can't change the past. You just have to deal with the consequences of your actions.

      Only the mugger isn't the only one to get away with a crime. Ironic, isn't it? But he's hurting multiple people, stealing, shattering people's psyches and minds, and causing a great deal of emotional and physical damage everywhere he goes.

      I ignore Declan, not wanting to approach him. Soon. I mean, I’ll see him on the mat. I wonder if Julie will be there.

      Finally, my classes are over, and I try to call Ashley. No answer. Maybe she's at work, but I don't know if I could handle returning to life as normal immediately after getting attacked right outside your front door. Hell, I would want to move as quickly as possible to get away from the memory of the attack.

      I have to be careful that I don’t overreach and interfere with the police. They’re the professionals, and I won’t dare do anything that might make it impossible for them to do their jobs. Still, something has to be done.

      I eat lunch mindlessly as I work on my computer, bringing up a map and marking down each place where the mugger attacked. Ashley's house isn't that far from the others, but it does seem like a bit of an outlier, so maybe there's a second guy? A copycat mugger? If I can get a hold of Ashley, I can see if she noticed any details of his face. Hell, in my mind, if he wore a baseball hat, that helps to suggest the same guy. It wouldn't be enough for the police, but I'm not a cop.

      I am able to locate her home address. That always scares me because if I can find it, so can someone else. The internet can be a scary place.

      Hmm. Ashley not answering doesn't necessarily mean that she isn't home. She might be. I'm sure she won't want strangers just showing up at her house. I don't know if meeting her one time and teaching her self-defense one time counts on making me not be a stranger, but I can't do nothing. If she won't answer my calls, then I need to see her in person.

      But will reporters hound her, wanting a story? She gave up her name, and I found her address so others can, too, and reporters might be willing to just show up uninvited if they can’t get a hold of you via the phone.

      Maybe that’s why she isn’t answering.

      But still, just showing up is rude.

      If there was a way that I could try to make it not seem like it’s me prying and getting into her personal business…

      I'm glad I mentioned the mugging to the women. At least she knows she's not alone in that, but I hoped none of them would ever have to feel that same fear. Ashley deserved better.

      I shouldn’t. I shouldn’t feel responsible for her, for all of the women who showed up, but I do. They wanted to learn how to defend themselves, and I failed Ashley.

      I failed her.

      Tears spring to my eyes. I can’t do all of this. I can’t handle it. The weight of the world is crushing me, and I need help. I can’t do this alone. Despite what I want to do, which is to go over to Ashley’s house alone, maybe that wouldn’t be the best for her or for me. I mean, it’s not as if it’s late. It’s early in the day, light out.

      But Ashley has a two-year-old. I don’t know if she works outside of the house and has a babysitter or the kids are in daycare. Maybe a parent helps to watch the kids.

      Or maybe Ashley is home. She’ll come home at some point. I can stake out her house…

      Yeah, then I would be the one who is a stalker.

      But to help her, to try to learn more about her attacker and see if he's the same mugger… because going after women leaving stores is one thing, but to go after a woman outside of her house is another.

      If I have my way, the mugger has mugged for the last time, but without a major lead, we’re screwed.
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      Before I can act on my impulses, though, my phone rings.

      My mom.

      Ugh.

      “Hey, Mom, now isn’t really a good time.”

      “Honey! Why didn’t you tell me how far you’ve come with karate? And that you put on a class all by yourself! That is amazing. I am so proud of you!”

      “You are? You found out about that?” I’m a bit shocked by her praise. Even when I would bring home A after A in high school, she didn’t seem all that impressed. I guess maybe because my good grades were expected?

      “This is huge, and that mugger in your area… You aren’t doing anything you shouldn’t, right?”

      "Right," I say, which is the truth so far. I'm about to do something I probably shouldn't, but that hasn't happened yet, so I'm not lying for once.

      “I’ve been going to a new therapist,” my mom starts, “and I have to say that he really opened my eyes to a lot of… issues… that I didn’t want to even consider about myself and about… your father.”

      I wince. “Mom, please, I really don’t want to get into that.”

      “I understand,” she says in the gentlest tone she has ever used. “I have just come to realize how much I was wrong, how many things I pretended weren’t going on… I failed you, and I’m sorry, and to see this about the class… Despite your father and despite me, you have grown up to become an incredible, amazing, stunning woman. Your future is so damn bright, honey, that I’m going to have to wear sunglasses around you.” She pauses. “Whenever you want me to see you. I never should have flown out there unannounced. That was beyond the boundary of normal, acceptable behavior.”

      I blink a few times. “This therapist must be worth his weight in gold,” I mutter.

      “He is.” My mom giggles.

      My mom doesn’t giggle.

      “Mom? Is there something else I should know about this therapist?”

      "No, no. Not him. I would never date my therapist. That would cause so many issues, and I need him to learn to truly forgive me. Today has been a good day for that, but tomorrow, I might very well regress, but I also need you to forgive me."

      My heart pounds. Forgiving my mom for ignoring my father’s abuse… I never thought the day would come.

      But it has. My mom isn’t perfect, but neither am I.

      Neither is Declan.

      No one is, and the past was hell. There’s no denying that, but clinging to past wrongs will only ever drag me down.

      Maybe I need to rethink my whole plan for revenge against my father’s business. Then again, I am definitely forcing out all of the corruption and illegal business practices no matter what.

      “I should say that I would like to ask for your forgiveness,” my mom clarifies. “Not that I need you to. I’m not pressuring you in any way. I know that… You went to college so far away in part to get away from me. I never harmed you directly, but I might as well have. Inaction can be as devastating as action.”

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, Brooke?”

      “I forgive you.”

      She chokes back a sob, and we talk a bit more about her new boyfriend, who is the brother of her new therapist. She started to date the brother first, who introduced her to his family, and that was how she ended up with a new therapist. A bit strange, to be dating the brother of your therapist, but he sounds like a damn good one, and even more so, he’s helping her. She’s happy.

      And she’s dating again. I can’t believe it.

      “I love you, Mom.”

      “Oh, Brooke.” She sighs. “You haven’t said that in years, I don’t think, and I didn’t even realize that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      "No. You have nothing to apologize for, and I love you so much. I just wish…"

      "I wish you all the happiness in the world, but don't rush things with this Albert guy, okay? I don't want to have a phone call in a week where you tell me you're on some remote island for your honeymoon because the two of you got eloped."

      She giggles again. “I couldn’t get married without you,” she protests, “and I don’t even think I could accept a proposal without your meeting him first. I know you weren’t planning on coming home often, but maybe for Thanksgiving…”

      “We’ll see, Mom.”

      “Of course. That’s a long way off yet. Oh, my, you said now wasn’t a good time. I’ll let you go. I love you, Brooke.”

      “Love you too.”

      I hang up and sit there, contemplating. Had it really been years since I said that to her? It could very well be the truth. I have never said those words without meaning them, so when shit hit the fan, when I had been pushed to the limit, I didn’t cave or break down. I grew up overnight, and I took charge of my life.

      For so long, I felt alone at home, hating the place, wanting to be free of everything involved with my father, and that included my mom.  Who knows? Maybe to some extent, he abused her too. I don't know that one way or the other, and I don't need to know, but having forgiven my mom makes it so much easier for me to realize I need to forgive myself too.

      Because I’ve hurt people. Used people. Guys, mostly. Trying to feel something so I wouldn’t feel numb, trying desperately to fill an ache inside of me.

      An ache I still have.

      But it’s growing smaller as I try to become the person I want to be, and that has to stand for something.

      But the person I want to be is someone who reaches out and helps those who are in pain. Maybe I shouldn’t try to take down the mugger, but I really do think reaching out to Ashley is the right course of action. From there, we’ll see.

      My phone’s in my hand yet, and in the call history, I spy the dojo. I have Declan’s number, and I call him. As it rings, I mentally berate myself for having not texted instead.

      “Brooke?” He sounds surprised.

      “Hey, you aren’t busy, are you? I was wondering if you could come with me. The mugger struck again. At least I think it’s him, but this time, it was at a woman’s house, on the sidewalk right after she parked. Declan, she’s one of ours. She went to our self-defense class. Ashley Medhurst. I want to go by her house and talk to her, but I thought maybe you could come with me.”

      “Do you have to go now?”

      “I don’t want to wait.”

      “Because I can’t do now,” he says.

      “You’re busy.”

      “Eating lunch.”

      "Here's a napkin, Declan," I hear over the line in the background.

      “Is that Julie?” I ask.

      “Yes,” he says. “Thanks.”

      The "thanks" was for her.

      Unreal. Un-fucking-real.

      "Forget it," I snap, and I hang up and shove my phone into my pocket. It vibrates. He's calling me back, maybe. I don't want to check, but I do just in case it's Detective Rivera. Nope, it's Declan, so I hit to end the call. He then sends a text, but I don't bother to read that.

      It’s not a super far drive to Ashley’s house, and I park behind what I assume is her car. I climb out, and I swallow hard. I don’t want to overstep, but I also don’t want her to be alone in this. If I were in her shoes, would I want the instructor from the self-defense class to come by and check on me?

      Yes, yes, I honestly would. I’m beyond fed up with the police, and to talk to a fellow victim might be therapeutic.

      Besides, I’m already here. What am I going to do? Get back into my car and drive away?

      So I walk up to the house. Before I can reach the door, though, I hear a car approaching. I turn and look, half-expecting to see a truck, which is ridiculous, but instead, I spy a familiar car.

      Declan's car, to be exact.

      I gape at him as he climbs out, long legs appearing first. He manages to walk over to me quickly without appearing to rush.

      “What are you… You were with Julie.”

      “Yes, but we had finished eating already, and I can’t believe you would just come here without me.”

      “Well, I didn’t want to ruin your… meal...” I grimace. “You found her address online?”

      “Yes, and I had to break every speed limit posting to make sure I got here as quickly as possible.”

      “Because you knew I wouldn’t—”

      “Brooke? Sempai Declan?”

      The door has opened, and Ashley’s peering out at us. The door has only opened a crack, so I can just see a sliver of her face, and my heart hurts to see the fear in her gray eyes.

      “I am so sorry for showing up like this,” I say in a rush. “I tried to call first.”

      “I’m not taking calls. Not unless it’s my husband. I… Thank you for coming by to check on me. That means a lot.”

      I blink frantically so that the stupid tears in my eyes won’t fall. “I am so sorry,” I say again. “I wish I could have done something—”

      “You did do something,” she says, the door opening more. She glances behind her and then steps onto her porch, shutting the door behind her. “The baby’s napping on the couch. She’s not really a baby anymore, but… Brooke, I did what you said. I tossed my purse away from me, and I never would’ve thought to do that if not for the class. He scrambled for the stuff, and I so wanted to stomp on his foot, to knee him, but that gun…”

      “You did exactly what you should’ve done,” I assure her, reaching out to touch her arm.

      "You really did," Declan echoes. "If you tried to attack him, he might've shot you."

      Ashley nods a few times, hugging herself, smiling wanly at me. “I just kept thinking about my kids and wanting to see them again, wanting to get away… I did. I’m safe. I just…”

      “You don’t feel safe.”

      She shakes her head. “We’re going to have a home security system installed, but they can’t come for another few days. My husband wanted to take today off, but he has a massive project for work, and he just can’t. Tomorrow, he’s going to see if he can work from home, but… I’ve been going out of my mind. I can’t get the attack out of my head…”

      “It was the same way for me too,” I assure her.

      “Does it get better?” she whispers.

      “Yes and no.”

      She chuckles ruefully. “I should’ve figured that.”

      Ashley points to the sidewalk, and we glance over to see the spot. It's right under a streetlight.

      “He had on a baseball cap, but the light there helped me to get a good look at him, at his face.”

      “Did you see his eyes?” I ask.

      “Green,” she says without hesitating.

      I don’t dare look at Declan, but I can’t help feeling vindicated, and I might very well be smirking.

      “A mole?” Declan asks.

      “Yes, under his…” Ashley narrows her eyes. “Under the left side of his nose. I remember because I thought it was fitting that the attacker was so ugly, like his actions matched his appearance maybe. That’s ridiculous. I’m sorry.”

      “Not at all, but that confirms it. It’s the same guy. The mugger looks just like that.” I glance at the street. “Did you see his… vehicle?”

      I almost said truck, but I don’t want to influence her memory in any way.

      “A truck. A Toyota, I think, but I didn’t see the plate. I’m not great with cars, their makes and models, so I’m not much help there. The police asked. They heard that the mugger might be driving a Tundra, but they only mentioned that after I said it had been a Toyota. I only recognize it that much because my husband has been wanting to buy one. That’ll have to wait now because of the home security system…”

      “There’s no money better spent than money paid to keep you and your family safe,” I assure her.

      “Definitely.” Her smile looks a bit more relaxed now. “Thank you. I feel better. It’s good to know people care. The police… I know they’re doing what they can, but so far…” She shrugs. “I would invite you in, but honestly, with the baby napping, I should try to rest. I won’t dare sleep without Jack being home, but…”

      “Of course. I’m sorry for intruding,” I say.

      “I hope you can sleep tonight,” Declan says.

      “Maybe,” she says doubtfully. Beneath her eyes is dark, so dark.

      Ashley shakes his hand and then gives me a hug, and I think she might sob as she pulls away. She quickly shuts the door and locks it.

      That fucking mugger.

      He’s done.

      I’m going to see to it.
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      Declan and I are silent as we head back to our cars. He doesn’t move away from my side as I walk around to the driver’s side of my car.

      “What are you planning?” he asks, his words soft but with an edge.

      “Who says I’m—”

      “You aren’t going to let this rest,” he says. “I know you.”

      “It doesn’t take a genius to figure that out,” I say idly, not wanting to give him any credit for knowing me so well.

      We stand there, Declan staring at me. I know because the heat of his gaze makes me feel a bit uncomfortable, mostly because I refuse to look at him.

      “Have you learned anything about the case?” I mumble.

      “Anything that might help us?” he asks pointedly.

      I grimace. “There isn’t an ‘us,’” I point out.

      “Yet you called me here to talk to Ashley with you. You could’ve talked to her yourself, but you wanted me here.”

      I did. As much as I want to nail the mugger, I know I can’t risk trying to do it all alone. I’m not stupid.

      I swallow hard. “I won’t disparage the police.”

      “Because of my father.” He snorts. “The media is already raking them over the coals for having not caught the guy. You have every right to be upset that your attack is still out there, and worse, he’s still attacking others.”

      “I have an idea,” I say slowly, finally looking up at him.

      Declan’s staring at me. I can’t read his facial expression, or maybe I’m too much of a coward to want to read what his light brown eyes are trying to tell me.

      “It’s not risky,” I continue. “Not if we play things right.”

      “And how are we going to do that?”

      “Well… do you think you can get your hands on something from the precinct?”

      A muscle in his throat twitches, and I swallow hard, hating that I want to kiss that spot.

      “I can’t swipe the file. Scanning it is one thing, and that alone could’ve gotten me and maybe my father into trouble.”

      “I don’t want the file. We’re going to be putting ourselves in the line of fire…”

      “Oh, shit.”

      I grin. “Look at it this way. I bet your life is a hell of a lot more interesting since I came into it.”

      “A hell of a lot more fucked-up you mean.”

      “Ouch.” I rub the back of my neck, wishing that didn’t sting as much as it did.

      “Fuck,” he mumbles. “Look, I just meant… I’ll see what I can do, but what exactly is the rest of the plan?”

      “Are you sure you want to hear it?”

      “Honestly, I probably don’t want to, do I?”

      “Probably not,” I agree.

      “But you aren’t doing this alone.”

      “I can’t do it alone.” I wrinkle my nose and admit in a rush, “I need you. For this.”

      Nothing else.

      I’m such a terrible liar. Can’t even convince myself.

      “I’m your guy, but let’s hear this plan, and maybe I can try to convince you to not have it be so damn crazy.”

      “Who said anything about it being crazy?” I ask innocently, batting my eyes.

      “Damn, girl, I know you,” he growls.

      “Maybe you do,” I say lightly, and I lay out my plan, and honestly, he doesn’t have much that he can argue about or try to change because it’s as safe as it can be, which isn’t one hundred percent safe, given that I’m going to be bait.

      “You really are crazy,” he mutters.

      “Yes, but it might not work.”

      “You think he’ll recognize your car.”

      “Yes, but he won’t recognize Dawn’s.” I grin. “Anything else you think needs to be tweaked so this can have a greater chance of success?”

      “I’ll let you know before tonight if I do. I can’t think of anything else off the top of my head.”

      “So you think it’s a good plan?” I ask eagerly.

      “I don’t know if I would call it a good plan, but… it could be a lot worse.”

      “We’re doing this,” I insist.

      “I didn’t say differently, but I have some things to do to get ready for tonight.”

      “I’ll let you get to it,” I say. “Thanks for this.”

      “I might not be able to get them,” he warns. “Don’t thank me yet.”

      “Thank you for being willing to try,” I say sincerely, “and for not insisting that I don’t do this.”

      “You aren’t the only one who wants this bastard caught,” he says, his tone as grim as can be.

      “We’ll do our best to try,” I say.

      “I just wish my dad—”

      “We can’t. No police. If he even thinks they might come around, he won’t show up.”

      “He might not anyhow. It’s been a bit of a stretch since he tried to mug someone two nights in a row.”

      “True, and I bet we won’t be able to have them nabbed two days in a row.”

      "We'll see how tonight goes and go from there."

      “That’s all we can do,” I murmur.

      “Yeah, fucked up my life is right,” he grumbles, but this time, his comment makes me laugh because it’s true. This is crazy and fucked up, but that’s our lives. We’re doing our best to change things for the better, and that won’t be easy, and it’s dangerous. There’s no denying that, but I’m willing to do what it takes.

      I have to. I’ve been having so many nightmares about the attack on the nights I haven’t been too exhausted to have no dreams at all. For my sanity, for women everywhere, I will put my life on the line. If I’m killed, so be it, but I have to do this.

      For my past.

      For my present.

      For my future.

      I’ve done a hugely questionable thing in the past, and this is how I can atone for it.

      I will have peace again.

      That is more important than anything else.
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        * * *

      

      “My car won’t start,” I tell Dawn when I get back to the dorm.

      “Are you serious?” she asks. “What do you think is wrong with it?”

      “Hell if I know. I’m not a mechanic,” I grumble.

      “Wait, you have karate tonight, don’t you? Do you want me to drive you?”

      “And do what during class?” I ask.

      “I can get work done.”

      Shit. I can’t have her around.

      “Do you need the internet for your work?” I ask casually. “Because it’s so spotty there. I hate it. And Sensei will be there, and he sometimes shuts it off. I think he does that to try to get the parents to watch the class. Some kids need their parents watching to be on their best behavior.”

      None of that is a lie, although if you don’t care about having Wi-Fi, then this won’t matter.

      “Actually, I was planning on going to the library,” Dawn admits. “You’re a safe driver. Why don’t you just use my car? I don’t need it tonight.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Of course! The last thing I want is for you to be walking to and from class, and I know there’s no way you’re going to ask Declan for a ride.”

      “He’s probably already there,” I mumble. “I could walk and see if he’ll bring me back to campus.”

      “No. Drive yourself. It’s fine.” She dangles her keys. “If you want to head to the gym after, not an issue. I went earlier today. I sent you a text, but I’m not sure if you got it.”

      “I didn’t. I’m sorry.”

      She makes a face and tosses me the keys, which I fumble but manage to catch. “First time going all by myself. Heather wasn’t able to go.”

      “Maybe you can try to find some other friends,” I say. “I haven’t had any luck. One woman helped me some, but I never got her name, let alone her number.”

      “There should be an app for finding workout buddies,” she says.

      “Seriously! Do you know how to make an app?”

      "Nope." She laughs. "I'm not that tech-savvy."

      “Me neither, but I might know someone who can help with that.”

      “Declan?”

      “Why is he always the first person you think of?” I ask lightly. “It’s enough to make me feel like you have a secret crush on him.”

      “No. I just… I don’t know. I’ve been bullied before, and the thought that maybe a guy can turn around and not be an ass anymore… Because the thing is, the times when you did let Declan in, you seemed happy. That’s all I want for you.”

      “Can a healthy relationship…” I shake my head and roll my eyes. “Not going there. He was eating lunch with Julia today.”

      “How did you find that out? Did he bring her to campus? Wait, does she go here?”

      “I have no idea. Maybe she is a student here. I don’t know if it was at a restaurant or where it was, but yeah…”

      Dawn doesn’t ask for specifics, which makes me grateful because I’m done talking about him.

      She starts to gather her books together.

      “Do you want me to drive you to the library?” I ask.

      “It’s not that far.”

      “Those are a lot of books,” I protest.

      “My second workout of the day,” she says with a grin. “I’ll be fine. Thanks for the offer. I might be there late. No offense. I love you and Elia and Kaylie, but I get a lot more work done faster at the library.”

      “No offense taken at all,” I assure her. “You do you.”

      She grins and doesn’t seem to mind at all that I open the door for her.

      Time for me to get something to eat, something small, and then karate. Do or die. Not that I’m going to eat a lot. I’m not even sure I’ll be able to keep anything down. My stomach is all twisted into knots.

      But I can eat half a sandwich, skip the chips, and eat a cookie because why not? A regular cookie, too. Peanut butter and chocolate chip.

      If I die tonight, at least I had dessert.
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      There is an uneven number of students in class. Instead of having me sub in and spar with people, Declan just has me on the bag. I kick and punch it, moving all around, trying to be as light as I can be on my feet, always bouncing. My calves start burning earlier than I would've liked, and my heart is racing, but I feel good, working up a sweat. Not having to worry about being hit or trying to land a hit on someone else frees me up to just mindlessly assault the bag, concentrating on nothing at all, especially not what’s to come after class.

      Once class is over, I head to the locker room. Thankfully, Julie isn’t here, but I can’t help but wonder if Declan asked her not to come because of what we have going on tonight.

      Whatever. I’m not going to potentially waste my last thoughts on her.

      I grab my clothes and pretend to be too tired to get changed here, but instead of leaving, I head to the shower area. Not that I’m showering. Here is where I find out if Declan was able to grab police body armor. If he only managed to grab one…

      The plan is for Declan to leave after I do. I'm going to have car trouble and pretend my phone is dead, looking like easy prey.

      But even though Declan’s going to leave, he’s going to hide nearby to ensure I have backup.

      Thankfully, not only is there a vest, but there are two. It’s warm out, so wearing this underneath my dress is going to look a little awkward, but I tried on my bulkiest shirt under all of my dresses before settling on this one because it can handle bulk a little better than the rest of them.

      Declan enters the room, and he helps me put on my vest, and then I return the favor, although he has to tell me what to do because it’s not super evident what to do at first.

      “Are you sure about this?” he asks softly. “Because if you want to back out, I wouldn’t blame you.”

      “I thought we’ve been over this,” I say, my term as firm as my back is rigid. “I’m not a quitter. I’m doing this. Or are you the one having cold feet?”

      “I’m wearing two pairs of socks,” he jokes.

      “Good.” I hold out my arms and turn around for him like a model. “Super obvious?”

      “No, actually,” he says, sounding surprised. “Good job.”

      I roll my shoulders back. “It’s heavy.”

      “Nah. Not really. It’s just bulky. Weighs maybe five to six pounds.”

      I glare at him.

      “Maybe it’s because you’re tired from class,” he offers. “I thought you would take it easy on the bag, but you seemed to have a personal vendetta against it.”

      I don't mention that the few thoughts that came to mind when I was attacking the bag were related to him and Julie, specifically how much I hated the idea of him with Julie. I mean, she seems so very nice, and I probably would like her under different circumstances.

      Honestly, that makes things worse, not better.

      “I’m good to go,” I announce, wishing my heart would stop racing. “You?”

      He nods. “You leave first.”

      I do, exiting the dojo and heading straight for Dawn’s car. I parked a little farther away than I normally do, and the lot is fairly empty. Good.

      Before I reach the car, I pretend to be on the phone, delaying my departure. Declan leaves and waves to me, and after I wave to him, he drives away.

      I hang up and climb into the car, purposely turning over the engine but not letting the car start. I do that twice more and then climb out of the car, lifting the hood, cursing loudly, not daring to look around to see if there’s a truck in the lot.

      For show, I grab my phone and put on a show that it’s not working.

      “Dead? Are you fucking kidding me?” I call out loudly, discreetly turning off my phone so no one can text or call me and ruin the illusion. “First the battery and now my phone. Can this night get any worse?”

      A car door slams. I glance around. It’s a car, not a truck. The driver doesn’t look at me, though, heading for a restaurant in the strip mall.

      I make a show of trying to deal with the engine, wasting time, wondering how long I should linger. The guy comes out with his order and drives off.

      And then I hear another car door.

      This time, I don’t look over, leaning even farther into beneath the hood.

      Footsteps sound.

      “Hey, buddy, do you have jumper cables?” I ask, coming back out and looking at the guy.

      Into familiar green eyes.

      His gun aimed at my stomach as it had been before.

      The baseball cap is tilted a little higher on his face than it had been the other night.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      This is what I wanted.

      I try to recall the few techniques Declan taught me for gun defense in case he can’t get here in time. There’s no signal for me to give him. He just needs to come on over.

      He hadn't been able to get handcuffs. I hadn't even thought about that, but he had. I almost wonder why Declan doesn't have a pair for the bedroom. Hell, why don't I?

      “Where’s ya purse?” he demands.

      “In…” I swallow hard. “Passenger seat. You, ah, you can get it.”

      “Fuck that. You get it.”

      “I… just don’t shoot me,” I beg. “You can have it.”

      “Ya can hand it to me,” he snaps, “or else you will eat a bullet. Ya hear me?”

      “Yes, yes, I hear you,” I say.

      I go to turn toward my car, but then I slam my palms into his gun arm, forcing it away from us, and slam my knee into his gut. I meant his groin, but I'm too jacked up, too amped up.

      The mugger grunts and tries to bring his arm back, but I force it to go around in a circle, forcing him to bend his back. I keep the pressure as hard as I can, yanking on it too far, not caring if I hurt him.

      “You fucking bitch!” he snarls, and he reaches for me with his other arm, but I shift closer to his feet and apply even more pressure on his arm. It doesn’t want to go anymore.

      And then Declan is there. He slams his fist into the mugger's face, and the mugger goes down, I yank the gun away from him, and Declan scrambles on top of the mugger, sitting on his lap.

      Already, before anything else can happen, there’s a siren. Flashing lights. A cop car.

      How? Even if Declan called it in before he came over, there’s no reason for a cop to be so close by.

      Unless…

      I stare at Declan.

      His gaze is murderous as he stares down at the mugger. The knuckles on his right hand are all bloodied, his fist still tight, as if he wants to pummel the guy some more, but I think that first punch knocked him out.

      “We did it,” I murmur as a door flings open, and a cop rushes over.

      “Hell, you almost subdued him yourself,” Declan says.

      “All because of you and your training.”

      “You were the one to implement it and do it under pressure, and that’s what matters.”

      The cop doesn’t even say anything. He is already cuffing the guy, even as Declan still stays on top of him.

      Another cop car pulls up, and another cop rushes over.

      “Fucking King, seriously?” the newcomer grumbles. “You had to get my guy?”

      "Well, technically, my son and his girlfriend did."

      I gape at the cop who made the arrest. He looks just like his son, only with a little bit of salt mixed in with his dark hair, and if Declan is going to grow up to look like him? Hell, is Declan always going to be one handsome fucker.

      But his father called me Declan’s girlfriend?

      The newcomer eyes me. “You are…”

      “Brooke Adams. I take it you’re Detective Rivera? Nice to finally meet you face to face,” I say with a smirk. “But, ah, can you arrest an unconscious person? Don’t you have to read him his rights before you can take him away?”

      “How about we talk a bit while we wait for him to wake up?” the detective asks. “What happened? And are you wearing…”

      “A dress,” I say, batting my eyelashes. “Do you like it?”

      The detective sighs and eyes Declan, who has finally gotten up and stands just behind me. Not in front of me. Not as if he has to protect me because I’ve proven I can protect myself. He’s still acting as backup.

      The weight of what we’ve done finally hits me, and I blink back tears. What we did was batshit crazy. Absolutely insane.

      But it had to be done. Clearly.

      “It was Brooke’s idea,” Declan says. “She pretended her car was dead, that her phone was dead.”

      “You thought he was targeting students from the dojo because he did one from the class,” the detective says.

      “Precisely. Poor Ashley.” I shake my head. “Declan was my backup.”

      “And my dad was mine,” Declan says.

      “You didn’t call me because…”

      “You’re so hard to get a hold of,” I say sweetly, even as I side-eye Declan. Why get his father involved and not the detective? He could’ve. Maybe he thought the detective wouldn’t go for it. At least his father trusted him enough to be willing to do it.

      “How do you know we didn’t?” Declan adds.

      Now I turn to look at him full on. Had he called the detective? His lips twist ever so slightly in a smirk. No, he didn’t, but he’s giving the detective some food for thought.

      With a groan, the mugger blinks and stirs but doesn’t open his eyes just yet. He’s starting to come around.

      “What you two did was so very dangerous,” the detective says.

      “I know, and we won’t do anything like that ever again,” I assure him. “Trust me. I don’t know how you guys do it day in and day out.”

      “You might be cut out for this after all,” the detective grunts, eyeing Declan. “Always thought it was just nepotism, but…”

      Declan snorts. “It was more Brooke than me,” he insists.

      “Then you better work on changing her mind,” the detective warns.

      The mugger groans again and opens his eyes. “What…”

      “You’re under arrest,” Detective Rivera says eagerly. “You won’t be able to mug anyone else ever again.”

      “I don’t know what the hell ya be talking about!” the mugger shouts. “I never mugged—”

      “You mugged me twice,” I say sweetly, “including just now.”

      The mugger eyes me and mutters a curse.

      “Yeah. Hi. How do you like being caught by a college student?” I wave to him.

      “Fuck you, bitch.”

      “I’m just wondering why you did it,” I continue.

      The detective is seething, clearly not wanting me to talk.

      “Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” Detective Rivera says quickly.

      "Deny it all you want," I say, my tone still sweet. "I'll be on the witness stand to tell the jury all of the details about the two times you mugged me. One successful, the other not. Clearly not. Tried too many times, and for what? What do you have to show for it?"

      The mugger grits his teeth. “Ya and your huge wallets, your deep pocketbooks,” he hisses. “Ya have more money than you need. Ya could wipe your asses with it and not miss it! But me, I get laid off right before my wife is diagnosed with cancer, and now I can’t get a job, no insurance, and she needs treatment, or she’ll die, and I… I’m not smart enough to rob a bank. I just needed money. Is that so wrong?”

      “When you rob women at gunpoint? Yeah, I would say that’s wrong,” Declan says.

      “What now? What about my wife?” The mugger actually breaks down and begins to sob. “I don’t want her to die. I… I’ll plead guilty. I just… She needs to be all right. She needs…”

      “First of all, we’re going to need your name,” the detective says.

      “Mark. Mark Cullinan. I worked at Visual Press, but I was fired. Ya will see. It lines up. I’m not lying. I have no reason to. My Miranda’s going to die. I… I tried…”

      I am such a bleeding sap. I don’t know if he’s telling the truth or not, but if he is, it’s clear his wife will die, and I almost want to find out for myself if his story is true.

      The detective is leading Mark away.

      Mr. King turns to me. “Your son has told me quite a bit about you.”

      “Ah, great.” I swallow hard.

      “I’m glad it all worked out, but I have to tell you that you two made me so very nervous.”

      “My dad caught me trying to sneak out with the equipment,” Declan says. “I had no choice but to tell him, and he insisted on being nearby, out of sight.”

      "That you wanted only Declan to be your backup…" Mr. King shakes his head. "You're very brave, but…"

      “It all worked out.”

      “Next time, it might not,” his father warns.

      “Like I said, I’m done. No more. Nothing like that.” I shake my head. “I don’t think I can handle the stress.”

      "It is a high-stress job. Rewarding at times but hard work. So, you two are going to leave now? Head somewhere safer?"

      “It’s entirely safe here now,” Declan counters.

      His father grunts. “I suppose. Why not go out and get dessert or something?”

      “Dad? Goodbye.”

      His father takes a few steps backward. “It was nice to meet you, Brooke.”

      “You too, Mr. King.”

      His father walks away, and I suddenly feel lightheaded. I turn toward Declan, and his arm goes around me, and I can’t bring myself to pull away.

      We did it.

      I should feel a huge sense of relief.

      And I do, but my heart is racing again.

      For a very different reason.

      Before I can think about what I’m doing, I turn to Declan, and I go to kiss him.

      But he pulls back, not letting me.
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      I swallow hard and try to step back, but he tightens his hold on me.

      “I don’t just want sex,” he says, his tone almost harsh, his eyes glittering darkly. “I want to date you. All or nothing. I can’t continue to do this.”

      “What about Julie?” I blurt out. “You’re already moving on anyhow.”

      “Julie?” Declan bursts out laughing. “You think I have a thing for Julie? Come on, Brooke. That’s not the case at all.”

      "But you were so kind to her during her classes. You treat her differently from everyone else. You can't deny that. What, do you think she'll stick with it and become a black belt? Be your replacement for Jackie?"

      “No one can replace Jackie, but you’ve got it all wrong. Julie’s my cousin.”

      “Your… cousin?”

      "Yes. She's in high school yet. I brought her to the campus to see if she'll want to attend, maybe, just for lunch. It wasn't a date, but call me crazy, but you seem to be a bit… jealous. And that's not wishful thinking either. You can't try to claim that."

      I swallow hard. “Declan, you don’t understand…”

      “You still don’t trust me?”

      “You don’t understand!” I wail.

      “Understand what? How can I if you don’t let me in?”

      “I can’t let you in! If I do, you’ll hate me. Or you’ll call your father up and tell him to come right back here and arrest me. I told you about my father, how he’s dead, but I didn’t tell you about the abuse. About how he would have me come into his room and sit on his lap. He would brush my hair, but it was just an excuse, and he would have me rub against him, and I had no idea what he was doing. I was four when he started, or maybe I was younger and just don’t remember. But he would insist on being the one to give me baths, not letting anyone else do it or be around, and he would put the soap on his hands and wash my body everywhere. I mean everywhere. Even…”

      My eyes are closed as I’m talking. Now that I’ve opened up some, the words are gushing out of me like a floodgate.

      "It wasn't until I was eight that he had me watch a movie with him. I started to realize then that what he was doing and what he was trying to convince me to do was wrong, but he waited until I was ten to try to do something that I absolutely refused, and he got pissed. The next day, he came home drunk and tried it again. When I still refused, he slapped me. After that, he would pinch me hard enough to leave bruises if we were even in the same room together, even if other people were around. I started to wear turtlenecks and long sleeves to try to cover the bruises until one time, he threw me when he forced me… he didn't like it enough… he threw me against the wall and fractured my arm. I told my mom then about what was going on, or at least I tried to, but she didn't want to hear any of it. I didn't even tell her the half of it, and she just… She didn't believe me. She thought I was lying, that I wanted attention, said I couldn't see my friends anymore because clearly, they were corrupting me."

      Declan sucks in a breath. “Fuck, Brooke—”

      “Don’t.” I open my eyes, staring at his chest, not daring to look at his face, knowing I couldn’t bear to see whatever emotions his face and eyes were conveying. “I haven’t finished yet.”

      Declan reaches out to touch my shoulder, but I jerk away, not wanting to be consoled. I don’t deserve it.

      I don’t want to be comforted.

      Not by him or anyone else for that matter.

      "The next night, my father came after me again. I guess my mom must've said something to him because he came after me in a way he never had before, and I just snapped. He wouldn't stop, and I realized he never would, and between the sexual abuse and the physical abuse… My father owns guns. He took me to the shooting range several times, and although he hurt my dominant arm, when you're at close range, you can't miss even with your non-dominant hand."

      Now I look up. Declan looks shocked.

      “I killed my father. No one knows. His business is shady, more than a little, and there was an investigation that was quickly quieted. I don’t know who suppressed it, but the official report listed it as a suicide. But that’s not the truth. Not at all. Not by a long shot. I did it.”

      Declan squats down not to be on my level but to be shorter than me, making himself small, somewhat, maybe less of a threat, not that I’ve felt threatened by him, not for a long while now.

      “Trauma and abuse can make it self-defense even if he didn’t attack you with deadly force,” he assures me.

      I blink back tears. "When he saw the gun in my hand, he laughed. Laughed in my face and picked me up by my throat, choking me… I couldn't breathe, and my vision was spotty, but I brought up the gun, aimed, and…"

      “Brooke, it was self-defense.”

      My hand goes to my throat. "The only thing that made me not feel his hands on my throat still was that gun barrel. Sometimes, if I'm alone or just at random times, I can still feel his hands."

      Declan slowly rises. His hands come into view, and he gently reaches toward my throat.

      I hold perfectly still, unnerved beyond belief. How can he try to justify what I did? I killed my father! He had been an abusive asshole, yes, a predator, but still, I killed him.

      “I can maybe help to take that memory away,” Declan says, staring into my eyes as his fingers slowly touch my throat.

      Tears burn in my eyes, and my knees go weak. I might reach out to him, I’m not even sure, but then his arms are around me, holding me up.

      “I’ll drive you wherever you want to go,” he murmurs. “You don’t have to be alone right now. I don’t think you should be. Your place, mine… somewhere else… You name it.”

      I stare at Declan. He truly doesn’t think I’m a monster. He’s involved in law enforcement. He knows the legal system better than I do, and I don’t think he’s feeding me a line of bullshit. My father choked me earlier that night before I went and got his gun, and then he had been squeezing my throat so tightly… I really thought he might kill me.

      Why? Why did the thought that it might have been self-defense never come to my mind?

      Maybe because my father tried to tell me that it was my fault that he wanted me, that I was so beautiful, too beautiful, that my future husband would be happy that I had practice, that I knew how to pleasure a man already. He had been sick and twisted.

      My mom. Now that her eyes have been opened to the abuse I suffered, will she finally put two and two together and realize I had been the one to kill my father, her husband? Would she confront me about it? Understand? Convince herself that I had been too young to have done it? She had, after all, convinced herself for years and years that her husband, the abuser, was the one to believe over her abused daughter.

      "You… Do you believe me? About all of it?" The words are hardly a whisper.

      “Why wouldn’t I? Hell, Brooke, no wonder you don’t date guys, don’t let anyone come close. You have scars, and I wish I could help heal them. Wounds I can help with but scars? I’ll do whatever you need me to do, but you have to tell me what you need, and to do that, you have to keep letting me in. I’ve come to know you, and at times it seems like that’s despite yourself, but you don’t like to be vulnerable, and that’s what you need to try to treat those scars.”

      “My own mom… It took her until just now, through the help of a therapist, for her to realize she had been blind to the truth. She just asked me earlier to forgive her.”

      "I don't know your father, and I'm so glad for that because if I knew… if I suspected… I would've gone after him myself," Declan says grimly, and I believe him. "Yes, I believe you. My dad does a lot of work trying to help talk to women who have been the victims of abuse. You have to be careful with talking to them because so many have battered women syndrome and will say one thing and then completely change their story. I'm not allowed in the room, but I watch from the outside, and those women, they all have a haunted look in their eyes when they talk about their abuse. I hate… You had that look, and I wish I could take that away from you. I wish I could change your past, but I can't. All I can do is be here for you right now in whatever way you need me. Even as only a friend. Even if…" He blows out a breath. "Even if you just want me to be a friends-with-benefits type thing."

      That haunted look he’s talking about… I’ve seen it before in the mirror when memories assault me. My mind sometimes still sees the bruises my father gave me, and there are times when my arm still aches from where it had been broken. I know exactly what he’s talking about.

      Hell, Ashley had that look to some extent when we talked with her earlier.

      She’s free now, though. All of the women are free.

      I’m free.

      Not just from the mugger.

      Someone else knows about what happened to me. Once my mom failed to believe me, I vowed to never tell anyone else, to never let anyone else close enough that I felt the need to tell them.

      I never thought I would be worthy of love.

      I’m not saying Declan and I are there yet, but if I can do what he says, if I can be vulnerable enough, we will certainly head in that direction.

      Does that still scare me?

      Honestly? Yes, but it doesn’t terrify me, so that’s progress.

      “Where do you want me to drive you?” Declan asks gently. “Or we can just stay here as long as you want. I don’t mind holding you.”

      “Let’s go to your place,” I murmur, staring up into his handsome eyes.

      He guides me over to his car, opens the door for me, waits for me to buckle, and then shuts the door. The entire time he drives, he has a hand on my knee. It’s nothing sexual. It’s just a reminder that I’m not alone.

      When he parks, he rushes out, and I let him open my door and take his offered hand to step out. He wraps an arm around my waist and takes me up to his room.

      His roommate isn’t there, and after he shuts the door behind us, he turns back to me. “We can talk, watch a movie… You can sleep in my bed if you want, and I’ll sleep on the floor. My roommate is hardly ever around. He has a girlfriend, so you don’t have to worry about that.”

      “You said you can maybe help to take that memory away,” I murmur. “Please…”

      Wordlessly, he sweeps me into his arms, and he takes me over to his bed. He reverently removes my clothes one at a time, his hands so very gentle wherever he touches me.

      And he doesn’t take off his clothes. All he’s concerned about is me and my pleasure, worshipping my body, coaxing pleasure out of every part of me. His tongue, his lips, his fingers…

      He kisses me everywhere, from my head to my toes and up again, eating me out, licking up my juices. His sounds are that of appreciation, and there’s no one else in the room with us, no ghost.

      There’s been a ghost of my father at times with some of the other guys I’ve been with, especially the guys I knew even then were a mistake.

      But not with Declan. Not once. It’s only just been him and me.

      He’s not like the others.

      He’s made mistakes, but he’s apologized for them.

      He knows my darkest secret, the one I vowed to tell no one, and he’s provided me with comfort over it, giving me solace when I might not deserve it.

      But that’s all he’s done. He’s given me so very much, and I feel as if I can’t give enough of myself back in return.

      “Declan,” I moan as he sucks on my clit. I’m so close, so very close, but I need something.

      I need more.

      “Take your clothes off,” I beg. “I want you inside me.”

      He kisses my clit before drawing back, climbing off the bed, and removing his clothes. Instead of climbing back on the bed and resuming his position on top of me, he leans down and whispers, "Whatever position you want."

      If we weren't on a bunk bed, I would consider being on top or else sitting on his lap, but right now, I just need him, period.

      “Come here,” I whisper, almost whimpering.

      He comes to me in the dark, in the silence, kissing me, loving me, and when he slips inside me, there’s no doubt in my mind that we aren’t fucking. We aren’t even having sex.

      We’re making love.

      Declan kisses my neck before drawing back and placing a tender hand on my throat. I suck in a breath. The weight of his hand there is so very gentle, and all I feel is him. No one else. No pressure, not like he wants to hurt me, just a means to touch me everywhere, to make me feel him everywhere, for there to be no question that he's the only lover for me, at least for right now.

      And maybe for the rest of my life.

      My back arches, and I move my hips in time with his, needing even more, needing all of him. I rub his back and then grab onto his ass, trying to push him even deeper inside me.

      “Declan…”

      “I’m here, Brooke. Whatever you need.”

      “All I need is you.”

      I lean forward, causing his hand to press against my throat even more as I force a kiss out of him. My hands come up to cup his face, and there’s something about this kiss that completely shatters me but also heals me entirely.

      At this moment, I'm his.

      He’s mine.

      We are together, and we’re so much more than we are apart.

      My orgasm is strong, wickedly so, and I would’ve screamed his name if it weren’t for the most perfect never-ending kiss. He moans against my lips, and from the way his thrusts change ever so slightly, I know he’s coming.

      Declan pulls back, kissing me a few more times as he settles to rest on his side, facing me, cupping my face. “Oh, Brooke.”

      “I meant what I said,” I murmur, wanting to repeat that all I need is him, but I can’t help it. Tears stream down my face. There are a few questions about the future. The mugger’s wife, I still want to see if his story is true and maybe help her because she’s a victim of society to some extent.

      But there’s one aspect about the future that I no longer have to question.

      “Declan, will you go out with me?”

      He grins and kisses my forehead. “I thought you would never ask.”
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      It’s not easy being overweight. Even when you don’t weigh a super heavy amount, people still judge you. I can always feel eyes on me, and I get that feeling all the more when I know the weight on the scale is creeping upward.

      I’m Dawn Melton, and I have a serious problem.

      I love food.

      Who doesn’t, though? Cookies and cakes and brownies… chocolate… but I can even mindlessly eat a ton of nuts and not think twice about it.

      It's the mindless eating that I've been trying to work on cutting out, and so far, that does seem to be helping, and I have been going to the gym. Heather Robertson has been my gym buddy, even more so than my roommate Brooke Adams, but I completely get it. Brooke has a lot going on between her classes and karate. I admire her.

      Today, though, the temptation to eat and eat and eat is gnawing at me. I need to get out of my room, but I can't dare go to the dining hall or else I'll eat everything in sight.

      A slight exaggeration.

      Slight.

      So I shoot Heather a quick text.

      Do you think you can hit the gym soon?

      I bite my lower lip as I wait for her to respond.

      I can't. We just put in an offer to buy a house, and I don't think there are any other bids, so we might get it!

      That’s amazing! Where is it?

      That’s the thing. We have to relocate for Doug’s work.

      How far away?

      Texas far away. Houston area.

      Wait, you aren’t even in Cali?

      No. It’s all happening so quickly! We only just got told two days ago that Doug is going to be switching to the Houston branch. The company is even helping to cover some of the moving costs.

      That’s insane. Wow. I wish you two all the best.

      I still want you to keep me updated about your progress, though.

      Yeah.

      I make a face. How am I going to find the motivation to continue working out when it’s not something I particularly enjoy? So many of the people who go to Fearless Fitness seem like they enjoy torturing their bodies and pushing themselves to the limit. I still walk on the treadmill. I don’t know if I can do this by myself.

      I stand and walk over to the mirror and turn sideways. A big mistake.

      Have I told you how much I hate mirrors?

      You’re still going to the gym today, right?

      I stare at Heather’s text and huff a sigh. Yeah. Going now.

      Good!

      I force myself to change. I hate yoga pants with a passion. I mean, don’t get me wrong, they’re so comfy once you put them on, but it’s the putting them on and then the taking them back off again that I hate.

      Maybe I just need to bite the bullet and buy a larger size…

      No!

      I drive over to the gym, go to park right in front, and then change my mind and head toward the back of the lot. Or maybe I should just leave…

      You know what? I think I know what I need.

      I head on inside. Pamela is behind the welcome desk, and she waves to me. “Hi, Dawn! How are you? Going on a treadmill today?”

      “I might try a bike or… actually…”

      “What do you need?” She smiles brightly.

      I hate that my first thought is to wonder how she can be so incredibly bubbly all the time. Is it just an act? Or are there really some people out there who are that happy all of the time?

      “I think I might… There are personal fitness trainers, right? I need help. With motivation, diet… I don’t think I can do this on my own, and with Heather leaving…”

      “She’s leaving?”

      I nod.

      "Bummer. I love Heather. She's been coming for years, five now, I think. Maybe six. Anyhow, yes! Of course we have personal fitness trainers. We actually have a newer one who doesn't have a ton of clients on his docket yet, but so far, everyone is raving about him—"

      "Him?" I blurt out. "Um, no. I was kind of hoping for a female one."

      “Hmm.” Pamela walks over to her computer and types away. Somehow, even her typing seems perky. “Yeah, I was afraid that was the case. All of our female trainers are completely booked up, but I can let you know if that changes. In the meantime, maybe you can give Lucas a chance?”

      “Who should give me a chance?”

      A hunk of a dreamboat walks over. He looks the part of a gym rat, tall and muscular, with blond hair cut short and blue eyes.

      “Lucas! Just the trainer I wanted to see. This here is Dawn. Dawn Melton. She is looking for a trainer, and I suggested you.”

      "Hi." He appraises me, giving me the once-over, and I swear he frowns, and faint lines appear on his forehead.

      He’s already judging me. I can tell, and not only that, but he’s finding me lacking. I can see it in his eyes. He doesn’t think I’m going to stick with this, that it’s going to be a waste of his time.

      “I’m Lucas Thorpe,” he adds. “Let’s get to work.”

      He starts to walk away, and I almost have to jog to keep up. His strides are long.

      “Wait, don’t you want to know about my goals?”

      “We need to establish a baseline,” he says, sounding bored.

      And he’s heading toward the area of the fitness center I never go.

      Toward the weights.

      Oh, this really isn’t a good idea. Not at all. If I had Brooke’s body, then I wouldn’t mind working out with Lucas, but then again, I wouldn’t need a personal fitness trainer.

      Damn it! Why did I have to inherit my mom’s sweet tooth? Then again, she’s not overweight because she knows when to stop eating.

      I can do this. I can do this. I can…

      Lucas glances over at me. Damn, why do his eyes have to be so bewitching?

      “Are you ready to get started?”

      I would so rather get started on him than dare lift a thing of weights, but maybe I can use Lucas as motivation. Not that I’ll have a chance with him, not when there are women who work out here wearing full faces of makeup and look flawless yet once they’re done. Crazy. Batshit crazy.

      Lucas makes a face, and I realize I’m staring and he’s waiting for an answer.

      “I’m ready,” I say as bravely as I can.

      He grimaces, and I’m sure he’s just counting down the hours until I quit. What he doesn’t realize is that I’m going to use him as motivation to keep on going.

      I want to see him smile, damn it, and not just smile at anyone.

      I want him to smile at me.

      I bet his smile is as bewitching as his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      I hope you enjoyed Allure! Next up, as you can tell from the epilogue, is Dawn’s and Lucas’s story, Bewitch! Preorder it now!
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