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      Eden

      

      Walking down the long, windowless hallway, I can’t help but think about how we used to live in a big white house with black shutters. Not the fake kind bolted into the siding, but the real ones that closed, protecting the glass and people inside.

      It feels like a lifetime ago—maybe two—so long ago that sometimes I think I’ve made it up, completely fabricated this past out of passages from books I’ve read or movies I’ve seen. That I’ve always lived this life. The one with no father. A sick mother. A missing sister.

      Because I’m definitely not making this one up.

      Dreams don’t smell like piss and stale weed.

      I turn the corner, past the stench of urine that always seems to linger in the stained, moldy carpet. I pass apartment 806 where Mrs. Reinhart lives and the TV drones on and on, all hours of the day. Quietly moving past 809, where the sound of people arguing travels through the door. More than once I’ve stood outside, fingers hovered over the buttons on my phone, wanting to call 911 to call in the abusive asshole that lives there, but I never do.

      It’s too dangerous.

      One of the first rules of living in this place is the simple but straightforward, “snitches get stitches.” The last thing I want is to become an example.

      Outside my own apartment, I pull the brass key out of my front pocket. At the same time, I quadruple check that the slip of paper I stashed there earlier is still safe. I feel the smooth scrap and tuck it deeper. It’s the first clue I’ve found about Hope in weeks, and I’d be out there looking for her now if my mom hadn’t called me to come home.

      I open the door and walk in the house, overwhelmed by the scent of vanilla that my mom thinks masks the scent of how filthy this place is.

      “Mom,” I call, crossing the kitchen and entering the tiny living room. I go to the window and open it wide, seeking fresh air. The vanilla makes me want to gag. “You in the bedroom?”

      I pass the bathroom, which is clean, only because I scrubbed it the night before in an attempt to get the stains off the floor. I catch sight of myself in the cracked mirror, long dark hair, blue eyes, olive skin. It’s a small mirror so you can’t see my full body—the fact I’m on the shorter side and although I’m thin, I have curves, especially in the hips. Photos prove my coloring matches my father’s. I wouldn’t know, personally; he left when I was eight.

      Around the same time the house vanished from our lives, too.

      I open my mother’s bedroom door and see her lying on the bed in the same clothes she wore yesterday. Her hair is dirty—unbrushed. She glances up at me.

      “Hey baby, did you stop by the drug store?”

      Is that what we’re calling the kid on the corner now? A drug store? I’m embarrassed for both of us that we’ve sunk this low.

      “Good morning to you, too.” I say, walking to the window and pushing aside the curtains to allow in some light. “Have you even left the bed in the last twenty-four hours?”

      “I’ve been resting.”

      Pouting is more like it. Her eyes are red and swollen. I wonder if Jimmy has been back since the fight. I approach the bed and sit, gently shifting the collar of her shirt. She bats my hand away but not before I see the mottled bruises.

      “Did you get my medicine?”

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling the tiny baggie of pills from my pocket. “You need to go back in and get another prescription. There’s no telling what’s in this garbage.”

      She takes them from me, fingers shaking as she opens the zippered closure.

      “That corrupt doctor won’t give me another prescription, you know that. Thinks my back is fine.”

      I know she doesn’t want to use this crap. I know she’s self-medicating, trying to keep the demons away. I know my mother is lost, mentally and physically, consumed by a lifetime of bad choices and shitty circumstances. I also know that if I don’t bring her the meds, she’ll get them out on the street in other, more dangerous, ways.

      “How’s your neck?” I ask, smoothing the blanket over her legs. “Last night was scary.”

      “Jimmy had a bad day.”

      “Jimmy is a dick,” I counter. “We all have bad days and don’t take it out on the people we supposedly love.”

      “Eden—” she warns. I know better than this. I know who she’ll pick if I push too hard.

      “Just,” I start, trying to find the words, “I’m just worried, Mom. I don’t want to lose you, too.”

      “You won’t, baby,” she says and her voice fades. The meds are kicking in. In a few minutes she’ll black out entirely. I glance down at the baggie, wishing I could check out of this world, too, but what my mother just said drives it home. I don’t have the luxury of taking the easy way out. My sister left me with one thing when she vanished: the purpose and drive to find her.
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      Eden

      

      I was thirteen the first time I came down to Kingston Park. Hope brought me, or was forced to, telling me it was where kids from school hung out. Anywhere, she’d said, is better than being at home with Mom and whatever man was coming in and out of our lives.

      That night I felt the charge of energy that ran through the park. Skateboarders. Punks. Runaways. Drug dealers. The homeless. Everyone seemed to converge here and I got the feeling that Hope felt accepted, unlike at our new school where everyone just saw her white skin and assumed it meant good things came with it.

      Kingston Park, on the other hand, seemed colorblind, classless. Large overpasses that developers cut through the city provided shelter. Kids long before us built skate and bike ramps out of old, abandoned properties. Corner shops clung to the periphery, selling single cigarettes, lottery tickets, and dark brown bottles of beer. Everyone here was running from something, which meant we were in it together. Hope exposed me to a certain element of our town, a place that could be scary and even dangerous, but she also gave me something to hold on to. People that didn’t judge and didn’t mind if you crashed for the night. A place to buy what you couldn’t find in stores—or to sell the only things you owned. Even if that was yourself. She knew then it was a community I’d need to get by. Maybe even then she knew she’d be gone one day.

      People liked my sister, she was pretty. Kind. Fun. The boys down in Kingston liked to flirt with her and a few made her cheeks flush in a way that told me she liked them a lot. There was one group, though, that she told me to stay away from, the self-crowned “royalty” of the park. The Kings, or K-boys, as they’re called. They weren’t exactly a gang, but their presence was noted and when they showed up, people noticed.

      Including me.

      Over the years, the K-Boys came and went—sometimes we saw it happen, the police showing up and dragging one or a group out of the park. Other times they just vanished. A few times, rumor had it, they were gone. Dead. OD’d or in the wrong place at the wrong time. By the time I was fifteen and a regular down in Kingston Park, the scene started to shift. Gentrification had long been encroaching on the park and worse…kids from the suburbs started coming down with their expensive boards and fancy shoes, trying to get a little urban experience. They brought something new and shiny to the area beyond the clean, handsome boys and looking-for-adventure girls. They brought colorful pills and expensive bottles of liquor. They brought the stench of privilege and elitism. They brought money.

      Ultimately, they just brought trouble.

      The reaction to these kids was mixed. Some saw a way to party—to get high and screw someone new. They could do both in a fancy car with leather seats and satellite radio pulsing out a soundtrack.

      Other were pissed—the K-Boys most notably. They considered this an invasion of their territory. Fights broke out more regularly. To be honest, I was conflicted. There were times when I longed for that lost suburban life. The picket fence. The clean car. The mother that made dinner. These kids would skate by and the scent of their lives would waft through the air. I wanted to hold onto that smell.

      So did Hope.

      When she started hanging out with one of these guys, I thought maybe it would be our ticket out of this place.

      I’ve never been so wrong.
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      Eden

      

      Everyone in Kingston Park knows everyone else—at least by name or face. For months now, I’ve kept my distance from the four Kings that linger in the shadows, often sporting bruised eyes or raw, scraped knuckles. There are always girls flocking around them, vying for their attention. I get it. They’re good-looking. Not quite a gang but a unit. It’s smart to stick with a group, if you can find one. Ever since Hope vanished, I’ve been on my own.

      Tonight is different. As much as I hate it, I need their help—well, maybe his help. Hawk, the leader, I guess. I’ve only spoken to him once, if you want to call it “talking.” I recall screaming in his face, blaming him for Hope’s disappearance and being dragged off by a group of bystanders, who were probably trying to keep me from getting my ass kicked. In hindsight, I think I’d wanted an ass-kicking. I’d wanted to vanish, too.

      I wind through the people, tugging my jacket sleeves at the wrists. People know me here. They nod, smile, call my name. I do the same in return, not stopping, keeping my eyes peeled for Hawk or one of his friends. Despite the new houses and the large chain grocery store three blocks away, all signs of change coming, the culture of Kingston Park is still present. I avoid the idling cars, the ones filled with men looking to pick up girls. I avoid the gaze of the men—some only boys—that handle girls down on the streets. Men that have tried to lure me and my sister into the life.

      I can’t help but wonder if that’s where Hope is now, being held by one of these men, forced to work. Sex trafficking is the biggest danger down here. It’s why so many girls do link up with a handler. It’s safer.

      I step over two kids sharing a bottle and look between two buildings. Nothing.

      “Eden.”

      I look up and see my friend Shelby hanging out by an open door. It leads straight down a set of stairs to a damp bar. Music filters up. Her dyed crimson hair is in a series of tiny braids hanging over her shoulders, heavy makeup smeared under her eyes. She’s in a tank, despite the cold. Blue bra straps intentionally visible. Her skirt barely covers her ass. She’s working tonight.

      “Hey,” I say, slowing down but aware of my surroundings. I don’t like her handler—Richie. He keeps trying to get me to work—team up with Shelby. I love the girl but that’s not my scene.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      “I’m looking for that kid, Hawk? Have you seen him?”

      She stares at me for a moment before saying, “I thought you gave up on that grudge.”

      I make a face. “It’s not about that. I just need to talk to him.”

      “The last time you two ‘talked’, one of you almost got sent to the ER.”

      “I’ve calmed down since then.” She looks unconvinced. “Promise.”

      She sighs and nods down the street. “I haven’t seen him tonight, but lately they’ve been hanging out mostly on the old school steps. I’d try there.”

      “Thanks.”

      Getting to the school means I have to pass the skate park—an area I avoid at all costs. It’s been mostly taken over by the Brats. There’s one in particular I don’t like to engage and sure enough, two seconds after I step off the sidewalk I see him, Trip Cohen.

      I walk with purpose, ignoring the boys zipping up and down the old school parking lot. The K-Boys are, as Shelby said, lounging on the steps. Hawk’s eyes flick up when he sees me, watching me, expressionless, as I walk in his direction. There are a million places I’d rather be right now than caught between Trip Cohen and Sawyer Hawkins. Unfortunately, this isn’t about me. It’s about Hope.

      I think I’ve escaped Trip’s notice but a long wolf-whistle bounces off the pavement followed by a deep voice, “Avoiding me?”

      I don’t turn.

      “Your sister wouldn’t like that you treat me like this. We were close, you know.”

      The anger and rage that simmers just below the surface starts to boil when he mentions Hope. He knows I’ll fall for it and I do. “Don’t talk to me and definitely don’t mention my sister.”

      Trip has that pretty-boy look. One that comes from money and privilege. He’s my age but hangs mostly with older kids. He should be taking the S.A.T.s and playing lacrosse. Instead he’s slumming it down here, harassing girls.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, eyes raking over me. “You know I’ve always had a soft spot for the Warren sisters, well parts of me are hard.”

      That little prick. And yeah, I suspect little. My hands ball at my sides as his eyes shift over my shoulder and I sense the presence of a tall build.

      “You need something, Warren?” a male voice says from behind me.

      I hold Trip’s eyes. They’re blue, I think, but the dark blocks out any color. A pool of dread settles in my stomach. This kid is evil. I don’t know how I know, but I do.

      “Yeah,” I say, pulling my attention away from Trip. “We need to talk.”

      He jerks his head for me to follow and I do, pushing my hand into my back pocket. I feel the slip of paper.

      “Are you going to lose your shit again?” he asks, taking me away from the others. Fair question. I’m not sure I know the answer.

      “I don’t think so.”

      He snorts but stops near a low brick wall outside the old gym. Hawk has brown hair, shaggy on the front but clipped short in the back and sides. He pushes it out of his eyes and I get a look at the light gray. Hawk’s an ass but he’s not evil.

      I pull the piece of paper out of my pocket and hold it in the air between me and Hawk. He looks at it and then back at me, curiosity flickering in those angry eyes.

      “What’s that?”

      “Maybe nothing, but I hope it’s a lead about Hope.”

      He takes it from me and reads the information. A line creases between his eyes. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Come with me.”

      He crosses his arms over his chest and I can’t help but notice the long line down his forearm, defining his muscle. I never even knew a muscle like that existed.

      “And why would I do that?

      I look him square in his eye and reply, “Because you know Hope’s disappearance is your fault.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      We’re about two blocks away when I feel the presence of others behind us. My sense of survival is good and my pulse quickens at the sound of shoes on the ground behind us. I glance back and only see shadows. Hawk is unfazed.

      “It’s just two of my guys,” he says, picking up on my nervousness.

      “They followed us?”

      “Things have been tense the last few days. I had to make sure you weren’t trying to get me alone or something.”

      Is he afraid of me? I straighten my shoulders. Maybe my reputation is more impressive than I realize. Although the other option is that they’re getting me alone. Three on one. I swallow back the fear.

      “You haven’t been around much lately,” he says suddenly. “Or in school.”

      I shrug, not wanting to admit I dropped out earlier in the year. I don’t like leaving my mom alone much, not with Jimmy around. I don’t want to tell him that, either.

      “I think that’s it,” he says, squinting at the street sign. It’s a strip of boarded-up commercial buildings. None really functional. A bad feeling churns in my stomach. Hawk’s jaw is tight, his fists clenched.

      “Where did you say you got this address?”

      I don’t want to say—or tell him what I had to do to get it.

      Three figures emerge from the shadows around the building.

      “What is this?” he asks, shoulders tensing.

      “Nothing. I don’t know.” I don’t. I was told if I came here I’d get information about Hope. The figures head in our direction. I take a step back. Then two.

      Hawk lift his hand and holds it against his face, whistling—two quick, long. “Did you set me up?” he asks in a whisper.

      That’s when I run. Not just from the figures charging toward us, but from Hawk himself. He’s pissed. Furious, and I’ve seen what his fists can do to the Brats when he feels like it. With an eye on the two men headed toward us I bolt, rushing to the left, toward the railroad tracks. Hawk runs the opposite way and footsteps sound from where he said his crew was hiding. I run down the gravel, over the rails, pounding feet behind me. Shouts echo off the abandoned building, loud angry voices, but I don’t stop, running so hard my chest aches.

      I don’t want to get caught. I don’t want to get taken. I’m not one of the missing. The mantra runs through my head as I run as fast as my feet will take me, but I feel the person chasing me getting closer, I hear their breath, their grunts, and I feel my speed failing me, the adrenaline waning. But I know one thing for certain. If I’m not here, no one will be looking for Hope. No one will look for me.

      That’s the last thing I think about—the last thing I know for certain as a hand latches onto my jacket and pulls me to the ground. A flashlight glares in my eyes, blinding me, and I hold my hands up, covering my face.

      “Settle down Ms. Warren, I’m not here to hurt you.”

      I freeze.

      How do they know my name?
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      Hawk

      

      The sound of shouting echoes off the cement walls as the guard ushers me down to the visitation room. Cedric, the guard, is a massive guy. Muscles on muscles. He works as a bodyguard down at the Regency Room at night. He’s cool. Most of the guards are as long as you don’t cause them any trouble. I’m not here to cause trouble. I’m here to get out.

      It’s been seventy-two hours and it’s not my first stint in juvie. I should have had a hearing by now. Seen a judge. Something. But me and the other guys have been sitting in our separate cells, solitary, actually, wondering what’s going on.

      At least I know where they are. My mind keeps wandering back to Eden. I’d been furious that night thinking she set us up, but the way she ran? I saw the fear on her face. She’d been as surprised as me. Someone tricked her into going down there. What I can’t figure out is where the police came from.

      Truth be told, it’s not the first time I’ve let Eden Warren occupy my thoughts. Even before her little meltdown a few months ago.

      No, I’d seen her and her sister down in the Park and back when they both went to school. I’d noticed her, the way she carries herself. The way she hasn’t let the grime of this place taint her beauty or her soul.

      I’m not the only one that’s noticed. The Boys, they’d noticed her. The pimps, too. The predators. Gary at the strip club. She doesn’t know it, but we’ve kept an eye on her. That’s one of the things we do down in Kingston Park, keep an eye on our people, especially since the Brats arrived in their fancy cars, doling out pills and cock.

      I didn’t like how close her sister got to Cohen and while I was making sure Eden was safe, her sister? She slipped out of view.

      Cedric points to the empty visitation room and tells me to sit and behave myself. A few minutes later, a woman walks in. She’s pretty hot for an older lady.

      “Sawyer Hawkins,” she says, offering me her hand. She’s got on thick square glasses and has plump, red lips. Her hair is twisted on top of her head in a knot of some kind. She looks like a sexy librarian. I study her closely and file it away for later. “I’m Emmaline Baker.”

      “People call me Hawk.” I lean back in my seat, legs sprawled under the chair. I’m wearing standard blue work pants and a white T-shirt. Juvie issued sneakers on my feet. “You’re not my social worker or my public defender.”

      “No,” she says, sitting across from me. She lifts a thick file from her bag. My name is on the tab. “I don’t work with the Department of Juvenile Justice. I came to talk to you about a place called Sparrowood Hall.”

      “A residential program?” I’ve been in a few. Group homes. Treatment facilities. Even one outdoor program where we slept in tents and bathed in the river. That one, I liked.

      “Not exactly. It’s actually a school—a boarding school. We’ve had our eye on you for some time.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Why would a boarding school be interested in me?”

      “Fair question,” she says, flipping through my file. She lands on a page that has my rap sheet. “You’ve got quite the record.”

      It’s pretty impressive, if I do say so myself. I started with petty theft when I was a kid, stealing candy or food from the store. Then I got paid to be the lookout on bigger jobs, waiting out on the street corner while older kids broke into houses, letting them know if the police were coming. When I was thirteen, the fights started. At home and out on the street. It was like a flip switched. It doesn’t help that my dad is a fucking bastard. No wonder my mom left.

      “Look, that record is too long for me to get invited to any kind of residential program. I maxxed out of those years ago. I’m seventeen—straddling juvenile and adult. What’s the deal?”

      “The deal is that although the majority of Sparrowood Hall is high-achieving students with trust funds and on track for Ivy league schools, there are a few special exceptions to our admission programs. We see potential in you, Mr. Hawkins. We suspect you haven’t had the chance to shine in the right environment.”

      I snort, then crack my knuckles, one hand at a time. “I think you’ve got the wrong person.”

      “You have an IQ of 135. If you don’t know, that’s high. College and graduate degree level. You should be making something of yourself, not spending most of the day hanging out on the street corner with your friends.” She gestures behind me and I turn. The one-way window lights up and I see my boys on the other side. They can’t see me.

      Gray and Theo. My best friends. My brothers. The Kings. We’ve been through a lot together. We have each other’s backs.

      “Gray’s had three arrests this year. Minor infractions added on to his current probation, but he’s seventeen now and that complicates things. From now on he’s headed to the adult system, and you and I both know that’s not where he belongs. He’s smart but his learning disabilities make school a challenge—particularly in math and sciences. Testing shows he over-compensates by having an extensive vocabulary. He’s a charmer and in general can talk his way in or out of anything.”

      I nod, impressed. She’s nailed him, although I feel compelled to add, “Gray’s a bullshitter and a manipulator. Don’t let your guard down around him or he’ll steal your watch.”

      Her eyebrows lift, and she makes a note in the file. “Noted.”

      I look between my friends and this woman, trying to figure out what she’s doing here. Before I can ask, she says, “And then there’s Theo.”

      I look at my friend through the glass. Theo’s head is against the wall. Eyes shut, dark hair flopped over his forehead. He has dark circles under his eyes. He’s too skinny for his tall frame, even taller than I am.

      I don’t need this woman to tell me what Theo’s problem is.

      “We can help him, too.”

      “What are you offering me, Ms. Emmaline Baker?”

      “Three spots at Sparrowood Academy. You’ll go to school, participate in therapy and life-skill programs. Complete community service.”

      “Why?”

      She takes off her glasses and sets them on the table. I see the glint of a wedding ring on her finger. “Like I said, you have potential.”

      “Bullshit.”

      We stare at one another. If she thinks I’m going to break first, she really doesn’t know me.

      “Fine,” she says, “there’s a catch.”

      I nod, studying the woman across from me—the one offering me a lifeline to an existence I’m not sure I want, but I heard what she said. I’ll be okay out there on my own, but my friends? They need a place like Sparrowood to get educated, for treatment and to detox. Me? I just want to make sure they’re safe. I can’t lose any more family.

      I cross my arms over my chest and lift my chin. “Tell me what you want.”
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      Eden

      

      I’m not surprised to see a guy in civilian clothes leaning against the wooden desk at the front of the room. His dark hair is clipped short on the sides but pushed up at the top of his forehead. He’s lean but notably muscular, slightly older—but not much. He wears a black, collared shirt and black cargo pants and for a minute I think he may be the police.

      What stops me in my tracks is the three boys sprawled out across the hard plastic chairs, all looking my direction.

      The K-Boys.

      “What is this?” I ask, pausing in the doorway. The guard nudges my back.

      “Eden, come in. First of all, I want to introduce you to Dorian Miller. He’s a social worker employed by the Kingston Department of Social Services.”

      Dorian Miller. “Good morning, Eden.”

      I narrow my eyes and study his face. It’s familiar. I run through the social workers I’ve met the different times I’ve been through the courthouse. This guy? He’s not one of them. He glances at Hawk and like a switch, the information pops into my head.

      “You’re one of them. A K-Boy.”

      “Former King,” he replies, as if there’s such a thing. “I left the street a while back. Went through a program with the state and now I’m helping at-risk youth in similar situations.”

      I glare at Hawk. “Did you know he’d be here?”

      All three boys shake their heads.

      “Nah, this is a surprise to us, too,” Hawk replies.

      “He’s a fucking traitor,” another kid says.

      Hawk lifts his chin at Dorian. “What’s it like being on the other side?”

      Dorian looks like he’s going to respond but Mrs. Baker holds her hands up. “Everyone needs to settle down. We’re the ones that asked Mr. Miller to get involved. Not him.”

      “Involved in what?” I ask, still confused.

      Mrs. Baker continues. “Since you’ve all agreed to attend Sparrowood Academy in lieu of long-term detention, we want to talk to you a little bit more about the expectations on the four of you.”

      I glance at the boys. To be fair, despite their neutral expressions, I can tell they didn’t expect me to be in here. It’s obvious Mrs. Baker offered us all the same deal. She gave me a solid con-job about being bright and having “potential.” Did she say the same to them?

      I take a seat as far away from the boys as possible. I’m still pissed at Hawk. At all of them, and from the set of his jaw, I can tell he’s not pleased to see me either.

      “Now that we’re all in one place I thought I’d lay out some of the parameters of this agreement. As you all know, you’ve been given the exclusive opportunity to go to Sparrowood Hall, an elite boarding school and academic academy, instead of being sent to the boys’ or girls’ juvenile correctional facilities.”

      “What do you want us to do?” Hawk asks, tone irritated. For once, I agree with him.

      She gives him a smile. “Patience, Mr. Hawkins. It’s a virtue.”

      He grimaces and I’m pretty sure a few choice expletives followed, but I’m too far away to hear.

      “It’s come to our attention that the students at Sparrowood may be involved in illegal or dangerous activities. Primarily these seem to revolve around the senior class and a culture of harassment and bullying. They’re savvy, covering their tracks or possibly bribing the staff to look the other way. We’re having a problem documenting what we need to know and we’ve determined having a person—or people—on the inside to assist us may be the best way to stop it.”

      “You want us to be narcs?” the boy named Theo says. He’s blond and lanky with dark rings under his eyes.

      “We prefer the term confidential informant.”

      “We do a lot of things,” Gray says. He has gorgeous green eyes. He settles them on Dorian. “But snitching isn’t one of them.”

      To be honest, I’d suspected the offer was too good to be true. A free ride to a private school? A way out of the hell hole I’d been living in for almost a decade?

      “What’s your role in this anyway?,” Hawk asks the former K-Boy.

      “It’s not just students they need to keep an eye on. It’s faculty as well, and you’re going to need a point person.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me,” Hawk mumbles, running a hand through his hair.

      “Look,” Dorian says suddenly, “this is your decision. If you want to head on to detention, fine. But we need your help and the county has agreed to let us make this arrangement. We looked through your files and as a group, you’re just what we’re looking for. Smart, savvy, aware of your environment. You’ve each been in a little bit of trouble but nothing too violent or any felonies.” He straightens up. “We need people that won’t get caught up in their world and, frankly, have enough disdain for them that you won’t cave to pressure.”

      “Why do you think that? And why do you think I’ll work with them?” I glance at the K-Boys and give them a sneer.

      “Because,” Hawk replies, turning to face me. In the bright light of the room, his good looks are startling. “They’re Brats and even if we don’t like one another, we both have one thing in common—”

      “We hate them more,” I say, finishing his words for him. Miller is right and so is Hawk. The Brats taking over the Park is one of the main reasons my sister is gone, and no matter how much I blame the boys for not protecting her, I’ll do what I can to take some of them down.
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      Eden

      

      Sparrowood Academy looks like it came straight out of some kind of gothic fairytale located on an estate with a thick patch of forest and green rolling hills sixty miles outside of town, my mother, and everything I’ve ever known. My first impression is that it’s part mansion, part castle and clearly part haunted house. I clutch my bag and stand at the front gates, trying to figure out exactly how I ended up here.

      Oh right. I wasn’t given much of a choice.

      I’d only been in lockup twice—both times picked up for running away. Hope had just vanished and my mother’s boyfriend (the one before Jimmy) thought it was amusing to walk in on me in the bathroom just after I got out of the shower. I got fed up with it and took off, living down in the park for a few days. The first time, my mother called the police but didn’t kick the bastard out. I went home. When the pervert tried his crap with me again, I threatened to remove his weapon of choice with a knife. Things got nasty. Bloody. I ran away a second time. Thankfully, that time Mom kicked him out and the state let me come home.

      So yeah, detention isn’t something I’m overly familiar with and as far as I can tell, I didn’t actually break the law. That’s the weird thing. Charges were never filed. I didn’t have a hearing. That woman, Mrs. Baker, showed up and informed me that my best option was a residential facility called Sparrowood Academy, and now I’m standing before an estate that looks like it belongs in a movie about vampires. Although after hearing what Dorian Miller wants us to do, I’m pretty sure something more wicked than supernatural monsters live behind the arched iron gates.

      The Brats are the worst. They’re terrifying. Above the law.

      I’m starting to think juvenile detention would have been a better option, except there was a catch. One I didn’t expect. They offered to send my mother to rehab if I came to Sparrowood. The state would pay for it and help her get clean. I couldn’t say no to that.

      Could I?

      The car that brought me drives back down the stone-paved driveway that cuts through the hills. I turn and find Mrs. Baker waiting for me at the top of a grand staircase in front of a pair of wooden, double doors.

      “Right on time,” she says with a smile. “I can’t wait to show you around.”

      “Holy shit,” I blurt when the doors open with a prolonged creak.

      “Welcome to Sparrowood,” she says, gesturing to the large open foyer. I glance over my shoulder, back at the empty street. Inside, the floors are made of rich wood, inlaid in diamond shapes. The walls are also wood-paneled and a large chandelier hangs in the center of the two-story space. I can’t help but look around, trying to acclimate myself with such grandeur. I’m a long way from home.

      “This place is…”

      “A historic treasure,” she finishes for me. It’s not even remotely near what I was going to say, but sure, we can go with that. She nods to two portraits on the wall. They’re large oil paintings, complete with a small light affixed to the top that casts a glow downward. They’re surrounded by dozens of other paintings. Some of the house, the grounds, other people, but the portraits are obviously the central focus.

      “These are the founders of Sparrowood Academy. Ashton and Mia Holmes. Ashton was a giant in the textile industry. He built this home, originally called Sparrowood Hall, for his wife Mia as a wedding gift. Their intention had been to fill it with their own children but tragically, they couldn’t have any. Instead they decided to open it up to children in need. Special, often overlooked children, that were not living up to their potential due to their life circumstances. Over the years they acquired the properties surrounding it, linking them together, adding in instructors and it transformed from an elegant, single home, to an elite institution.”

      I follow Mrs. Baker down the hall through an atrium with a glass-domed ceiling, to a set of wide stairs. The hallways are quiet and lined with glass cases. They’re filled with more artwork, books, trinkets, and curious objects.

      “The Holmes were collectors and wanted to share what they discovered on their travels with the students at the school,” she says in explanation when I stop to look at a grouping of bones—teeth, actually.

      “Um, cool.”

      “Now, Eden, I’m aware that everything you’ll hear today will most likely be overwhelming. Tomorrow will be your first real day. I’m going to give you a small tour and take you to your room where you can settle in.”

      I play along, hoping that the pleasant façade is working. I’ve got no interest in the people that opened this place or their fancy antiques. I don’t care about their portraits or the sweet, heartwarming story of how this institution came about. Mrs. Baker knows I don’t have potential—just a service she and this institution need filling.

      “The first floor of the building is mostly for community activities; the dining hall, administrative offices, and meeting areas.” I crane my neck to see where she’s pointing—marking the spot in my memory. Her feet echo off the wooden steps and I catch up. “Classes are held up here on the second floor. You’ll be assigned a schedule before the end of the day. Since the fall semester started last month you’ll need to work to catch up, but I doubt you’ll have a problem with that.”

      Leaded, stained glass fills the windows of the stairway and I see small signs next to the doors, identifying each class. It’s been a long time since I went to school regularly. I’m uneasy about how far behind I am at this point.

      I look up the stairway, it goes at least two more floors. “What’s up there?”

      “Offices, mostly.” She smiles. “But there is a marvelous ballroom the Holmes put in. It’s my favorite part of the house.”

      She takes us down a back stairway that passes the large dining hall and exits the building. Two, two-story red brick buildings sit side by side, linked in a U-shape across a large grassy area in the middle. “The boys’ dormitories are on the right. Girls’ on the left. A coed lounge and a second bathroom connect the two in the middle.” She turns to the left. “Most of the rooms are singles, although each floor does have a suite that parents pay an extra fee each quarter. Your room is on the second floor. Number 206.”

      I follow her up the short set of stairs that lead to the dormitory and then another flight to my hall. It’s quiet up here. We’re the only people in the dorm since classes are going on. She opens the door to my room and it’s small. Bare. Not that much different from the cell at the detention center. A single bed sits to the left of a large window, a desk on the right. There’s a dresser with five drawers, although I have no real possessions to put in them. I thought maybe I’d have a roommate but feel a sense of relief that I don’t have to navigate that minefield.

      “One of the other residents, Rochelle, will come back once she’s out of class. She’ll escort you to dinner and down to the office for your schedule. From there all you need to do is follow it.” She smiles. “Any questions?”

      “Yeah,” I say, pushing through the muddle of my overwhelmed mind. I walk over to the bed and lift the items of clothing nicely stacked. A white button-down shirt and a plaid skirt. “Do I have to wear this?”

      “Yes, uniforms are mandatory other than on weekends.” She walks over to the closet and I’m surprised to see that she reveals some of my personal belongings from home. Clothing, shoes. There’s a box on the floor with my name on it. “Your mother sent these up. You can sort through them this afternoon.”

      I don’t argue, knowing that if I was in detention, I’d be wearing a uniform anyway. It doesn’t really matter. I don’t plan on being here long.

      That’s right. Even with the deal they’ve given my mom, I don’t think I can stay in this place. I mean, will they really yank her out if I bolt?

      “You’re welcome to come to me or Mr. Miller with any issues or concerns, Eden. Although you’re here under unusual circumstances, we do hope you take advantage of the unique opportunities Sparrowood has to offer. We consider you one of the students—the same as everyone else.”

      “Gotcha,” I say, pretending I believe her. I eye the bed. A nap would be great right now—I’m going to need it later. “Thanks for showing me around.”

      “Of course,” she smiles. I don’t think I fully exhale until she closes the door behind her and walks down the hall.

      I hook my bag on the back of the desk chair and crawl into the bed, finding it surprisingly comfortable. It doesn’t take long for my eyes to flutter shut, my body ready to recharge and get ready for the only thing I really have on my mind.

      Breaking out.
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      Eden

      

      “The worst part about this place is we’re just pretty trapped, 24-7. School. Sports. Homework. Bed. Wash. Rinse. Repeat. Don’t get me wrong, this place is pretty nice compared to my last school, which was public and a complete and total shithole, but I don’t like being watched all day, you know? I’ve been going to the Caribbean on my father’s private jet alone since I was six.”

      The girl walking next to me hasn’t stopped talking for the last ten minutes. Her name is Rochelle and she has cropped, short blue hair. Six earrings loop around the shell of each ear, a couple glittering with diamonds.

      “So they don’t care if you dye your hair or whatever?” I ask, eyeing the earrings. “I thought they had a dress code.”

      “Just these stupid fetish outfits, otherwise they’re pretty lax about it. My father paid a ton of money for me to come here. I can pretty much do whatever I want.”

      My shirt feels like it’s strangling me. The fabric is itchy, the cuffs too tight. And don’t get me started on the skirt. It looks like something Shelby would put on to make a few extra bucks from the perverts lurking around Kingston Park with school-girl fantasies.

      The hem of the thick wool skirt grazes the back of my thighs, and if I didn’t already feel like a sore thumb walking into the dining hall just because it’s my first day, my exposed, bare legs multiply the sensation.

      None of that bothers me as much as knowing I’m here to play tattle-tale with four boys I think are jackasses. Cute jackasses, but jackasses all the same. Discreetly, I look around the room, trying to find them, but there’s no sign of the guys. I wonder if they backed out at the last minute?

      “How’d you end up here, anyway?” she asks, nudging me toward the food line. I grab a tray and motion to the server what food I want. All of it, really. I’m starving.

      “Uh,” I say, unprepared for the question. Honestly, I didn’t think any of these snobs would pay me a bit of attention. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, no one willingly wants to come to Sparrowood. This place is kind of the last resort option for our parents to pay out the nose to hide us and our sins away from the world. Obviously, something happened for you to end up here.”

      “I had a few runaway charges and a trespassing. My mom has a history of choosing terrible men. I have a history of not wanting to live with them.” The semi-lie comes easily. I’m not here because of something I’ve done. I’m here because the school has a Brat infestation.

      I’d hesitantly agreed to play this game. Sure, I’d said, I’ll play your narc. But it was a lie. The last thing I want is to live among a bunch of Brats and tattle on them for keggers and swapping pills. And I’m sure as hell not working with the K-Boys.

      My real concern is outside these walls. Finding Hope. I don’t plan on being here long enough to find out what’s really going on. My sister is out there and if I’m stuck way out here, no one will be looking for her. “What about you?”

      “It started with an unfortunate event where I was caught drinking on the school bus. Vodka in the water bottle?” She winks. “Classic rookie move. My father blamed the fact I was around ‘normal kids’, that’s his code for poor and classless, but really I thought it would be fun. Then there were some social media incidents that made me slightly unpopular with the rest of the school. At that point, my mother had moved permanently to Hawaii with her personal trainer and Daddy was fed up with me. He sent me here to get some fresh air or some nonsense.” She rolls her eyes. “I think it’s so he can bone his secretary in peace.”

      She moves to an empty section of the long table and I feel the eyes of everyone in the room following us. I keep my chin up, refusing to give an inch, and sit across from Rochelle.

      “So what’s the deal with this place?” I pick up my fork. A real fork, made of metal and not the cheap cafeteria kind. These have inlaid designs in the stainless steel. In detention all we had was plastic. I look around the room. There are adults monitoring the room, all dressed in professional clothing. Not guards. There’s a high level of trust in here.

      Rochelle shrugs. “This is my first semester, but these Holmes people must have been some kind of idealistic do-gooders.” She spears a piece of chicken on her fork. “As weird as it seems though, it’s the most normal place I’ve lived in for a while. The classes are okay—small. The teachers help you if you’re behind or struggling with school work. There’s a counselor, Mr. Miller, who’s super hot. Young. He loves to ‘listen’ to all our problems.” She makes air quotes. “He’s always going on about not being so materialistic and our role as active participants in the world.”

      Sounds like Dorian has already made his mark. “Ah, I’ll try to stay clear from him.”

      “I do like the training classes, though.”

      “What kind of training?”

      She chews and then says, “Like fitness, but cool stuff like kickboxing and martial arts. I think they’re trying to channel our rage.”

      I take a bite of the roll on my tray. Holy crap it’s good. “Has anyone gotten in trouble? Like are they strict about the rules and stuff?”

      “I guess that would depend on your definition of the term ‘rules’. Can we come and go as we please? No. Unfortunately not. Getting caught drinking or with drugs will get you detention or worse. They take that pretty seriously and you’ll just end up in a shitload of sessions with Mr. Miller. Which may or may not be worth it, if you know what I mean.”

      I nod, pretending I do.

      “Now, does anyone really care if we sneak out of our rooms at night? Eh, I think the admins just want there to be a pretense of us at least pretending to hide what we’re doing.” She picks up a raw carrot. “Overall, the staff is pretty cool. They look the other way a lot unless it’s just really out of line.”

      That, of course, makes me suspicious. I have a hard time with anyone’s seemingly good motives. Everyone always wants something.

      “So far I’ve pretty much kept to myself. I was surprised Mrs. Baker asked me to show you around.” She shakes her head. “My tour guide was a total bitch.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Oh yeah?”

      She inclines her head slightly. There’s a girl sitting one table over. Long sleek blonde hair. Although she’s sitting with a group of girls and guys, she’s singularly focused on the boy across from her. His head is shaved on the back and sides but has a thick patch on the top. The dramatic style doesn’t detract from his looks. All his features are sharp, like they’re carved from stone. Their legs are intertwined under the table and from the way they touch one another, it looks like they know one another pretty well.

      “I think Mrs. Baker was hoping that the opportunity to be a leader would help Camille’s attitude.”

      I laugh. “Didn’t take?”

      “God, no.”

      “What are the kids like here?”

      “Same as everywhere else, I guess.” Her tone becomes a little more guarded. “Same kind of cliques. Jocks, rich pretty girls, nerds, losers, and a couple of freaks roaming around.”

      “I’ve heard horror stories about bullying and shit at schools like this. Have you seen anything?”

      She tugs at her hair and shrugs. “Not really. I know some of the guys can be a little pushy.”

      “What about him?” I nod at the boy sitting with Camille.

      “Luke Fenway is a bastard.” I hear a tremble in her voice. “My family has known his since like, the Mayflower or something, so we have to be civil to one another, but between us, I’d stay off his radar if I were you. He’s a wannabe thug.”

      I glance at him again, making out the muscles under his white shirt. Thug seems like the wrong description, but then, Rochelle is a Brat. They like to pretend they’re from the streets and not quiet, gated communities. I don’t know if he heard his name or not but he looks up and catches my eye, holding it for a second before focusing back on Camille. A strange discomfort rolls down my spine. “Not your type?”

      “Hell no, that’s my type,” she says, looking toward the door. When I don’t react fast enough her toe slams into my shin. I shoot her a glare, but she keeps going, “some new boys came in last night and they are hot. Like, more than hot…freaking gorgeous.”

      I follow her gaze and spot the trio of boys walking into the room. They’ve got that thing—that charisma—even I can sense it from here without getting a look at their faces. The whole room shifts to look at them—Camille included. Taking in their formidable builds, their confident stature, the complete “I don’t give a fuck” attitude, many try but fail.

      I catch the profile of the guy in front and it’s not like I’m remotely surprised to see that it’s Hawk, but I pause anyway, stunned at his good looks. My fork pauses in the air, halfway to my mouth.

      “Hot, right?” she says, looking over at me. She licks her lips and pushes back her shoulders.

      I glance back at the guys, seeing Hawk’s broad shoulders as he goes through the line. The guy behind him, Gray, smirks at something he says. The other boy follows. Theo with his shaggy blond hair and dark circles under his brilliant blue eyes that seem worse with his pale complexion.

      Dorian told us to tread lightly when we got here—possibly pretend we didn’t know one another. It was impossible for the guys, they’d been through too much and were more like brothers. But me? There was no reason to acknowledge we knew one another because really, we don’t, other than our few altercations in the Park.

      Truthfully, I’d be happy to never see them again.

      “I mean,” Rochelle continues, unaware of my internal conflict, “one of them showing up would be enough to liven things up around here, but three? That’s like a bomb going off.” She fans herself with her napkin. “A sexy, explosive, rock the walls of Sparrowood bomb.”

      I shove the rest of the bread in my mouth and force it down past the lump in my throat. Rochelle has no idea how right she is, because not only are the K-boys here to detonate, but if my plan goes off tonight, then right now may be my only chance to let Hawk know exactly how I feel.

      And I’m ready for some fireworks.
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      Gray

      

      The cafeteria hums like all dining halls—sounds from the kitchen, the serving line, the people hunched over their trays. My eyes skim the residents, most already in their clusters. Even in places like this, there are cliques. Good thing I came in with my group intact.

      Although the kids are in clumps, the room isn’t like most shitty cafeterias. That lady, Mrs. Baker, called it a dining hall. She’s right. It’s one long room, like in the Harry Potter movie Ms. Duncan liked to show at the last group home I’d been placed in. There’s two adjacent tables, stretching from one end to the other.

      Hawk steps next to me and I can’t help but do a double-take at his outfit. It matches my own but it’s still jarring to see him in a tie. I think the last time I saw him in one of those was fifth grade graduation—when his mom was still around.

      “Any chance I can get another one of those rolls?” I ask the gray-haired woman behind the serving counter. She’s older and I give her a small smile.

      She shakes her head but I see the hint of a grin on her mouth. She slides a second roll on my tray without comment.

      “You’re such a whore,” Hawk says, carrying his tray.

      “What? A smile for extra bread? I’ll own it.”

      “She’s only being nice to you because she thinks you’re one of Them.”

      Theo snorts behind us.

      “In these suits they can’t tell the difference, Hawk, and that means we are one of Them.”

      I nod to the sea of clones in the dining hall. Of course, under their uniforms they wear name-brand briefs and panties. They don’t need to know ours come from the Department of Juvenile Justice.

      They don’t need to know anything.

      The best thing about this place, other than the fact there’s good food, a soft bed, clean showers and a bit of anonymity, is the females. Most programs are segregated—understandably. Hormones tend to jack up an already on edge delinquent to a place of no return, but this place is different. Everything about it is different and that includes the absurdly bright idea of putting us in these suits and giving the girls short school-girl skirts and fitted blouses.

      I’ll wear a fucking straight-jacket if it means I get to ogle bare legs all day.

      None of us has ever had a problem attracting the opposite sex—and out in the Park there are always girls that want to cling to one of us, seeking protection—maybe just warmth. A few tried to work their way in—girlfriend-style--but it was a foolish endeavor. We stick together. The four of us. No chicks, other than as a temporary distraction.

      Although right now we could all use a distraction.

      Hawk’s eyes shift across the room and I notice the instant he stills. I glance over and see his eyes locked on a section of the room. I follow his gaze and see her.

      Eden Warren.

      She’s looking right at the four of us, jaw set, eyes blazing.

      “Guys…” Theo says, trailing off as she stands and heads right in our direction. “She looks pissed.”

      “I guess our new situation didn’t cool her grudge,” Hawk replies, shifting on his feet. I glance at him, then at her. There’s no doubt who she’s coming for.

      “You fucking dick,” she says, picking up her pace. Hawk still hasn’t moved, well nothing but the knot in the back of his jaw that works slowly as he watches her approach.

      We’re not the only ones involved in this scene, the whole room is transfixed. The residents. The staff. I spot Dorian against the wall with a few other teachers as he pushes off the wall and walks in our direction, but it’s too late. Me? I know all hell is about to break loose and I’m frozen in my spot, caught between action and checking out her legs. Because sweet Jesus, they’re long, perfect, and would look great wrapped around my waist.

      And one other thing, they’re fast.

      Before any of us can react she’s in front of Hawk, rearing her elbow back and punching him square in the mouth.

      Crack!

      The room falls in an uproar. I toss my tray on the floor and lunge at her. Hawk shakes his head and rubs his chin, eyes narrowed with venom. In a second, I’ve got her in my arms, pulling her back against my chest. She fights against me, body warm and squirmy.

      “Princess, you need to back off,” I whisper low in her ear. Theo looks at me warily. He’s looked like hell for days now. He’s in no shape to intervene.

      Hawk steps forward, eyes on the girl. “Nice to see you, Eden,” he says, licking his lip where she split it. He glances at me. “Let her go.”

      She jerks away from me and scowls. “Don’t call me princess.”

      “Everybody settle down! Finish your dinner peacefully or there will be no free time tonight.” Dorian shouts over the reactions of the room. He looks at Hawk with zero familiarity. “Are you okay?”

      “Peachy.” He wipes his lip with his napkin.

      “And you,” he asks Eden. “Can you control yourself?”

      Her eyes are still dark and furious, but the way she cradles her hand makes it pretty clear she probably hurt herself with that punch. “Yeah.”

      “Then let’s chalk this up to first-day nerves and forget this, okay?”

      Eden and Hawk look at one another and nod, both knowing they should be in a lot more trouble. Eden turns and walks away.

      “Seriously, what’s her deal?” It’s not the first time she’s come after him.

      “I have a couple ideas,” he says, looking less angry than I’d expect.

      Although I’m curious about what Eden’s ongoing issue is with Hawk, I realize something big just happened. The two of them got in a fight and neither landed in any kind of trouble. Does that mean our agreement makes us untouchable?

      I move out of the way as a staff person comes over with a mop to clean up the spilled food and look out into the sea of rich, entitled faces.

      Sparrowood may be more fun than I imagined.
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      Eden

      

      Lights out is at ten on school nights according to my schedule, but I wait another hour before sneaking out of my room. The halls are quiet—interestingly the kids here seem fairly compliant. So much so that I asked Rochelle if they were drugging all of us in the tea or something. She’d laughed and just said that the days are long and they push everyone really hard. Oh, and that weekends are when things get a little crazier. Sounds like there are a bunch of wimps in here.

      One of my long-standing rules is checking my exits. I learned that the hard way after moving to the apartments. In the sixth grade I got jumped by a group of kids in a hallway with no outlet. Sparrowood isn’t easy to navigate with all the long, dark hallways and winding staircases, but I keep my eyes peeled and the best access for escape seems to be the bathroom adjacent to the lounge. The window in my room doesn’t open past a few inches, just enough to give some fresh air, but I noticed after dinner that there’s a transom window over the toilet stalls that’s fully open. I can see why. This bathroom is coed and boys, to put it simply, stink.

      I pass by the lounge. The lights are off but the door is open. Hushed whispers catch my attention. I glance in and see two figures pressed up against the wall, one in a plaid skirt. The girl looks at me. She has long red hair and drops her head back as she moans in satisfaction. The guy is hard to see but as I pass I catch a profile and see that it’s Luke. I avert my gaze, not wanting to give him any reason to take note of me. Hopefully they’re having too much fun to care.

      I enter the bathroom. It’s quiet. I glance up and see the window is still open. I just have to see if I can get out with my bruised, injured hand and without breaking my neck on the way down.

      Stupid Hawk and his marble-like jaw. Seeing him and the other guys today only solidified my need to get out of here. Teaming up with the K-Boys is not something I want to do. I’m bitter and hostile, unable to get past my resentments. They were the self-proclaimed Kings of the Park. Why didn’t they do more to help Hope? Why did they let those bastards come in and take the best of us?

      Miller and the admins that came up with this stupid idea for Sparrowood are going to regret it when they realize how ineffective the Kings really are. They’re selfish, lazy, and greedy. I know one thing for certain, by the time they figure that out, I’ll be long gone.

      There are six stalls and I climb up on the toilet, feet up on the plumbing. I secure my bag and place a hand on the divider for leverage. I’ve got one leg in the air when I hear a low moan echo off the tile and I freeze.

      The sound of retching follows.

      I lower myself and peer over the other divider. There’s no one there, which means I’m in the clear and get back into position, hoisting myself up. I look through the narrow window, just big enough for me to squeeze through and see that the roof is accessible. I may be able to do this.

      Another groan bounces off the walls and this time I can tell it’s from the showers. A moment later, uncontrollable coughing echoes off the room with the nauseating sound of gagging. I wait for a minute, making sure I’m not going to be seen when I hear footsteps, followed by a loud, hard splat. No doubt it’s the sound of a body hitting the floor.

      “Dammit,” I mutter, wavering between heading out and checking on the person on the floor. I want to go—get out of here. Get back to my mission of finding Hope. But I also know the sound of a body on bathroom tiles. I’ve helped my mother off enough of them.

      I shimmy down the wall, down to the plumbing and on the floor. I exit the stall and walk around the corner to the shower area. Big, bare feet stick out from under the wall. I open the door and see one of the Boys. Theo, the tall blond. His face is pale and he’s unconscious. I fall to my knees and shake his shoulders.

      “Hey, wake up.” His head flops around. “Shit. Dude, wake up.”

      I feel familiar panic rise in my chest. Did he OD? Take too much? Is he detoxing? What the hell is he doing in here all alone and where the fuck are his boys?

      This is not my job.

      I turn on the shower, letting it rain down on him. He’s too big for me to hold up, especially with my bruised hand, but I push him into the line of spray, soaking him. I move closer, avoiding the puke and bile accumulated near the drain that’s now washing away. I press my ear to his chest and hear his heart beating, feel his inhalations. Once I know he’s breathing I move us to the side, water accumulating underneath us. I pull his head up on my lap and run my hands over his cheeks. “Hey, I need you to come back to me, okay?”

      Despite his condition his face is not just handsome but pretty. He’s gorgeous, with long eyelashes and soft-looking lips. I stroke his forehead, his cheeks and chin. When he finally blinks, eyes fluttering open, I see the blue of his eyes. Bright, like the sky.

      “What happened?” he asks, blinking at me. Droplets of water cling to his lashes.

      I exhale and lean back, my heart hammering like a drum, adrenaline coursing through my veins. Instinctively, I brush the hair off his forehead.

      “Dammit, Theo.”

      We both look up. Hawk stands over us. His expression pained—lines of worry creasing between his eyes. I can’t help but look at his lip, split and puffy. He drops to the floor next to me and takes his friend in his arms.

      “I found him like this.” I swallow. “Passed out, really.”

      “Yeah, he’s been puking all day. I thought he was in bed.”

      I struggle to my feet and help him get Theo standing. “You got him?”

      “Yeah.” His eyes sweep over me. I look down. I’m drenched and the thin T-shirt from the closet is stuck to my chest like a second skin. “Thanks for helping him.”

      I shrug. “Not my first time cleaning up this kind of mess.”

      Once I know Theo’s stabilized, I walk over and pick up my bag. Hawk notes it with a gruff, “Going somewhere?”

      “No.” It’s a lie. From the look on his face, he knows it. “Do you want me to get someone? The nurse or something?”

      He shakes his head. “I sent Gray for Dorian.”

      Right. The K-Boys don’t need help and deep down, despite what he says, Dorian is one of them. What was I thinking?

      Footsteps echo off the tile floor and two figures emerge. Gray and Dorian. No surprise. They look between the three of us.

      “I’ll let you figure this out,” I say, stepping over Theo.

      Gray, the one that called me Princess earlier, has his eyes glued to my chest. Even in a crisis, boys are pigs. I squeeze between them and let them deal with the mess.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I don’t sleep.

      Not that night, or really most others. It’s hard to get my mind to stop racing, to stop thinking about my sister, my mother, how I got in this place. I keep waiting for the loud voices from my apartment building to start up. The fights between Jimmy and Mom. Instead I hear nothing but quiet. Crickets outside my cracked window. Fresh air pushing into the room.

      It’s like some kind of hell.

      Over and over I replay the scene from the bathroom. Theo, pale-faced and unconscious on the floor. The way Hawk looked at him. At me.

      Even though I have to deal with the realities of my first day at Sparrowood, sunrise is a welcome relief. The schedule left on my desk helps me process the day. I head to the bathroom and get in and out early, showering and changing quickly. Unfortunately, some girls are already in there, clouding up the room with expensive shampoo and body spray. It feels like junior high again, when I had to have one eye watching my back. Where the confident girls stride around in their bras and panties. I’m not unconfident. I just like a little privacy. And these girls? I don’t know them. I don’t know what information they’re tucking away to use against me at a later date.

      Yeah. I’m paranoid.

      In my room I dress in my uniform, tugging on the white knee socks and slipping on a pair of surprisingly comfortable black loafers. At breakfast I’m surrounded by other clones, including Rochelle, who sits across from me, talking, talking, talking. I keep one eye on the door. Waiting for the boys.

      They appear, typically, in a cluster and I feel an unsteady heartbeat in my chest.

      “I heard there was some kind of situation in the lounge bathroom last night,” Rochelle says.

      “A situation?” I ask, sipping my orange juice.

      “I overheard Tammy say she went in there in the middle of the night and it was a wreck. Water all over the floor. Puke.” She lowers her voice. “I hear that sometimes kids sneak stuff in—you know like drugs and alcohol. Maybe they were partying.”

      “Or maybe someone just got sick and didn’t clean up their mess.”

      The boys start across the dining hall, stopped by a dozen girls. I roll my eyes at them and unfold my schedule. “Can you help me get to my classes?”

      “Sure,” she says.

      Camille walks by with Luke a foot behind her, eyes pinned to her ass. It’s obvious that Luke isn’t exclusive with this girl. There’s something about him that bothers me, but whatever’s going on with them is between them, except I can’t help but notice him reach out his hand and skim it over Rochelle’s shoulder.

      I frown and wait until they’ve passed, sitting at the next table. I lean forward. “What was that?”

      She shifts uncomfortably. “Nothing.”

      I don’t press but it’s obviously not nothing. She picks up my schedule and reviews it. “So it looks like today you’re doing some assessments. Probably testing to figure out what classes you need to be in.” She frowns. “It has your afternoons blocked off as orientation with a room number. I wonder what that is?”

      “You didn’t go through it?”

      “No.” She pushes the sheet back to me. “Maybe it’s something new.”

      I take the paper and stand, picking up my tray to carry back to the return area. I have to walk past half the students, which now seem to add up to about fifty kids. It’s not a big school, which is a little intimidating. Less places to hide. I pass the K-Boys who play it cool, acting like they’re not looking at me even though they totally are. I am glad to see that Theo looks better, half a piece of toast left on his plate.

      “They’re probably watching to see if you’re going to punch Hawk again,” Rochelle says, catching up to me. “Exactly, why did you do that again?”

      “I’ve got my reasons,” I say, dumping my trash in the can and sliding the tray through the opening.

      “Do you know them? Like outside of here?”

      I weigh my words carefully. “Not really. They kind of hang out in the same overlapping circle that I do back home. Hawk was supposed to do something for me and didn’t. That was my payback.”

      “Well that move definitely got you noticed. Everyone was talking about it yesterday, especially the guys, but one word of advice?”

      “Sure.”

      “Be careful how you present yourself around here. These guys…they don’t like strong females.”

      I laugh. She doesn’t. “You’re serious?”

      She shakes her head. “You asked about hazing and I don’t really know about that, but I do know that people here like conformity and there’s a hierarchy. New girls are on the bottom and new, beautiful girls filled with confidence and spirit? They’re going to get broken.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      She swallows and glances over her shoulder. “A warning, Eden.”

      It doesn’t sit well with me but I absorb it. Dorian and Mrs. Baker said there was a problem. It didn’t take long for it to bubble to the surface.

      “For the record,” Rochelle says, giving me a small smile, “I thought it was completely badass.”

      I can’t help but smile in return. It kind of was.

      We leave the dining hall and I maintain a calm façade but I’m doubly paranoid, more aware of everyone watching me. I’m not normally that girl. I do everything I can to remain unnoticed. But not here. Not at Sparrowood.

      Miller explicitly told us to keep a low profile and not engage one another.

      Apparently I’ve already failed on both counts.
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      Gray

      

      The first class of the day is something called American Classics. Only Hawk and I ended up in this class. Theo’s smart but his brain is mush and he got stuck in general English Lit, which I assume means it’s a lower-level class. He spent the better part of a year stoned out of his mind. God knows what his actual aptitude is.

      Academics have never been a problem for Hawk. He’s a good student. I do okay in language arts—history—but science and math give me problems. On top of that it’s just been too easy to let other things distract us from our education. That’s just the way it is down in the Park. Coming to Sparrowood Academy seems like a second chance—a way to get a diploma—but I know that means more than just getting good grades. We’ll have to fulfill our obligations to Miller. So far though, the cliques seem tight. We’ll have to work our way in. I already know that will end up on me, the social butterfly of the group.

      The teacher greets us when we enter, telling us her name is Mrs. Blanchard, and hands us both a copy of The Bell Jar.

      “There are a few empty seats back on the left,” she says, nodding in the general area. I follow Hawk as he makes his way back to the chairs, ignoring the students watching our every move. We’ve just claimed two of the three open seats when the door opens again and Eden walks in, hair long and straight down her back, cheeks slightly flushed.

      “Sorry, I got turned around,” she says as she’s handed a book and told to find an empty seat. Her expression flips to annoyed when she sees that the only one remaining is in front of Hawk.

      Like every other student in the room, I watch Eden cross the room and walk down the aisle toward her desk. She’s amazing at averting her gaze and avoiding all eye contact. Several guys try to get her attention while the girls observe her carefully, trying to assess if she’s a threat or not. I can’t blame them for missing the wild animal underneath the shell of a domestic pet. She looks tame enough on the outside but down in the Park people knew to leave her alone. Especially after her sister went missing.

      It’s like the light went out in her after that and we all sat and watched it happen. Now she hates us for it.

      I knew what it was like to lose someone—to watch as the life drained out of their eyes. My father—the fucking bastard…

      “Would someone like to offer our new students a summary of the first twenty-five pages of the book?” Mrs. Blanchard asks. A few hands shoot in the air, including the one in front of Hawk.

      “I can give a summary,” Eden says.

      “You’ve read this book?” the teacher asks.

      “I have, yes.” Her toes tap nervously on the floor. I glance at Hawk. His eyebrow raises, impressed. We both know she hasn’t been to school in a while.

      She stands, giving us the perfect view of the creamy white skin on the back of her legs and the way her skirt hangs perfectly over the curve of her ass. I listen to her speak, really speak for the first time, without anger, without vitriol, but I hear something else—something I know to be true and something I feel in my own chest. Eden understands loss. She gets pain. She knows what it’s like to feel hopeless and homeless.

      Eden never associated with us down in the Park, not outwardly, but here? There’s no doubt. She’s one of our own.
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      Eden

      

      Overwhelmed by all the new information, I jump at the chance when Rochelle says we can take our lunch out on the back patio. I need air and away from the choking environment of this school.

      God, I shouldn’t even be here right now.

      “I thought maybe we’d be in some of the same classes, but it looks like you’re too smart for me” she says, sitting across the concrete table from me. A salad is piled high on her plate. “One of the hotties was in my first period, though.”

      “Oh yeah? Which one.”

      I already know it’s Theo. The other two were in my class, sitting right behind me.

      “The blond tall one. He’s cute but, I don’t know, he looks rough? Tired?”

      Detoxing, I want to say, but don’t. “His name is Theo.”

      She frowns for a second. “Oh right. You know them.”

      “A little.”

      “Do you know them well enough to introduce me?”

      I wrinkle my nose. We still haven’t figured out how we’re handling this. Do I know them well enough to introduce them? I’m not sure.

      “I really don’t know them that well,” I say, hoping she’ll believe me, “but if I can work it in, I will.”

      What I’m not saying is that something about the K-Boys unnerves me. I never expected to find myself in a situation where they’re everywhere I go. And even if I can’t see them, I sense them. Smell them, which is ridiculous when this place is filled with allergy-inducing perfume and cologne.

      Like today in class, Hawk was so close he made the skin prickle on the back of my neck.

      “So who do you think’s the hottest?”

      I scan them. They’re sitting on stone wall across the patio. Out on the street I probably would have said Gray. He’s built like a swimmer and his lips are ridiculously plump. Or maybe Theo, with his androgynous face. But in here when they’re dressed all the same, owning the hell out of those ties and perfectly fitting pants, it’s an impossible decision.

      “Hell if I know.” I shove my sandwich into my mouth.

      We finish lunch and my schedule says I have my orientation class coming up. I still have no idea what that means but I take my tray in and tell Rochelle I’ll see her later.

      I’m washing my hands in the bathroom sink when Camille walks in.

      “Hi,” she says, moving to the sink next to mine. These are old bathrooms. Nothing fancy, but they’re clean.

      “Hey,” I say, focusing on the soap and not the way she fluffs her shiny blonde hair or the deep red lipstick on her mouth.

      “I just wanted to invite you down to my room tonight. A little welcome to Sparrowood party.” Her words are friendly. Her creepy, semi-threatening smile isn’t. “Nothing big. Just a few snacks. Maybe drinks.”

      “Oh, uh…” I give her a tight smile. “I’ll definitely try to stop by.”

      She looks pleased and leans forward, assessing her makeup. I shut off the water and reach for a paper towel. I turn around and yelp, not realizing she’s less than a foot away. “By the way, I wanted to let you know that Rochelle, the girl you’ve been hanging out with? She’s a skank. Like, you wouldn’t believe the things she’s done.”

      She waits for me to respond—to stoop to her level of gossip. I don’t.

      “There’s pictures and it’s why she got kicked out of her old school,” she continues. “I’m just letting you know that if you want to fit in here, you may want to consider who you align yourself with.”

      She spins on her heel and exits the bathroom, leaving me speechless. Does this bitch really think I care what she thinks? Does she even think I plan on staying here long enough to make allies?

      I grab my bag and head out of the bathroom, wondering exactly what I did to deserve this special brand of hell.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Orientation” takes place on the third floor of the main building in a small room with a view of the whole campus. In the distance, I see the athletic fields including soccer and football goals, a track, and baseball and softball diamonds.

      Five chairs are arranged in a circle. Even though I’m the first to arrive, it doesn’t take a genius to figure who will be filling the other seats.

      They come in as a group, only amplifying the feeling of isolation that’s been creeping over me for the last day. Despite Rochelle’s efforts at being friendly, I’m on my own.

      Dorian walks in behind the boys, closing the door behind him. He’s dressed nicely today. Gray pants, blue button-down, and he’s carrying a box with a thick folder on top. You’d never know he was a street thug just a few years ago. He gestures for us to all take a seat and we do. I’m next to him and after a minute of shuffling, Gray takes the chair next to mine; the scent of fresh boy rolls over me and I grip the seat of my chair.

      Is it normal to react to a smell that way?

      “I hope everyone’s had a good first twenty-four hours,” Dorian says, flipping open the folder. “We wanted to make sure people didn’t think you were all coming in together, so we separated transport.”

      “Anything to report so far? Or any questions?”

      Although I’ve definitely seen a few red flags, I keep my mouth shut, but Hawk stretches his legs out in the middle of the circle and says, “I have a few.”

      Dorian nods. “Go ahead.”

      “It seems like the cliques here are pretty tight. Not many people have approached us yet.”

      “Other than girls,” Gray notes.

      “Right, other than a few girls.” His eyes slide to me. Is that guilt I see in them? Why? “I guess I need to know what our parameters are. If we’re invited to a party, should we go? Will we get punished if we’re caught? How much leeway do we have around here?”

      I narrow my eyes in thought. Did Hawk get an invitation to Camille’s party tonight, too?

      “Those are good questions,” Dorian says, rubbing the top of his hair with his hand. “Afterhours parties and gatherings in the dorms have been going on for decades. In the past, the school has been pretty strict about stopping these when they get out of hand, but right now we’re hoping there will be some slip-ups. So if you get invited to one, go. Play along. Work your way in. If you get busted, don’t sweat it. We’ll work something out. This is a long-game, and we need solid evidence.”

      I raise my hand. “What if we don’t want to go to the parties?”

      Gray rolls his eyes and mutters something about me being a princess under his breath.

      “Do what you feel comfortable with. There will be different ways to get information. Right now the most important thing is to fit in and get your bearings. We don’t expect anything right away. The most important thing is for you to behave like normal students.”

      Gray laughs. “I may need a lesson on that.”

      For me, Dorian’s comments come as a relief, because I still have plans to leave this place ASAP. Until then, my biggest goal is to steer clear of these idiots.

      Theo raises his hand and asks, “Do we have to hide that we know one another?”

      “Just be careful in what you tell people, the less information the better.”

      “I already told Rochelle I knew you from around—but nothing specific.”

      “Why did you do that?” Hawk asks, annoyed.

      “She wanted to know why I punched you in the face.”

      Gray snorts and Theo laughs out loud—the most reaction I’ve seen from him the whole time. His smile is gorgeous.

      Dorian continues to explain that we just need to acclimate ourselves to the school. Pretend we’re real students and fall into a routine. Odds are, the information will come to us when we’re not expecting it.

      “Then you just need to discreetly bring it to me,” he says, eyebrow raised, “which really shouldn’t be a problem. Starting next week, you’ll have weekly individual guidance sessions with me so we can talk without raising suspicions.”

      None of the guys look too pleased about that, but Dorian doesn’t seem too concerned about it.

      “Also,” he says with a smile that completely changes his features, “I have something for each of you.”

      He opens up the box and pulls out a smaller box—a familiar box. Gray reacts first.

      “It’s a new iPhone?”

      “Yep,” he says. “One for each of you.” Then he holds up a plain white envelope. “And some cash. Spending money to get the things you need to settle in.”

      Even Theo perks up at the idea of a new phone and money. I’m just thinking about how this will make it easier for me to take off.

      “Can we spend it however we want?” Hawk asks, thumbing through the bills.

      “Yes, although there are some stipulations,” he says, handing us each a small white box and envelope. “If you use the money to buy anything illegal, drugs, alcohol, or anything else, it has to be reported to me immediately. If your phone is stolen, let me know. We have a tracking device inside. Use this money to assimilate into the community—it would be a red flag for you not to have access.”

      We spend a few minutes activating them and the energy in the room rises. We exchange numbers, all of us putting in Dorian’s under “emergency.” The reality of why we’re here becomes a little more real.

      Dorian excuses us but as I’m slinging my backpack over my shoulder, he says, “Hawkins and Warren hold back for a minute, please.”

      I wait, keeping my distance from Hawk.

      He leans back in his chair, arms crossed. “Care to share what that altercation was about yesterday in the dining hall?”

      Hawk says nothing.

      I exhale. “Hawk and I have some unfinished business from back home.”

      “What kind of business?”

      Hawk turns my way and it’s clear he’d like a good explanation as well.

      I don’t like talking about Hope. Not what happened. Not about where I think she may be. Not who took her. My palms start to sweat. “It’s complicated.”

      Dorian rolls his eyes. “I doubt that.”

      “I ghosted her best friend,” Hawk says suddenly. “What’s her name? Shelby?”

      I shift on my feet. He most certainly did not ghost Shelby. I watch him carefully. Why is he saying that?

      “It was pretty rude,” he continues. “I should have treated her better.”

      Dorian looks at me. “Is that true? You’re upset about that?”

      I feel caught in a web. “Yeah,” I finally say, “he really hurt her.”

      He sighs and rubs his face. “Do you think you can work past this? Getting caught up in petty differences and emotions will make it hard for you to work as a team. If I’d known you had a background of any kind, I wouldn’t have made this offer—”

      “We’re fine,” Hawk says quickly. “We’ll work it out and there will be no more issues.” He looks at me, leveling his intense gray eyes in my direction. “I apologize for hurting Shelby like that. She didn’t deserve it. She’s one of ours and I should have respected that.”

      Hawk’s apology takes me off guard. It’s fake but sounds genuine, only solidifying the fact he’s an expert liar, but there’s something else. He wants to stay at Sparrowood. Why?

      “Do you agree with that, Ms. Warren?”

      “Yes,” I say, “I, uh, told my friend I’d get even when I saw him.” I grip the backpack strap at the shoulder. “I guess we’re even now.”

      “Good,” Dorian says. “You two go about your business. Remember, keep your profiles low. I don’t care if you’re friendly but don’t let them know where you came from or why you’re here—got it?”

      We both nod and he excuses us from the room. Hawk opens the door and holds it open for me. Just as I walk into the hall I hear him say, “I really am sorry.”

      I keep going without looking back, not ready to give him absolution for what he’s really done.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My last class of the day is listed as a P.E. assessment.

      It should be called ass-kicking class.

      I walk in the gym and find a massive, bald, dark-skinned guy, over six feet, with biceps as big as my face.

      “Excuse me,” I start, “is this—”

      He tosses a silver and green drawstring bag at me. With quick reflexes, I catch it midair but otherwise, I’m gawking, amazed at the size of his pecs and the way they strain against his gray, Sparrowood T-shirt.

      “You’ve got five minutes to change.”

      Inside the bag is a full gym outfit, shoes included.

      I change in the locker room, thankful that it’s empty and there are no surprise visits or invitations, and head back into the gym.

      The teacher, coach, or whatever he is holds a clipboard in his hands and looks me up and down. “I’m Terrance Dawson. I’m the athletic director here at Sparrowood. We like to have a full assessment on all our students with regard to physical fitness.”

      “Well if you’re looking for someone with stamina, I’m not your girl,” I say. “I mean, the only reason I’m in here is that I couldn’t run away from the police.”

      He stares at me for a minute and I realize that this guy may not have a sense of humor. Holding his pen to the clipboard, he says, “Other than running from the police, what kind of athletic ability do you have?”

      Huh, maybe I was wrong.

      “I played soccer once. On a youth league at the community center.”

      “Can you swim?”

      “Eh, I can keep myself from drowning. Probably.”

      “Dance? Gymnastics?”

      I shake my head. Those sound like rich-kid sports.

      He slips the pen behind his ear. “Let’s just get started and see how you do.”

      With Dawson taking notes, I’m put through a rigorous series of tests. It starts off normal. I’m forced to run a distance. Then sprints. After that he moved to sit-ups (30), push-ups (20), pull-ups (4.) I’m forced to climb a wall, swing by a rope. My muscles burn and I fall. Over and over. Then things shift and the exercises change. They’re more self-defense related. Two other people are brought in the room. A male and female. Both physically fit and here to implement the tests. Can I get away from an attacker? How fast can I disarm someone? Can I disarm them in the first place? And what do I do then? Run? Retreat? React?

      “Follow your instincts,” Dawson says, taking copious notes.

      For some reason, I have them. Instincts, that is. I’m sure it comes from being on the streets, living with unpredictable men, erratic neighbors. I’ve taught myself over the years to run—like I did that night when the police caught me—but my true instinct? Is to fight.

      Like the night I tried to cut off the pervert’s cock.

      By the time we’re finished I’m sore, out of breath, and drenched in sweat.

      “Can you tell me what that was for?” I ask Dawson, limping toward the water fountain.

      “Just a basic assessment.” He looks up at me. “We’re nationally ranked on most of our varsity sports. We’re always looking for additions to our teams.”

      “So there’s a get-your-ass-kicked team? That must just be for swank private schools.”

      He cracks a smile. His teeth are white and straight. “If we had a team for getting your ass kicked, I think you may make captain.”

      I fight the urge to flip him my middle finger. I actually like the guy.

      “Anything else?” I ask, praying he says no.

      “You can go. There will be a notation on your schedule for any additional assessment.”

      I groan, holding my aching back. “You’re kidding, right.”

      He tucks his pencil behind his ear. “If there’s one thing you’ll learn about me, Ms. Warren, is that I rarely, if ever, joke.”

      Perfect.
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      Eden

      

      The start time for the party passes and I’m still in my room. The thought of hanging out with a bunch of Brats makes my skin crawl. I’ll figure out a way to do what Dorian wants, but not by debasing myself by hanging out with people like Camille.

      That isn’t the only reason. Even after a shower, my body aches more than it ever has before. It’s not that I’m completely out of shape. Like I told Dawson, I remember playing soccer back on a grassy field in the old neighborhood. Once we moved to Kingston, my mom didn’t have the time or interest in signing me up for activities.

      I open my door and hear the music waft down the hallway. Camille’s room is on the end. A suite. She doesn’t have to share a bathroom with the rest of us—a small mercy. I look down and think I see Rochelle’s blue hair turn the corner toward the stairwell that leads to the lounge. I close my door behind me and head that direction. I may not want to go to a party, but I don’t really feel like being alone.

      I round the corner of the stairwell and hear voices below. One male. The other, Rochelle.

      “We probably shouldn’t be here,” she says, voice echoing off the tall ceilings. “Camille will freak if she finds us together.”

      “She’s busy laying traps. She won’t look for me for another hour.”

      “She has eyes everywhere.”

      “Then come back to my room.”

      “Luke, we talked about this. What we had is over. You’ve got Camille. You don’t need me.” There’s a little desperation in her voice, making it wobble.

      “No one here knows about your past, Ro, and if you want to keep it that way…”

      There’s a pause and I feel my cheeks heat at the implication, at the threat.

      There’s a sigh and then footsteps. I press my back against the wall, panicked they’re coming upstairs. They’re not, instead moving further away. I feel gross having heard that. Partly for eavesdropping—the rest for hearing something I don’t quite understand but can’t be good. Does Luke have something on Rochelle? And he is blackmailing her for it?

      I wait until everything is quiet and head down the stairs toward the lounge.

      The flicker of the TV is the only thing that lights up the room—that and the light from the vending machine in the corner. I dig into my pocket, pulling out the change I found in the box of belongings from home. I pick out two things—something salty and then something sweet and buy them one at a time, the sound of the machine whirring as it spits out my snack.

      The mounted TV is on some kind of nature special. Penguins and I feel myself drawn across the room to the leather chairs in front of it. I’m fascinated by the fuzzy gray baby penguins poking their heads out of eggs.

      “Cute, huh?”

      I jump, dropping both my chips and my candy on the floor. “Holy.Shit,” I whisper shout, unable to really speak because my heart is in my throat. Theo’s long body is stretched out on the couch, wrapped up in a purple blanket.

      “Sorry,” he says, voice a little monotone and eyes distant. I don’t get the sense that he’s using. Not now, but he’s got that lost look I’ve seen so many times before.

      I take a deep breath and pick up my dropped snacks. “It’s okay. I just didn’t see you there.”

      There’s a moment of tension. Just the day before, I’d punched his best friend in the face. We’d had an ongoing feud for months and I’d never been part of their group down in Kingston Park. That being said, we’re somewhere new—different, and supposed to be working together. Suddenly those issues don’t seem so big.

      “Hiding out from the party?” he asks, struggling to sit up. He makes room on the couch, I think for me to sit. I glance at the spot and then him. I hold up the bags.

      “I came for snacks.” I look back at the screen. “Not necessarily penguins, but yeah, they are pretty cute.”

      “What did you get?”

      “I mix of sweet and salty.” I show him the packages. “Want some?”

      He wrinkles his nose. “I’ve managed not to puke for the sixteen hours. I’m not sure I want to test it.”

      “Ah, right.” I move to the couch and sit. My whole body is sore from that workout. “Is that why you skipped the party?”

      He shrugs. “Among other reasons.”

      Those are pretty obvious. If he’s really trying to stay clean, then it’s the last place he should be. “The guys left you?”

      He looks over, green eyes sliding over my face. I’m glad it’s dark. I feel an uncontrollable heat rise on my cheeks. “I think they’re trying to get a feel for this place, you know? Figure stuff out.”

      I open the two bags and grab a handful of each. “Yeah, I definitely know. It’s not like back home here.”

      “Not at all.” I pop some of the snacks in my mouth and chew, watching the penguins teach their babies to swim and fish. I turn to face him and see he’s focused on the screen too. “Can I ask you something?”

      He looks over. “Sure.”

      “Do you think coming here was a mistake? Hanging out with these Brats and trying to infiltrate their world? I mean, do you think we can even pull it off?”

      “I don’t know about any of that, but I can say with certainty that there’s no way they’d let someone like me in here on my own merits.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Besides the obvious, I’ve never been great at school.” He stretches his legs. “I can see Hawk getting in here. He tries to play it off, but he’s really smart. But Gray? He’s not the best at academics either.”

      “You heard Miller, these kids get in here because their parents are paying for it. They may not be any smarter than anyone else.”

      “True, but you saw me last night, Princess, I’m not helping anyone’s school for any reason in this condition.”

      I make a face at the name Princess. It’s the second time one of the guys has used it. “There’s a party going on upstairs right now. There’s no way a few of those kids aren’t struggling with addiction, at least it looks like you’re trying.”

      “I am, but it’s not the first time and I feel like it probably won’t be the last.”

      His words unsettle me. None of the others seem to have the same problem, which means this runs deeper. The last thing I want in my life right now is something deep. All I really want is to get out of here.

      I know he said he didn’t want any of my snacks, but I hold them out to him anyway. He studies my offering for a moment and then takes a few of each. He hesitates but after a moment I hear them crunching against his teeth.

      “Here,” I say, handing him the packages, “you can have the rest.”

      Aching muscles and exhaustion takes over. My arms feel like weights. I curl up on my side of the couch and watch the penguins, feeling settled for the first time in a long while.

      “Are you and Hawk going to be able to play nice?” he asks suddenly.

      I know Miller asked me to and I know I should. I just can’t help but feel like he had a role in Hope’s disappearance. “I’ll try. I guess.”

      He snorts. “You two are too similar for your own good.”

      We don’t speak again, but I’m aware that Theo consumes everything in the bags, wadding them up and leaving them on the coffee table. At the end of the movie, I stand. “Guess I should head to bed.”

      He nods and turns off the TV with the remote.

      “Thanks,” he says, as I grab the garbage and head to the trashcan by the door. “For everything. Last night. Sitting here. It made it easier.”

      I give him a tight smile. “You’re welcome.”

      He heads toward the boys’ dorm and I go back to the girls’, heading up the stairs. There’s a ball of something in my chest. Happiness? Pride? I’m not sure, but what I do know is that in all the times I helped my mother, she never once thanked me.
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      Hawk

      

      Rich-kid parties aren’t much different from the ones we had back home. Everyone here is dressed a little nicer. The girls smell better. Oh, and the drugs are name brand so you don’t have to wonder what you’re taking.

      Not that K-Boys use drugs. Well, two of us, at least. The third? We left him snug on the couch in the lounge watching nature shows.

      I wasn’t sure about leaving him, but Gray convinced me we needed to make an appearance. I’m pretty sure he’s just looking for a hook-up, except I can’t help but notice the disappointment in his eyes when she’s not here.

      “I thought the Princess was invited,” he says quietly, holding on to a cup that I suspect only holds water. Mine is half-filled with lukewarm punch.

      “She was. I overheard Camille say so in class this afternoon.”

      I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Eden Warren is anything but predictable and even I know she’s not a joiner.

      She’d never had any interest in us down in the Park, staying mostly to herself or with her sister. When Hope started hanging out with a few of the Brats, including Trip Cohen, Eden seemed a little lost. When Hope vanished for good, she was definitely without an anchor.

      “It’s probably better she’s not here,” I say quietly, “it’s too soon to tie ourselves with her anyway.”

      Camille walks across the room, catching our attention. Like the rest of us, she’s out of uniform. She’s gone to the other extreme, wearing a way too fancy and incredibly short sparkly skirt and a stomach baring midriff. Her boyfriend, or whatever the big oaf that follows her around all the time is to her, is nowhere to be seen.

      “Welcome, I’m so glad you came,” she says, giving each one of us a hug. Her perfume is strong—harsh. “Make sure you get a drink and meet everyone. We’re your family for the next year.”

      Camille’s friends ease their way over, each more handsy than the last. It’s probably the booze—the scent of spiced rum lingers on their breath. The other guys in the room give us wary looks, like we’re encroaching on their territory. I get it. They want us to leave their women alone. It’s nature’s way. What they don’t get is we don’t want these girls, but we’ll do what we need to establish our foothold in this environment.

      Which is why when Luke walks into the room, cheeks a faint pink, hair damp and a shit-eating grin on his mouth, we take notice.

      “Babe,” Camille says, skipping over, “Where have you been?”

      “Coach made us work out late,” he replies, giving her a kiss and cupping her ass in the process. “Sorry.”

      “You know I needed you to help me with everything.”

      He looks around. “It looks like you’ve got it handled.”

      She smiles. It’s weird. A girl like Camille doesn’t seem like she’d need the approval of a Neanderthal like Luke, but it’s obvious she craves it. I’m still watching them when he looks up, catching my eye.

      I’m not surprised when he walks over with two other guys. One has the fairest blond hair I’ve ever seen, the other a ginger with red hair and freckles across his nose. They all carry the same bulk.

      “Hey guys,” he says, taking a gulp from the cup Camille had pressed into his hands moments before.

      “Luke, right?” Gray says casually.

      “Yeah.” His eyes skip over us, assessing. “These are my friends, Adam and Phillip.”

      We bump fists.

      “Guess you guys got shipped here like the rest of us? What’d you do? Get expelled? Arrested?” Luke laughs. “Nah, you don’t have to tell. Everyone here has a sordid past. Eventually it’ll come out.”

      I take a sip of my drink, feeling the burn of rum against my throat. “Yeah.”

      He nods at my lip. “So what’d you do to the new girl to get her so riled up?”

      Eden’s punch is the gift that keeps on giving. For a group that’s supposed to lie low, she managed to put us on everyone’s radar. “Eh, just some old drama. Hopefully she’s got it out of her system.”

      “She’s feisty as hell,” he says, then leans forward and adds in a low voice, “don’t tell Cammy, but I wouldn’t mind letting her show a little of that spunk in my bed.”

      A shot of anger runs through my veins at his callous words, and I see a flicker of darkness in Gray’s eyes as well. It’s irrational. Ridiculous, really. Eden’s not ours to get possessive about.

      “Good luck with that,” Gray laughs, his tone laced in annoyance. “I doubt she’s easily tamed.”

      Luke grins smug and sure before he tips his cup back and swallows what’s inside. “We’ll see. There’s one thing I know for sure.”

      “What’s that?” I ask, wanting to punch his face.

      “It’s going to be fun as hell trying.”

      I hate myself for laughing at his stupid talk, but this is exactly what Miller brought us here to do. Work our way in, and talking bullshit about hot girls is pretty standard.

      “So listen,” he says, still talking in that low voice, “we need to get together soon, just us guys, talk about some of the activities we have going on here at Sparrowood.”

      “Like sports?” Gray asks. “Clubs?”

      Luke laughs. “Not exactly.” He gestures across the room to a few guys he hangs around with. “We’ve got a little system going on here. Some would call it a game. You guys look like just the kind of guys we need to play.”

      I can’t say my interest isn’t piqued. From the expression on Gray’s face, he feels the same. “Let us know when you want to talk, we’re all ears.”

      He smiles. “Good. We’ll get together soon.”

      “Hey babe,” Camille calls from across the room. She gives him a pouty look and rests her hand on her hip.

      “Gotta go. There’s a time limit with her when she’s drinking. Tipsy? She gives amazing head. After that, she gets sloppy.”

      His two friends crack up as if he’s a genius for figuring it out.

      “Listen,” he adds, “if you need anything while you’re here, you let me know, alright?” He lifts his empty cup and heads back to his girl. When he reaches her, he slides his hand over her ass and tucks his fingers under the hem of her skirt.

      “What a douche,” Gray says, when he’s out of earshot. “What do you think that was about?”

      I’m still watching Luke when I answer, “Not sure, but I think we have to keep an eye on him. One way or the other, that asshole is the key to what Miller wants to know.”
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      Eden

      

      My plan for the second full day at Sparrowood Hall is to get to the showers early and run down for a quick breakfast. I make a mental promise not to get lost or be late to my classes.

      There’s only one other girl in the bathroom when I get in there—she’s busy drying her hair. I take my plastic bucket with my toiletries and head to the partitioned stall, turning on the water and getting undressed. The heat feels amazing against my skin and I dunk my head, letting my thick hair get fully wet before washing it.

      The toiletries came from the school—a full set provided by Mrs. Baker or someone else. I pour a dollop in my hand and catch the strong scent. It’s not fruity like the cheap stuff I use back home but it’s free. Who am I to complain?

      My hair is long, almost down to my waist, thick, the kind people covet. I may not be the most beautiful girl, my sister got my mother’s eyes and small hips, but the hair is the best of my mother’s traits that I inherited. Brown but with natural lighter highlights. The kind of thing girls pay a fortune to replicate.

      I finish scrubbing my scalp and dunk back under the water, looking down at my feet. That’s when I notice the color of the water swirling around my toes.

      Blue.

      Bright, aquamarine blue.

      I pull a length of hair over my shoulder and hold it out. Blue dye drips from the end and my heart races, panic overtaking. I bend over, trying to get the dye away from my skin. I’m two seconds from turning into a Smurf.

      By the time I turn off the shower, the bathroom is full and I’m fucked. Screwed. There’s no hiding this from anyone.

      So I do what I do best, wrap my white towel around my body, grab my bucket and open the door.

      The first face I see is a girl I don’t know, but the smug tug of a smirk on her lips tells me she’s in on it. A few other girls look in on the prank, while others, like Rochelle, have the appearance of horror, concern, and confusion. It’s more telling for them than me. I was the target, but the ones that didn’t know? They were left out and may be lower on the social scale than they ever realized.

      At least they’re paying attention to me.

      I exit the room with blue dye trailing behind me, soaking into the towel, and understand that the game has begun. Survival of the fittest.

      Out on the streets, I know I would win.

      In here? The odds are not in my favor.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I skip breakfast, barely getting to English Lit before the K-Boys. I’m not sure why this is important to me, but I feel like I need to prove something. Like I’m better than they are? The idea seems absurd with my hair streaked blue and my skin tinted a similar shade. They roll in with the throng of other students. Any planned attempt at ignoring me on the way to their seats falls to the wayside when they see my hair.

      “That’s a bold choice,” Hawk whispers in my ear.

      “Not my decision,” I reply, keeping my eyes forward. A few minutes later, a tiny square of paper lands on my desk.

      Is this why you didn’t show last night?

      No, I reply, but it may be why they retaliated.

      I’d wondered if Theo told them about us hanging out the night before. Hawk’s question implies he did not.

      Mrs. Blanchard starts class, and I try to stay focused on the assignment. It’s a challenge, though, because all I want to do is get revenge. I know that’s not possible though and not what Miller would want me to do. For all I know, hazing is part of the system here. I’ve almost calmed down by the time class is over, almost, but that feeling is pushed aside when another note lands on my desk.

      Meet us in the storage closet by the first floor bathroom.

      I fold the note and slip it into my skirt pocket without acknowledging him, and when class is over, I head out on my own. I do go to the first floor, and I do find the storage closet, but instead of going in I walk past it and on to my next class.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “For what it’s worth,” Rochelle says at lunch, “I like your hair.”

      It’s a bright, sunny day, which means the blue highlights are bright. I decided not to hide, which is probably what whoever did this wants. Petty, bratty mean girls are not my concern.

      “They do this kind of thing to some new students,” she continues, because Rochelle has no idea when to stop talking. “Hazing, I guess.”

      “Did they do something to you?” I lick the yogurt off my spoon.

      She shifts uncomfortably. “Not exactly.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “What does that mean?”

      “Look, I’m not really supposed to say anything about it but,” but she focuses on her chicken salad, poking it with her fork, “I feel shitty about not being completely honest with you the other day.”

      “You did tell me the guys could be dicks.”

      “Honestly, I thought they’d leave you alone and they probably would have, except I heard you were invited to that party last night and didn’t go. I’m sure that came off as a snub to Camille.”

      “Did you go?”

      “I wasn’t invited, which is a different situation, but she can’t do anything to me.”

      “Why not?”

      “I guess I’m sort of protected.”

      “Protected?”

      She grimaces. “I told you I knew Luke from before.”

      “You said he’s a family friend.”

      “Yeah.”

      Although, that’s not how it sounded to me the other night on the stairwell, unless there is some kind of family-friends-with-benefits plan I don’t know about. I glance around the patio at the rich kids with their twinkling diamond earrings and manicured nails. It’s entirely possible that I do not know about something like that.

      “You either come in here with connections or don’t. Last night was probably the invitation to welcome you into their little circle, but since you bailed, that means until you find protection, you’re fair game.”

      “I don’t need anyone looking after me,” I reply, pushing my food aside. I didn’t need help out on the streets and I definitely don’t need help in here with a bunch of rich kids.

      “The hair thing is a warning shot, Eden. Whatever they come up with next will be worse.”

      The dining hall door opens and sunlight washes over the K-Boys as they walk into the patio. I glance their way. “What about them? Do they need protection or is it just a girl thing?”

      “They lucked out coming in together. They may get hazed a little but not too much, it pays to belong to a group. It also doesn’t hurt that they’re guys.”

      That, I get. It’s how the street works and I’d rebelled against it there, too.

      “I’m not into groups.”

      “Then you’re going to have to watch your back.” She nods at my head. “You’ve been marked, and you’re fair game.”

      I narrow my eyes. “Who do you think is behind it?”

      She shrugs. “Probably Camille or one of her lackys like Shanna or Denise. They’ll do whatever she wants to stay in her good graces.”

      “What about you?” I ask, wanting to ask about the conversation I’d overheard in the hall. “Will you do whatever it takes to stay in Luke’s good graces?”

      Her jaw tenses and she tucks a short piece of hair behind her ear. “When you’re on the bottom, sometimes you have to do what it takes to rise to the top.” She stands. “For survival.”

      I watch as Rochelle walks off, wondering if she’s right. Hope and I went at it alone out on the streets and look how that turned out.
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      Eden

      

      After talking to Rochelle, I sit at the long, wooden dining hall table alone and study the students under a different lens. Before, I thought they were basic cliques, popular girls with identical long-flowing hair and makeup, rich kids with expensive shoes, jocks with athletic sweatshirts over their uniforms, or nerds with books open and involved in animated discussions, but now I wonder…do they all have connections keeping them safe?

      It seems unlikely because there always has to be someone on the bottom, but it does explain the clusters of students and why very few have approached me since I arrived. I’m toxic. Marked—literally. And being associated with me will just put a target on their backs, too. I suspect not showing for Camille’s party the night before was the only olive branch I was going to get. What these Brats don’t understand is that I don’t need them. Never have. Never will.

      The K-Boys sit a table over from me, talking quietly among themselves. They’re handsome and disheveled at this point in the day. Their ties loosened and shirts wrinkled. I see what Rochelle means about them presenting a unified group—making them less of a target for being new, poor, and out of place. Gray’s lazy smile disarms anyone that passes by. Theo’s soft features combined with his slow reactions give off the scent of an injured animal. And Hawk?

      Well, he looks like their leader. Strong and capable. A challenge. Their walls are impenetrable, but a few people try, mostly girls, one I recognize as the smug bitch that watched me walk out of the shower with blue dye dripping down my neck.

      Hawk looks up and our eyes meet. I wonder if I should have met him after class.

      I wonder if I’m doing it again? Isolating myself. Putting myself at risk—whatever, I think, grabbing my tray and standing.

      Rochelle can say I’m powerless, but if that’s the case, I wonder why every eye follows me as I exit the room.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As if my day couldn’t get worse, Luke corners me on my way back to the dorms.

      “Eden, right?” he says, pausing near one of the ornate archways that frames a massive window that overlooks the campus. It’s the perfect spot. Public but private. It’s almost like he’s lying in wait.

      I slow. “Yeah, I’m Eden.”

      He smiles. It’s wide and congenial. The kind you see on TV selling used cars. He offers his hand for me to shake. “I just wanted to introduce myself. I’m Luke Fenway.”

      “Nice to meet you.” His hand is soft and lingers a moment too long.

      “How do you like Sparrowood?”

      “It’s okay. Different, I guess.”

      “Not used to boarding school?”

      I tilt my head. “Why would you say that?”

      He pointedly looks at my hair. “Boarding schools are notorious for pranks and a little hazing. Getting caught off guard is a pretty rookie move.”

      “How many schools have you been to?”

      “Including this one? Three.” He shrugs. “The others weren’t a good fit.”

      “And this one is?” I ask.

      “So far.”

      I give him a tight smile. “Well, it was nice meeting you. I should probably head to my room to catch up on the reading.”

      “Sure, sure,” he replies, but reaches for my arm as I turn to leave. “Listen, I know things can be intimidating for the first few weeks at a new school, at least until you understand the system. Please know I’m here if you need anything.”

      “Right,” I say, holding his eye, “like you’re here for Rochelle?”

      His eyebrow lifts. “She told you about us?”

      “A little. I know you go way back.”

      He nods. “Yeah, we do and yeah, if you need someone like Rochelle does, don’t hesitate to ask. I think we’d make a good team.”

      The way he says it makes my skin crawl, but that may also be the fact his hand is still on my arm and the way his eyes rake down my body.

      I hate this guy. I hate everything about him. He reminds me of Trip Cohen all the way down to his smarmy smirk. I hold back my loathing and reply, “Thanks, that means a lot,” and give him a phony smile before heading down the hall.
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      Theo

      

      “So you asked her to meet after class, and she didn’t show?” I ask. “Why do you think?”

      “She’s stubborn, that’s what I think,” Hawk says, propping his feet up on the couch. We’ve been in the lounge since dinner. It’s been a long time since I’ve done homework, and my head is killing me.

      A couple of other guys walk in and turn on the TV, flipping it to a video game and passing around controllers. One is the guy Hawk and Gray met the night before, Phillip. The other two I don’t recognize.

      What I do recognize is the blue pills one of them pops into his mouth about five minutes later. I hate the way my pulse quickens at the sight. It’s been two years since the surgery, but my arm still aches with phantom pain. I know it’s my body trying to trick me into giving it what I crave. Hawk gives me a worried yet warning look. I shake my head and mutter, “I’m good,” and go back to my math homework with a shaky hand.

      “In her note back she mentioned ‘retaliation’ which means she didn’t do it herself.” Hawk looks between us, jaw set in concentration. “Do you think they’re harassing her?”

      Gray shifts forward. “She’s hot and intimidating. I can see someone wanting to knock her down a peg.”

      “Hey guys,” Phillip says, holding up his phone. “Check this out.”

      He’s talking to his friends but it’s clear we’re invited to look. Gray hops out of his seat and walks over.

      “Who is that?” he asks, sliding his eyes back at us.

      “Kelsey Manning.” Phillip looks up from the screen. “Freshman.”

      “She just sends you nude pics?”

      “Sure,” he replies. “All you have to do is nudge a little. The average girls usually comply pretty easily. It’s the hot girls that are harder to convince. They make you work a little harder. I can already tell you that new girl is a going to be a pain to nail down, but once she caves? It’ll be worth it.”

      He holds up the phone and scrolls through, showing us dozens of photos of girls that I guess go to the Academy. Most are topless. Some showing other parts of their bodies, too. “I’ve got pictures of almost every chick in the school.”

      “You said she’s a freshman?” Hawk asks, not looking very long. “How old is she?”

      “I don’t know. Fourteen? Fifteen, maybe?” Phillip is already distracted, typing something in the phone. “You want me to send it to you?”

      “Nah,” Hawk replies. “I’m good. I like my girls a little more, uh, mature.”

      Phillip shrugs. “To each their own.”

      He finishes his text and refocuses on the video game, sliding his phone in his pocket.

      Dorian was right about some shady shit going on in this place. Drinking, drugs, and now this. I thought my hands were dirty on the streets, god knows how filthy they’ll be by the time we leave Sparrowood.
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      Eden

      

      The rustle of fabric and a giggle infiltrate my dreamless sleep a moment too late. I wake, instantly alert.

      “What the—”

      A thick piece of tape is slapped over my mouth, just before a shroud covers my head, plunging me into complete darkness. I react physically, kicking my arms and legs, but multiple hands grip each limb and my body is dragged off the mattress.

      “Shut up and you won’t get hurt,” someone says, close to my ear. The voice is female. I think. It’s muffled. I can’t tell how many of them there are, but it’s enough to incapacitate me.

      They move quickly, carrying me down the hall then down the stairs. I’m dropped twice, my back landing hard on the wooden steps. They’re quiet—surprisingly so for what I assume is a group of bitchy mean girls not used to any sort of physical labor, including kidnapping a hundred-pound girl.

      I hear a squeak then the blast of cool air on my exposed body parts. My stomach from where my shirt has ridden up. My lower legs, beneath my cotton sleeping shorts.

      My skin burns from their grip, tugging and pulling at my flesh. Now that we’re outside I hear the occasional muffled laugh or grunt from my weight. I plot my escape, ripping their hair out, wrapping my hands around their throats. These bitches think they can take me down? They think I’m scared.

      I’ll fucking ruin them.

      Finally they stop walking and drop me to my feet.

      “Hold her,” I hear someone command, but I know it’s my chance. Still blind, I fight back, actually breaking free; I run, tugging the fabric off my head, blinking at the dark night. I have no idea which way to go—where to go. Wet grass coats my feet and I smell the sharp scent of bleach.

      The quiet cries of the girls follow me. I glance back and see them coming. Girls in black ski masks bolting my direction.

      Fuck.

      “Get her!”

      “Run!”

      “Don’t let her get away!”

      I reach for the tape on my mouth and tear it off, gulping in air.

      “Fucking bitch,” I hear from right behind me. A second later she pounces on me, tackling me to the ground.

      “Oof,” I grunt, landing hard on the grass. She’s on top of me, and I fight back, scrambling for her mask. If I can identify her, then I’ll know who go after when I get loose.

      “What’s your problem?” I ask.

      “Shut up, whore.”

      Unfortunately, the others get there too fast, and I hear a loud rip, followed by those hands all over me again. Another piece of tape is slapped across my mouth. I’m flipped to my stomach, and my legs are bound with tape, along with my wrists behind my back.

      “I know you think you’re better than us, and I know you’re a filthy whore, looking to worm your way into position,” the one that caught me says in my ear. I’m hoisted off the ground, and she faces me, marker in her hand. She holds it to my face and writes something across the tape covering my mouth. “It’s too late. You’re marked.”

      She gestures to the others, and I’m picked up once again. This time they carry me across the grass toward a brick path. In the faint light, I see a wrought iron fence, and someone has the code to get inside. Again, I’m struck by the scent of bleach—but slightly different. That’s when the moonlight reflects off the surface ahead. Glints. Moves.

      It’s a pool.

      Fear twists in my stomach.

      No one says a word as I’m carried to the edge. I struggle, knowing I’ll sink, bound like this. I’m a weak swimmer under the best circumstances.

      I turn and plead with my eyes, at the girl that seems to be the leader. Amusement shines in her eyes.

      “Welcome to Sparrowood,” she says.

      And they push me in.
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      The tap on the door is so quiet I almost don’t hear it. I’m on page forty-six of The Bell Jar and I look up and listen, convinced I’m making things up.

      Things are so quiet here that the slightest noise gets my attention, which is funny because back home I could sleep through gunfire, sirens, barking dogs, and the sound of my father cursing at the TV all night.

      I return to the book when it happens again.

      Tap

      Tap

      Tap

      I lay the paperback on the bed and stand, noting the shadow beneath the door. I don’t expect the tiny blue-haired girl that’s been hanging around Eden to be standing in the hallway.

      “Oh good,” she says, pulling her eyes from my bare chest and glancing over her shoulder. I look. There’s no one there. “I wasn’t sure what room you were in.”

      I frown, trying to figure out why the girl is here. “You need something?”

      She nods and I notice her hands are shaking. “It’s Eden.”

      Every nerve in my body goes on alert. “What about her?”

      “I think she’s in trouble.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “What do you mean, she’s not in her room?” Gray asks, following me down the hall.

      “That girl, Rochelle? She said she overheard Eden’s name at dinner and something about the pool. When she went to go check on her, she was gone.”

      “Do you think she ran away?” he asks. It’s possible. We all know that’s what she was planning the night she helped Theo in the bathroom.

      “She said her bed was a mess and all her stuff was still there.”

      Gray, Theo, and I meet Rochelle downstairs at the back door. The guys look like she just woke them up—both dressed in T-shirts and shorts.

      “There’s tape on the lock,” she says, pointing to where the strip of silver duct tape keeps the lock from engaging.

      Gray looks at her suspiciously. “How do we know you’re not trying to get us out there for an ass-kicking?”

      “Because I tried to warn her this could happen, and she didn’t want to listen. I’m worried.”

      “She’s stubborn,” Theo remarks. “What were you warning her about?”

      “The hazing. Like her hair?” she says, pointing to her own. “My hair was eight inches longer when I got here. One day I woke up and it was gone. These people don’t mess around, and when she skipped Camille’s party last night it was an open invitation to fuck with her.”

      I knew the hair dye was retaliation. I take a deep breath. “Where’s the pool?”

      She points past the gym and closing the door quietly behind us, we set out across campus. It doesn’t take long to see someone else is out here tonight. There are wide tracks of flattened grass that lead to the fenced-in pool. God knows if Eden knows how to swim, and I pick up my pace at the same time my heart rate ricochets in my chest.

      We’re almost to the gate when a loud splash cuts through the night air, followed by the squeals of laughter.

      “Shit,” Theo mutters, pushing ahead. He’s stopped by a gate with a security pad.

      “How do we get in,” Gray says, punching buttons. Theo is already on the move, using his long legs and torso to climb over the sharp points of the fence. He jumps over, catching his shirt on a spike, tearing it as he lands.

      He takes a moment to open the gate from the inside and is gone. We follow him in, just in time to see him race toward the water, kicking his shoes off on the way. The pool is surrounded by a cluster of figures, all dressed in black, faces covered. They stop when they see Theo. Without hesitation, they run.

      Eden, or who I assume is Eden, thrashes in the water. I run to the edge of the pool. Theo holds her in his arms, swimming to the edge of the pool. There, Gray and I lean down and lift her soaked, shivering body out of the water.

      There’s duct tape covering her mouth and wrapped around her wrists and ankles. The piece over her mouth says, “FREAK.”

      They were going to let her fucking drown. It takes every bit of self-control not to go after them right now and make them pay.

      “Here,” Rochelle says, appearing with some towels.

      Gray sits on the pool deck and pulls her into his arms, so her back is against his chest. She’s breathing heavy. Eyes wild. I squat before her and say, “I’m going to pull the tape off, okay?”

      She nods and holds my gaze as I reach for the edge. “I’m going to do it fast,” I warn her. Again she nods, eyes almost frantic.

      I yank the tape off her mouth and she howls in reaction.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her. “God, I’m sorry.”

      Her lips are red, torn from where the adhesive tore at the skin, but she inhales deeply.

      “Lean forward,” Gray tells her, tearing at the binds on her wrists. I use my teeth to rip the ones on her ankles and Rochelle wraps her with towels. She shudders from the cold, from the whole thing.

      Theo pulls himself from the water and Rochelle hands him a towel.

      Now that I know she’s safe, I ask, “Who did this?”

      “I d-d-don’t know,” she replies through chattering teeth.

      “Those were girls, right?” Gray says. “You don’t know which ones?” He looks at Rochelle. She turns away.

      “Do you know who it was?” I ask, feeling the anger rise. This kind of treatment is unacceptable for anyone but one of our own? A girl from Kingston Park? Hell no.

      She shakes her head, either honestly not knowing or not wanting to say. My eyes shift to Gray’s. We’ll find out later and handle it then. Right now, we needed to get her inside and dry.

      I reach for her hands to help her stand, but she looks over my shoulder at Theo. I step aside, not understanding what’s transpired between these two, but if she feels more comfortable with him, then fine. Her anger with me is well noted.

      Theo and Eden walk ahead of us, Rochelle at her side. I hold back with Gray as they exit the pool.

      “You think she’s going to be okay?” I ask.

      “That one?” Gray snorts. “It looks like she was rattled, but in the long run? Whoever did this to her better watch out. You don’t mess with a girl from the Park.”

      Gray’s right. There’s going to be hell to pay.
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      Eden

      

      When Rochelle knocks on my door the following morning, I’m already dressed.

      “What are you doing?” she asks, looking me up and down. She winces when she sees my injuries. “Why aren’t you in bed?”

      I shut the door from any nosy neighbors and reach for my white knee socks. For once, I’m thankful for them. My ankles are red from where the girl’s hands gripped my legs and I have red welts from the tape.

      “Because I’m hungry, and I have a quiz on the first six chapters of The Bell Jar this morning.”

      She gapes at me like I’ve lost my mind.

      “But last night—”

      “Last night is over. We’re not going to talk about it again.” Rochelle and Theo brought me up to my room last night. He’d only left once I told him it was okay. Rochelle also left but came back with an oily salve she said would help the sting of the wounds. This morning she just looks as tired as I feel. “Look, I appreciate you getting the K—”

      I clamp my mouth shut.

      “The who?”

      “The guys to come help me. Obviously, I was in trouble. But I’m not weak, Rochelle, and I’m not hiding in my room because some bitchy girls want to play games.”

      “They almost killed you.”

      “But I survived.” I push my feet into my loafers and tug down the sleeves of my shirt. I can’t quite get them to cover the red marks on my wrists.

      Rochelle notices and removes her cardigan with a sigh. “Wear this.”

      “I’m not taking your clothes.”

      “Eden, stop acting like you’re such a hard ass. If you’re going down there don’t let them gawk at the marks.” She studies my face and frowns. “And sit down. Let me do something about your face.”

      I sit in the desk chair and she rummages around her back pack and pulls out a small make up bag. From inside, she removes some foundation and a thick, black eye pencil. She squeezes the foundation on her finger and starts to apply the makeup both under my eyes and around the lingering red marks near my mouth.

      I’m quiet while she does this, not sure why she’s being so nice. Just yesterday she’d walked away from me at lunch, angry for not listening to her.

      “Close your eyes,” she says, lifting the pencil.

      I do and ask, “Why did you decide to help me last night?”

      “Because I know what it’s like to be the new girl.” I feel the light touch of her hands and she presses the pencil against my lids. “I know you’re used to independence, Eden, but somewhere like this? You have to have someone watching your back.”

      “It sounds like prison.”

      “It’s not much different.” She tilts my chin up with her fingers and I open my eyes. The expression on her face is sincere. “I know Luke talked to you last night. It’s still not a bad offer to take.”

      The idea makes me recoil. I’m forced to say, “I heard the two of you in the stairwell the night of Camille’s party. What does he have on you?”

      She stiffens. “It’s nothing. I told you we go way back.”

      “It’s obvious he’s blackmailing you, Ro.” I feel sick saying it and despite her denial it’s clear that I’m right. “Is whatever he has on you so bad that it’s worth being under his thumb?”

      She brushes my hair behind my ear. “It’s how things work around here, Eden. What happened to you last night? That was just phase one. It’ll get worse unless you make a deal.” Her eyes dart away. “Much worse.”

      I glance in the mirror on the wall and see that Rochelle has covered all signs of what I went through last night. The bags under my eyes from lack of sleep. The red welts from the tape tearing at the skin around my mouth.

      It makes me wonder how many wounds Rochelle is covering up every day.

      This, I realize, this is what the administration brought us in for. To stop the terrorism on campus, the abuse of females and weaker students.

      Until this moment I’d still planned on leaving as soon as I could, but now? Now I understand what we’re fighting against and I plan to stick around to take the Brats down.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Ms. Warren, can I speak to you for a moment, please?”

      Dorian stands near the staircase after my first two classes. I played tough this morning with Rochelle but the looks and whispers both behind my back and to my face are wearing on me.

      “Of course, Mr. Miller.”

      I follow him down the hall toward an office. A small sign next to the door says, Dorian Miller, Guidance.

      His office is small but comfortable, a desk and two leather chairs. There’s no windows, which provides extra privacy. Right now I’m glad for it. I don’t want anyone to know I’m in here.

      He gestures for me to sit on one of the chairs. I do and he takes the other. My backpack rests at my feet. “I heard there was an incident last night.”

      I stare blankly at him. “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      Annoyance flickers in his eyes. They’re brown and convey a lot of emotion. “Video surveillance picked up a few images near the gym last night. A group of students were out—all wearing masks—except one. That person was being carried. From their sizes and build, I can only assume they were female.”

      “Do I look like the kind of girl people invite to sneak out and party?”

      He gives me a hard stare. “The guards on shift this morning also found wet towels in the pool area.”

      I shrug. “That definitely wasn’t me. I don’t even know how to swim.” He nods, obviously not convinced, but I don’t care. Does he think I’m going to admit to the humiliation of being dragged out of my room and nearly drowned?

      Dorian holds my eye for a moment. Staring contests are something I’m good at. I don’t tend to get uncomfortable, but looking into this man’s eyes? Every inch of my skin starts to itch.

      He reaches for me and that’s what makes me blink, confused about what he’s doing. He grips my hand and pushes my sleeve up, revealing the red, painful welts left from the tape.

      He stares at the injury and then runs his thumb over it very gently before saying, “This situation isn’t going to work if you can’t trust me or the guys.”

      I yank my arm away and cover the wounds. “Trust isn’t something I can just manifest at will. You know that’s not how things operate where we’re from. Or did you forget that?”

      He swallows. “I haven’t forgotten anything.”

      I conjure up Dorian as a kid—three years older than me, running wild on the streets compared to the calm, collected man in front of me. There’s no way he remembers.

      “Can I go now? I don’t want to be late to class.”

      “Go on,” he replies, gesturing to the hall. I’ve just stepped over the threshold when he adds quietly, “Be careful, Ms. Warren.”

      I hear the warning but don’t stop.

      I’m well aware of how dangerous people, including ones like him, are.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I’m putting up my tray from dinner when I notice Theo juggling two trays at once. I’d avoided the K-Boys all day, not wanting to give anyone any reason to tie us together. Not yet, at least. I had a plan brewing in the less-exhausted parts of my mind, and I wasn’t quite ready to act on it.

      But something about Theo tugged at me. He’d been the one to jump in the pool and drag me out. I walk over and hold out my hand. “Let me have one.”

      He glances over, surprised, but doesn’t hesitate to give me the one most precariously close to falling.

      “Thanks,” he says, once they’re all in the slot.

      “Did you eat all that?” I ask, watching them vanish toward the kitchen.

      “I got my appetite back, finally.” He smiles and rubs his belly but it’s lean and flat. Even I noticed that in the midst of my distress last night. About that…

      “So listen,” I say quietly, “thanks for last night.”

      His smile vanishes. “I owed you one. I probably would have drowned in my own puke that first night here if you hadn’t found me. Tit for tat, you know.”

      Two girls walk up to the tray return, and we shift out of the way. I glare at one that has the gall to smirk in my direction. I can’t help but wonder who was behind those masks. It could be anyone.

      They walk off. I take the chance to move closer to Theo again. “I wanted to talk to you guys. Can we meet tonight?”

      He looks intrigued. “Yeah, I’ll tell them. Where?”

      “I’ll come down to your room—after lights out.”

      “Got it.” He tells me his room number, and we part as a group of first-year students walk our way.

      Rochelle finds me as I’m walking out of the dining hall. “What was that about?”

      “What?”

      “You talking to Theo.”

      “If you have to know, I was thanking him for saving me last night.”

      “I mean, if you’re going to have to have a personal lifeguard, it may as well be one that looks like him. Did you see his abs?”

      I don’t want to admit it, because seriously, I was drowning, but yeah, I saw them.

      Rochelle needs to stop by the library, and I agree to go with her. I have nothing else to do and I’m not overly fond of being alone right now. We walk across the grass toward the square, red brick building. It has massive columns and across the top it says, Sedgewick Library.

      I pause. “Where have I heard that name?”

      “Camille. Her family has shit-tons of money. Luke said it’s one way she gets her own suite, and the administration looks the other way on everything from her grades to her behavior. All her older siblings went here, too.”

      I can’t even get my mom to show up for appointments with my social worker, much less pay them off. But then again, having me locked up is easier than me being at home. Maybe I’m not so different from these kids after all.

      We head into the library, and Rochelle shows me around a little. It’s the kind of place you’d see in movies. It’s not just books but computers and reference materials. Artwork hangs on the walls. Overwhelmed, I take out the book I have in my bag and sit in one of the comfortable couches near the front desk.

      I lose myself in the book, sinking down the hole with Plath’s character, Esther Greenwood. I can relate—sort of—feeling outside my skin in a new, confusing environment. Trying to fit in when it’s impossible. I’m not one of these people and no matter how much I fake it, I’m not sure I ever will be.

      I close the book, thinking about Sylvia Plath. I walk over to the desk. The librarian, an older woman that looks exactly like what you’d think a rich-kid school librarian would look like, says, “Can I help you?”

      “I’m looking for the non-fiction—biography section.”

      She looks up the book I want, writing down the code and pointing me in the right direction—second floor. Back row.

      I take the stairs, passing students along the way. Some are in the stacks, others in clusters at study tables, quietly doing their work. This is a signal of the differences between my old school and this one. I never once went in the library. I certainly never had a study group. Groups were more about protection and smoking in the weedy patch under the bleachers.

      At the top of the stairs I go to the right, searching for the right row. I run my finger along the spines of the books and find the one I’m looking for and tug it off the shelf. I’m walking back through the long aisles when I hear a voice one row over. It’s high-pitched and familiar; Rochelle.

      I turn and loop back around, hoping she’s ready to go, but when I get to the end and look down the narrow stacks, my heart jumps at what I see. Luke Fenway with his back against the shelf, pants down, cock out and Rochelle down on her knees.

      His hand is in her hair, grip tight, and queasy nausea rolls through my stomach. I step out of view, but not before Luke looks my direction, a satisfied smirk twisting his lips. He winks when he sees me.

      Ten minutes later I’m downstairs waiting by the front desk, newly checked out book in my hand, when Rochelle appears down the center stairs. Her face is a mask, you’d never expect what she’d just been doing, and the boy she did it to? He’s nowhere to be found.

      “Ready?” she says with a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.

      “Yeah.” I sling my bag over my shoulder. “What took you so long? I thought I was going to have to send out a search party?”

      “It just took me a while to find the book I was looking for,” she says casually. “And I ran into someone from my Spanish class.”

      I nod, pushing open the door that leads us into the cool evening air. I barely know Rochelle, but I do owe her, she went out of her way to make sure I was okay last night.

      I’m going to have to figure out how to repay the favor.

      Like Theo said, tit for tat.
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      Gray

      

      I lean a hand against the cold bathroom wall and aim at the urinal. The three orange juices at dinner run through me. I still can’t get over how all the stuff here is free. Well, maybe more like “free” since we’re paying for this education one way or the other.

      Miller hadn’t been wrong when he said there was some fucked up shit going on at the school. I thought he meant petty stuff like the party the other night, but there’s an undercurrent of something nastier going on around here and Eden found herself caught up in it.

      The bathroom door opens and closes and I glance over my shoulder at a guy from down the hall. His name is Mitchell—or Mitch—something like that. He’s part of the tutoring services my English teacher suggested I use to catch up. I’d just planned on making Hawk help me with my homework.

      “Hey man,” he says, walking up to a urinal down the wall. Thank god, I was afraid for a second he was one of those creeps that liked to stand right next to you while you take a piss. I may not be the best student or come from a sophisticated home, but I sure as hell know you give a guy some space while you’re draining the snake.

      I nod in return, finishing up. I zip and walk over to the sinks, washing my hands. Mitch walks up a few seconds later and does the same. I’m drying off when he says, “I saw your name on my tutoring list. Are you having some trouble with your classes?”

      I shrug. “Eh, me and math don’t see eye-to-eye.”

      He laughs. “So what school did you come from anyway?”

      “Just a public school in Kingston. Sparrowood is kind of a last chance.”

      “Gotcha. A lot of kids end up at Sparrowood to ‘fulfill their potential.’” The prick uses air quotes. I hate these guys.

      “Exactly.”

      He looks over his shoulder like he’s in a spy movie. “Look, if studying isn’t your thing I can help you in a different way, you know, if you’re interested.”

      It isn’t and I’m interested. “What are you talking about?”

      “I can get you the test questions for any class in here.”

      I lean against the sink and cross my arms over my chest. “How much does that cost?”

      “Usually a hundred per test but sometimes I barter.”

      I raise an eyebrow, interested. Not just for myself but to find out what this guy is up to. “Tell me more.”

      “Since you seem pretty cool, I’ll let you in on something. The big currency around this place is leverage. Having something on someone else gives you a lot more power. Right now, you’ve got nothing.”

      There’s an underlying threat in that statement. I let it roll off my back. “True. What do you suggest I do about it?”

      “I manage my leverage with selling tests. I have records of every student that purchases one. Other kids use different methods. They trade in secrets, photos, documentation of embarrassing or illegal behavior. They sell weed, pills, booze. Anyone and everyone that has a semblance of power in this place dominates in one thing or the other.”

      I nod, acting like I’m impressed. I mean, I am impressed.

      “So you need to figure out what you have that no one else can offer.”

      “Okay,” I say, playing along. “Any thoughts on that?”

      “Yeah.” Again he looks around like he’s worried someone may be listening. “I know for a fact Jaqueline Belcher has a thing for you. I need you to take her on a date.”

      “Where? To the library?”

      He shakes his head. “This weekend when we go into town. Shop, eat, movies, whatever.”

      “And what does that do for you?”

      He smiles. “I’m trying to get her best friend to fuck me.”

      I consider it—Mrs. Baker made it clear we had to do the class work to stay and so far it’s been pretty challenging. I’m definitely not beyond cheating, I’m just not sure I’m into what this guy is selling—although, just having this conversation gives me a better understanding of the shit going on in this school. “Point her out to me, and I’ll let you know tomorrow.”

      He frowns, not liking not getting a yes right off. “Okay, but I need to know by tomorrow.” Thursday. “Virginia will think I’m a dick if I wait later than that.”

      I nod. “Yeah, I’ll let you know by lunch.”

      He claps me on the shoulder. “You won’t regret it,” he gives me a smug grin, “if you know what I mean.”

      I don’t like the way he says it, but I jerk my chin in agreement anyway and follow him out of the room. We pass the stairwell and I see a shadowy figure down at the bottom. It’s Eden.

      “I’m gonna run down to the lounge for a second. Talk to you tomorrow,” I say.

      “Later, dude,” he replies. “Don’t forget.”

      “I won’t.”

      I step into the stairwell and look down at Eden. Any idea of hooking up with another girl fades when I see her. Last night, she looked so small, so scared. I thought maybe they’d broken her. But then this morning she strolled into the cafeteria looking like a vixen. There were no visible traces of the injuries—not an ounce of fear in her eyes. I knew the girls from The Park were strong, but I had no idea Eden could handle herself like that.

      And it scares me even more, because these Brats? They’re vultures. They’re going to peck at her until she finally falls.

      “Hey,” I say, approaching her, desperately trying not to act like a pervert, but damn she looks good. She’s in a pair of black leggings and a fitted tank. All her curves on display. I jerk my thumb over my shoulder. “He should be in his room in a minute.”

      “What does he want to talk to you about tomorrow?”

      I wave it off. “Some bullshit cheating scam. I swear, not one of these kids is on the level.”

      She nods. “He’s trying to get you to cheat? Why?”

      “Because he got my name on a list of kids that need tutoring. I guess this is what he does instead, sells the answers.”

      “I hate these guys,” she says. “I just saw—ugh.” She shakes her head like she’s trying to clear her brain. “Never mind.”

      “I know, the conversation I just had with him made me realize the Park may not be the lowest place on Earth.”

      She laughs and for a moment, sharing that familiarity of back home makes things easy between us.

      “Can I tell you something?” I ask, taking a step down so that we’re level. Her eyes are bright, smart. Her lips puffy and pink.

      She’s studying me in return, eyes combing my features. “I guess.”

      “Finding you like that last night was the worst thing I’ve ever seen, and if you know who did it you should let us know. We’ll end this now.”

      Her eyes widen in surprise and a small, appreciative grin appears on those entirely kissable lips. She rests a hand on my chest and says, “We’re going to end it. The four of us. We just need a plan. A good one, and I think I have an idea.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yep.” She removes her hand. “You think it’s safe to go up?”

      “Yeah, come on.”

      I lead the way, very aware of her closeness. She smells good and even though I’m sure she hates it, the blue streaks in her hair make her look fierce. I get to Theo’s door and open it, holding it for her to go through. The guys are waiting inside, and there’s no doubt they’re surprised when they see us come in together.

      I close the door behind us, eager to hear what she has to say.
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      Eden

      

      The only thing I can think of as I sit with the three Kings in a small room with a single bed in the corner is that Shelby would find this whole thing hilarious.

      Especially when she found out what I’d just proposed.

      I can’t quite wrap my head around it, and it’s clear the boys can’t either since they’re silently staring at me—Gray’s jaw slightly dropped.

      “Wait,” Gray says, running a hand through his fabulous hair, “did you just ask one of us to be your fake-boyfriend or something?”

      “I don’t think she said the word ‘boyfriend’,” Theo adds, although he looks equally confused.

      I sigh and lean back in the hard chair, identical to the one in my room. “As you know, the Brats have marked me. First, they mess with my hair, then they escalated, almost drowning me. I’ve been offered ‘protection’ twice now and I’ve seen what that means—”

      “Um, what does that mean?” Theo asks.

      “It means I fuck and give blow jobs on command instead of being harassed by the other students.”

      Hawk’s gray eyes flick to mine. For a second I think the rage behind them is directed at me. “Who asked you to do that?”

      I shake my head, not wanting to start a war. “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen the power structure around here. You have the dirt on the bottom—the ignored. The geeks and academics next. The jocks and popular girls and then the highest group—the ones that tossed me in that pool.” I look at the three guys. “Then you have a subset of people that are there just to serve their whims. Clearly that’s where they want me.”

      “She’s right,” Gray confirms. “I just had an enlightening conversation in the bathroom with my math tutor. Everything in this place is about leverage and power.”

      “What about us?” Theo asks. “Where do we fit in?”

      “Since you came in together, and you all were lucky to be born handsome and with a cock between your legs, they seem willing to let you hover near the top. I’m assuming as long as you stay in line.”

      Gray snorts. “That’s because they don’t know why we’re here.”

      “And they won’t find out,” I say. “But again, I’m not so lucky and as much as I hate to admit it, I need your help.”

      Hawk looks surprised to hear me say it out loud. Me too. That’s how much almost drowning scared me.

      He leans forward from his seat on the bed and rests his elbows on his legs. “And you want us to help you by one of us acting like your boyfriend.”

      “Or protector—or pimp or whatever they call it around here.” I feel disgusting saying it—asking for help like this. I tell them so. “I worked hard to stay away from selling myself down in the Park, and you know that’s not an easy accomplishment. I always respected my body and my mind, even when I had to make concessions. I hate the fact I’m asking you to do this, but I can’t bow down to these assholes.”

      The boys look at one another, unspoken communication passing through a single look. I can’t decipher it.

      “We’ll do it,” Hawk says after a moment.

      “Which one of you?” I ask, bracing myself. Any will do, but I have no idea who I’d pick if I had to. I want them to make that decision.

      That’s not what happens.

      “All of us,” he says. They nod in agreement. “You know how we operate, Eden, as a unit.”

      “And that includes the girl the whole school will think you’re screwing.”

      Theo shrugs. Gray stretches out his legs and says, “Princess, do you know how we gained our reputation down at the Park?”

      “By earning it?”

      He laughs. “It’s all about appearances. The illusion of power. These kids here? They get it. It’s why they’re not messing with us. We have no real power in this environment, but they sense that maybe we do, so we’ll maintain it. If they’re really into this kind of shit then the three of us claiming you, a marked female, will only elevate us higher.” He looks at me.

      “So I’ll just be your bitch? The one you screw, and I let you do it?”

      That, I don’t like.

      “No,” Hawk says. “It’s an even power play. We’re supporting one another. A united front. You’re the princess, Princess.”

      A disturbing thrill runs down my spine at the idea of linking up with these guys.

      “Before we take the next step you’re going to have to understand what this means,” Gray says.

      “Me?” I ask. I knew this guy was conceited, but wow. “I’m the one that came to you.”

      “Right, but we’re also going to have to sell it,” he says, that slow, sexy grin appearing on his lips. “Are you ready to do what it takes to pull this off?”

      The thrill turns to a chill as I consider what that means. Gray’s right. Luke and his friends won’t just buy that we’re together. We’ll have to prove it.

      I swallow and say, “I’m ready.”

      If I actually am or not.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

        

      

    

    
      Eden

      

      When Rochelle arrives at my room the next morning, I’m ready before she knocks on my door.

      “You look great,” she says, eyeing the tight knots I’ve twisted in my hair just above my ears. I hand her the makeup bag she left in my room the day before. I took the liberty to borrow it and replicate the sultry eye she’d given me yesterday.

      “Thanks. I guess it helps to have a good night’s sleep.”

      She raises an eyebrow but just stashes the makeup in her backpack. We head down to the dining area.

      “Good morning, ladies,” a voice calls from behind us. Rochelle stiffens when Luke and another boy fall into step. “Eden, have you met my suitemate, Adam?”

      Adam looks like every other kid here. Perfect teeth, strong jaw. I’m pleased to note a pimple near his chin.

      “I haven’t,” I reply without really looking over. We enter the dining hall and I causally scan the room. The K-Boys are sitting at their usual table, heaps of food piled on their trays. Gray looks up and winks.

      I give him a small smile in return.

      A cough brings me back to the boys standing with me. “We’re having a little get-together in our rooms tonight. Thought maybe you’d like to come.”

      “Sure,” Rochelle says, “what time?”

      His eyes slide to her. “I was talking to Eden.”

      She looks at the ground, admonished like a dog. I fucking hate this kid. “Sorry, I don’t think I can come,” I say.

      His eyes narrow. “I thought we talked about hanging out some, you know, to help you fit in a little better.”

      I give him a tight smile. “Yeah, sorry. I’ve got other things to do.” Again, I look over at the K-boys. Theo raises his eyebrow slowly and suggestively. Where did they learn to do that?

      I grab Rochelle’s arm and drag her with me over to the serving line. She still looks upset as she grabs a yogurt and a banana. I take plate of bacon and eggs and say, “Why do you let him treat you like that?”

      A fat tear clings to her dark eyelashes. “I told you, it’s complicated.”

      “It’s bullshit.” I walk across the room. I head directly toward the K-Boys, taking a seat next to Gray. He slips his arm around my waist and pulls me close.

      “Well, um, hello,” I say, shocked at the move. I’m not the only one. Rochelle is still standing, looking lost. “Take a seat Ro,” I say, patting the bench next to me, pretending I’m not overwhelmed by Gray’s amazing scent.

      “Sit with us,” Theo says. Hawk makes no attempt to stop stuffing his face with food. I’m okay with that. Dealing with Gray is more than enough.

      Rochelle slowly takes the seat next to me, wide-eyed and watchful.

      “Have you finished the reading for Lit?” Hawk asks, coming up for air.

      “I did. I also checked out a biography on Plath from the library. I read a little last night.”

      We speak casually. Normally. It’s the strangest thing ever. Two weeks ago we were out on the streets trying to survive. Now, we’re in here, dressed like clones, and well, still trying to survive.

      It’s all just another game.

      This thought is only furthered when I stand and Theo reaches for my tray, taking it to the return for me. Hawk grabs my backpack and slings it over his shoulder, then ghosts his hand over my back, settling it in the nook just above the top of my skirt.

      Disturbingly, every inch of my body lights on fire. What the heck is happening to me?

      I shift to move away from him, alarmed at my physical reaction. Undeterred, his fingers tuck in my waistband and he holds tight.

      “It’s a game, Princess. And in this match-up I’m the King. You need to be seen with me first.”

      He’s right, the whole room notices.

      Luke and Adam notice. Camille and the troupe of girls that follow her notice. Dorian, who sits at the teacher’s table, watches us carefully. Even Mrs. Blanchard’s eyes skirt over our closeness when we walk in the classroom and take our seats.

      Let the games begin.
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      Theo

      

      “Mr. Maxwell,” my math teacher says in his monotone voice. I glance up from the worksheet I haven’t even started and see he’s holding a note delivered by a student. “Come to the front please, with your things.”

      I gather my books and backpack and head the front of the room. He hands me the note and it says for me to go to the gym.

      “Make sure you finish that homework tonight.”

      “I will,” I say, clutching the strap of my bag.

      The air feels cool and refreshing in the hall and even better when I walk out the door to the path that leads to the gym. I’d told the guys I felt better today. It’s true—sort of. I’m definitely less nauseous, and I can keep food in my stomach, but I’m itchy, irritable, and I know I’d give my left nut for hit.

      I walk into the gym and see a large man; he’s black, ridiculously built. Standing next to him is Eden. I start to sweat in a whole new way. We’ve barely just started this new arrangement, and I’m not exactly sure how to proceed in front of a teacher.

      “Mr. Maxwell,” the man says, “I’m Coach Dawson. You may know one of our other new students, Ms. Warren.”

      I nod at Eden, keeping it vague.

      “I called you both in here because it seems like you may be able to help one another.”

      Little does he know this is already in the works.

      “Um, how?” she asks.

      “I pulled Mr. Maxwell’s records from his school. Did you know he was an all-county swimmer in middle school? His best stroke is butterfly.”

      I’m slightly stunned to have this information revealed.

      “I haven’t been in a pool in a long time.”

      Well, other than two days ago, but that’s not what I’m talking about. No one understands my background in swimming. Not even the guys. It’s how I ended up in Kingston, how my family lost everything. When my drug problems started.

      “During our assessment, Ms. Warren revealed she didn’t know how to swim, and you both need a PE class this school year. I’m willing to let you earn an independent study credit. I thought maybe you’d be the perfect instructor.” From the look in his brown eyes, there’s no doubt Dawson knows more about my history than just my swimming record. “I want the two of you to practice at the outdoor pool on nice days, in the indoor pool on bad ones. Daily. Six a.m. before classes.”

      “You’re kidding?” Eden asks. “Swimming?”

      “What did I tell you about joking, Ms. Warren?”

      “That you don’t.”

      “Exactly.” He gives her a hard look. “It’s an important life skill, you never know when it will be necessary.”

      He hands us both a slip of paper with the code to the pool on it and then walks off. I watch him go and then ask, “Do you think he knows?”

      “Oh yeah,” she says, her mouth grim, “he knows.”
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      Hawk

      

      “Come in.”

      I open Miller’s office door and see him sitting at his desk. I hold up the note brought to me in Latin. “You summoned me?”

      “Yeah,” he says, looking over my shoulder. “Shut the door and take a seat. I just need to finish this up.”

      I do as he says, dropping my backpack in one chair and sitting in the other. He’s typing something up on the computer. I study him for a moment, trying to adjust my feelings. Dorian Miller is something of legend among the K-Boys, and I’m having a hard time reconciling the changes.

      Back in the day he was notorious for trouble. He was older—idol worthy—slim but scrappy, constantly getting into fights down in the Park. The police were always coming around, looking out for him, which at thirteen I thought was the epitome of badass. We’d scramble to look out for him when he needed help, and he’d pay us in cash, peeling bills off the thick stack of money in his pocket.

      One day he got picked up and never came back. Rumors abounded—he’d shot someone. Stabbed his uncle. Got busted selling drugs. No one really knew, he’d become something of a ghost, but here he is, dressed in nice pants with a trimmed beard, playing legit.

      It’s a little surreal.

      He swivels his desk chair around so he’s facing me.

      “I saw the display in the dining hall this morning. Care to fill me in?”

      “Last night we came to an agreement to look out for one another. It’s too dangerous around here not to have someone looking out for you.”

      “You mean Eden.”

      “Yeah,” I say. “They’re riding her pretty hard.”

      “I tried to talk to her about the incident at the pool. Is she okay?”

      “They spooked her,” I admit. “And a few guys are giving her a hard time.” I shake my head. “These people are really something, you know that?”

      I fill him in on the conversation Gray and Mitch had in the bathroom.

      He takes a few notes. “That’s a good start. Remember, we need proof. These kids have powerful parents that will defend them regardless of the truth.”

      “Got it.”

      “I do want to make something clear, no one wants any of you to get hurt—especially Eden.”

      “That’s not going to happen again. We’re keeping an eye on her, and the best way to do that is to establish a relationship. That seems to be how they operate here.”

      Miller leans back in his chair and it squeaks from his weight. “I have to ask, you’re not doing this to mess with her, are you? I know you two have a history.”

      I lean forward, elbows on my knees. “I’ve had my eye on Eden Warren since she showed up in the Park when she was just a kid. I know she holds me partially responsible for what happened to her sister. She’s not wrong. I wasn’t paying attention.” I swallow, not willing to admit that Eden had been the one that distracted me. “I won’t let her down again.”

      He nods. “How far do you plan on taking this relationship? If these kids think you’re just playing them and that you’re not serious, they’ll turn this around and target all of you.”

      I hold his eye. “We’ll do what we need to fulfill our obligation to you and to keep her safe. If anything, I think this may be our way in.”

      Dorian’s expression is grim. “Be careful—not just for yourselves but with her.”

      There’s a warning in his tone that I don’t miss. What Miller doesn’t understand is that it’s unnecessary.

      No one is going to let her get hurt.
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      Eden

      

      Lunch and dinner are filled with a level of affection I’m unaccustomed to. I’d dated a few guys in Kingston but no one serious. One guy, Ethan Crane, carried my books home for two weeks. Each time I stopped him at the door, not wanting to reveal the truth about my home and family. That’s when he suggested we could just go behind the building and make out in the alley. I declined and he never looked my way again. The guys back home always seemed to want to prove something with the females in their lives. Treat them as a badge of honor. A possession.

      I realize now maybe that wasn’t exclusive to the males in the ‘hood. It must be a biological thing, and I guess I’m glad that experience taught me how to live this life and that it taught the boys how to fall easily into this sham of a relationship.

      “We’ve been invited to a party,” Hawk says after dinner. We’re sitting on the back patio—just the five of us—around a metal picnic table. I’ve been staring at his mouth for the last five minutes as he licks an ice cream cone in a way that makes my stomach flip-flop. “I think we should go.”

      “By who?” Gray asks.

      “Luke and his roommate.”

      Lick. Lick. Liiiiiick.

      Our eyes meet as he takes the long last drag, and I hold the stormy gray as long as I can before warmth burns at my cheeks and I look away.

      Jesus.

      “Oh, he mentioned that to me this morning,” I say. “I told him I was busy.”

      “You should probably go,” Theo says. He’s facing the lawn, legs stretched out and his elbows propped on the table behind him. The position gives me a chance to see how broad his shoulders really are. “It’ll be a good opportunity to make this public.”

      “You don’t think today was enough?” Gray asks.

      Hawk’s eyes darken. “If we want them to leave Eden alone, we’re going to have to mark our territory thoroughly.” He gives me a slightly apologetic look. “You know what I mean.”

      I can still smell the chlorine in my hair. “No offense taken.”

      Hawk didn’t get to be the leader of this group by chance. He’s savvy and smart. He exudes confidence and a knowledge of power dynamics. I’d watched him and Trip Cohen play this game for months down in the Park. I want to say I trust Hawk, that I know he’s loyal, but I can’t. Not completely. He refuses to admit his part in Hope’s disappearance and even though I have to team up with him now, I’m still holding a grudge and watching my back. It’s with this knowledge I agree we should go to the party, but with one caveat.

      I look over at Theo. “I don’t think Theo should go to the party.”

      “Agreed,” Hawk says.

      “And you need to stay with him.”

      “What?” Hawk replies.

      I shrug. “I want to go with Gray.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Gray says with a southern drawl that sounds strangely authentic. “I’ll show you the time of your life.”

      When it’s time to go in, Theo gives me his hand to help me off the bench. I take it, feeling the warm heat of his skin and it’s strange when he doesn’t let go, instead threading his fingers with mine.

      There are a few students milling around the main hall and every one of them watches as we climb the stairs together. For the first time since I arrived, the knot of uneasiness dissipates just from knowing someone is watching out for me.

      Three someones and a social worker. The K-Boys, of all people.

      Shelby would die.

      At the top of the stairs, Theo kisses the back of my hand and releases me.

      Gray strolls up to me, hands in his pockets, looking ridiculously hot in his uniform. I may not trust Hawk but I don’t trust myself with Gray. He’s that charming. The hair on my neck stands on end when he leans over and whispers, “Wear something sexy,” before following the others down the hall.

      I sag against the bannister and for the first time since we agreed to this, I feel like I’ve lost control, because the K-Boys, and being alone with Gray? That’s asking for nothing but trouble.
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      Gray

      

      Rochelle opens the door to Eden’s room when I arrive to pick her up for the party. The room smells like sugar and honey and when Eden walks out of the closet, my knees quake.

      Holy. Shit.

      This girl is gorgeous.

      I knew she was pretty. We all did, but down in The Park you have to carry a hard, if not razor-sharp edge. No one messed with Eden. The rumors about her were legendary. Not only did she come after me, but word on the street is that she tried to cut off her step-father’s dick.

      Most people left her alone after that.

      But I can barely see that tough girl standing before me. Instead I see someone transformed, battle ready in a pair of low-slung jeans, with rips in the upper thighs and knees. An oversized sweatshirt exposes her collarbone, cropped just high enough to reveal a hint of her slim, soft stomach, and my fingers twitch wanting to run along her belly button and see what kind of response I can elicit. God, I realize, not sure where the thought comes from, I want to be the one that makes her smile.

      Really smile.

      I’d told her to dress sexy and she put her own twist on it. Her hair down, curled and tumbling over her shoulders. The other girls are going to hate her more than they already do.

      “Thanks for helping,” she tells Rochelle. These two have gotten close and I wonder if Eden’s told her anything about who we really are and why we’re here. I doubt it. Rochelle has her own guarded look, like a mouse waiting for a cat to pounce. “If you need somewhere to hang out tonight, Hawk and Theo are down in the lounge studying.”

      “I doubt they’d want me hanging around.” Rochelle is cute but lacks confidence.

      “Trust me,” I say, thinking there’s a reason Eden offered, “without someone else there they’ll be back on the hall playing video games or sleeping.”

      She nods. “Okay, maybe I’ll go down.”

      Eden looks relieved. “Good.”

      I offer Eden my hand and she looks at it for a moment before taking it, her expression altering as we shift into a couple. Once we’re away from Rochelle I ask, “Is there a reason you want her with the guys?”

      “She wasn’t invited tonight. Intentionally. Luke treats her badly.”

      “I thought he’s the one protecting her.”

      She gives me a look, her forehead creased. “It comes with a price.”

      I remember what she said about what Luke had offered her and anger simmers low and hot. “He really is a douche,” I say.

      “The worst.” Her arm winds around my waist. “Come on, let’s go show them what we’re made of.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      There’s a reason these kids think they’re invincible, I consider as we approach the end of the dormitory that holds Luke and Adam’s suite. No one gives a rat’s ass what’s going on up here. Music and students spill out into the hallways. The two closest rooms seem to be holding their own parties; that pervert Phillip stands in the doorway of one, leering at Eden as we walk down the hall.

      “Gray,” he calls, “how’s it going?”

      “Alright,” I say, bumping his fist. Eden’s fingers slip into the back of my pocket, tugging me along. We’re not here to socialize with the second-tier. If we’re doing this, we’re doing this, and Luke is the one that needs see the spectacle.

      I lean down close to Eden’s ear, getting a heavy dose of her amazing scent, and whisper, “Follow my lead?”

      She nods slightly, eyes focused across the room. Luke and Camille are together, grinding on one another like they’re in the middle of a club. They look ridiculous, pretentious and try-hard. I toss my arm around Eden’s shoulder and press my lips to her temple in a slow, delicate kiss.

      Her shoulders beneath the weight of my arms tremble in response.

      Wait. What just happened?

      I look down to see her expression, to see if she really reacted to me that way, but my name is shouted across the room and I look up to see Luke coming our way.

      Despite the smile on his face, he doesn’t look happy.

      “Look at you two.” He assesses our closeness, then taking a longer look at Eden’s body. “Thought you couldn’t come.”

      A roar of possessiveness rumbles through me but I hold it back, not wanting to tip my hand. Instead I ask, “Got any booze around here?”

      Luke laughs and points to the tiny kitchenette. Along the counter is a long row of bottles. Next to them is a tray of tiny paper cups. A few girls stand around them, picking them up and squeezing them in their mouths.

      “Jello shot?” Luke asks, holding them out to Eden.

      She snorts. “Jello? Anything stronger.”

      Luke shakes his head. “I made them. Trust me, they’ll take out an elephant much less a tiny girl like you.”

      Eden reaches for one and I put my hand over hers, stopping her.

      “I have an idea,” I say. “How about a bet?”

      Luke definitely looks interested.

      “What kind of bet?”

      I pull the roll of money out of my pocket. It’s not just mine. I got Theo and Hawk to hand over their cash from Miller. “A hundred bucks a shot. Your girl against mine. The one with the most wins the pot.”

      A slow grin appears on Luke’s face. Eden’s expression hasn’t changed but her fingers pinch my back. This is our chance to make our mark—the two of us—I need her to go all in.

      “Babe!” Luke calls, clapping his hands together and rubbing them in glee, “I need you over here. Adam! Grab the shots!”

      He clears off the coffee table and a moment of chaos follows as bets are tossed out.

      Eden uses his distraction to say in a low voice, “This is a bad idea. A very bad idea. I’m not much of a drinker.”

      I press my forehead to hers and grip her by her upper arms. If anyone is watching, and they are, they’ll see this as an intimate moment. It may be, in its own way.

      I feel her breath against my lips and tell her, “I’ve got faith in you, Eden Warren. Go show that bitch who’s boss.”
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      Eden

      

      I can do this…

      I kneel before the glass coffee table, something that seems foolish in a teenage boy’s dorm room, and stare at the glossy red cups of Jello.

      I don’t even like Jello.

      Camille is positioned across from me, eyes already glazed from alcohol—or something worse. A pile of money sits on the end of the table—wagers over who will fail first. There’s no doubt who these Brats think will win—her Cheshire cat grin is all too knowing.

      Luke looks over my head, at Gray, “Cammy’s a swallower, if you know what I mean.”

      She laughs and tilts her head up and they shove their tongues down each other’s throats.

      God, I hate this pig. I can do this. Show this girl I’m not her plaything. Show her boyfriend I’m not his pawn. I pull an elastic band off my wrist and work my hair into a ponytail. A pair of warm hands settle on my shoulders, massaging the muscles like a fighter before going in the ring.

      “Oh wait,” Gray says, walking into the kitchen. He returns with a can of whipped cream. I frown as he stands over the shots, spraying dollops of fluffy white cream onto of each one.

      Adam stands at the end of the table, a crowd of people around him. He holds out his phone, camera positioned. “Ready, set, go!”

      The first five are easy, although stronger than I expected. The tang of alcohol is tempered by the whipped cream, but that’s slippery, harder to swallow. The paper cups are collapsible and I squeeze them into my mouth quickly. The room chants and cheers. The whole thing is idiotic. After ten, my head gets a little woozy and my stomach turns. Luke wasn’t kidding, these suckers are strong.

      I lick my lips, greasy from the whipped cream, and pick up two more.

      “You got it, Princess,” Gray says in my ear. His breath is warm against my skin and everything else about me suddenly feels warm, too.

      Three more and Camille moans, hand covering her belly. She’s got a ring of whipped cream around her face and she says, “I don’t feel so good.”

      Luke gives her a murderous look—one way too serious for the occasion. “Are you fucking with me?”

      She burps and I have no idea what the count actually is, but I’m determined not to let them beat me so I squeeze two more into my mouth, fighting back my own gag.

      My head swims as Camille lurches to a stand, her hand wrapped around her mouth. “Oh god,” she says, pushing through the crowd surrounding us, headed to the bathroom. The sound of retching follows.

      Everyone reacts with laughter and a few cheers for me. Phillip records all of it, even when Gray pulls me to my feet and into his arms. My feet are wobbly and my brain is fuzzy but the moment he gazes down at me and kisses the cream off my nose is seared into my mind forever.

      “You did it, Princess,” he says, grabbing the money off the table. “You okay?”

      “I don’t think I can ever look at Jello again.” I laugh and lean into him.

      He fans the money. “We’re eating steak and lobster and whatever else you want. You earned it.”

      I block out all the other students as we walk out the door, ignoring Phillip as he calls out our names. We head down the hall away from the crowd, and in the stairwell, I’m dizzy.

      “Are you going to be sick?”

      I pull the elastic out of my hair and it falls over my shoulders. “No. I told you, I’m a lightweight. I don’t usually drink because—”

      I stop abruptly and Gray pushes the hair out of my eyes, his fingers warm on my collarbone, and asks, “Because why?”

      I sigh. “Because girls make stupid decisions when they’re drunk. They walk home alone when they shouldn’t or lose their purse or keys.” I look up at him and touch his chin, it’s so sharp it could be cut from marble. “Or they do things with handsome boys in stairwells that they’ll regret the next day.”

      Gray swallows, his Adam’s apple bobbing in this throat and says, “I’ve been many things, Eden Warren, but I don’t want to be one of your regrets.”

      We hold one another’s gaze for a moment and I think that maybe it wouldn’t be such a bad thing to have those soft-looking lips against mine. To feel the heat of his body or to taste his mouth. But before I can test the theory, he links his fingers with mine and encourages me to stand. Together we take the long walk back to my dorm room where he deposits me safely, waiting until the door is locked and I’m secure in bed.

      The craziest thing, I think, as I’m dozing off, is that is what makes me regret not kissing him the most. Knowing that deep down, Gray Mathers is really, secretly, a gentleman.
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      Eden

      

      Getting up at 6 a.m. sucks.

      Getting up at 6 a.m. with a Jello and vodka-induced hangover is worse.

      Getting up at 6 a.m. with a Jello and vodka-induced hangover and having to go to the pool for a swim lesson is like karma rolling back and forth over me like a truck.

      Theo is already down at the pool when I arrive, I hear him splashing around the water. I enter the code and push open the gate, walking across the pool deck. It’s chilly but I know from the other night the water is heated. Coach Dawson said he could swim, but as I stand near the pool house I’m caught off guard. Watching Theo swim is like seeing the ballet or hearing classical music. It’s sleek, smooth, and all-consuming. His arms arc overhead, slicing through the water. His legs beat like drums. He said he doesn’t swim anymore and I believe him, there are no aquatics programs in Kingston other than the shitty community pool. But this boy is a natural and my breath catches just seeing him perform.

      He glides through the water and comes to a stop, hand gripping the edge of the pool. Water drips off his hair onto his face until he pushes it back, away from his eyes. He looks around and I know I need to come out of the shadows.

      “Hi,” I say, wincing at the sound of my voice. My head is killing me.

      “Woah,” he says. “You look…”

      “Rough. You can say it. It can’t be worse than I feel.”

      I walk over and sit on the edge of the pool. I don’t lower my legs in the water, instead pulling my knees close to my chest. I’m wearing a T-shirt and shorts over my bathing suit—a one-piece athletic suit provided by the school.

      “So you really can swim,” I say. Theo stands next to me, leaning against his elbow. I have a view of his chest, well-defined and broad.

      “Yeah, I guess I can.”

      “Care to fill in the gaps on that one?”

      He grimaces, looking definitively unsure. “Why don’t we get started?”

      It’s my turn to make a face.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks.

      “Yeah, there’s no way I’m getting in that pool.”

      “What? Why not?”

      “Do you not remember what happened the other night? I almost drowned.”

      “Because you were duct taped and gagged.”

      “Because I can’t swim.”

      He frowns. “Which is why we’re here?”

      “We’re here because Dawson and probably Dorian want to torture me.”

      He shakes his head. “I think they want to make sure nothing like that ever happens to you again.”

      He dribbles a handful of water over my toes and that alone makes my heart start pounding. I shake my head. “I can’t.”

      “I’ll be right here. The whole time. And as you just saw, I’m a very good swimmer.”

      “I know what you’re saying is logical. I believe you. I even trust you,” I say, then add, “well, sort of. But the other night things were so out of control. So scary, and part of me knows they wouldn’t have really let me drown but it felt like it. It felt…suffocating. Terrifying.”

      He looks at me for a moment, biting down on his bottom lip in thought. “How about we take it in baby steps.”

      “How do you learn to swim in baby steps?”

      He smiles. “We’ll go as slow as you need, making sure you’re comfortable.”

      “You think Dawson will buy that?”

      “I don’t think he’ll have a choice.”

      I nod and exhale, feeling a small bit of the tension leaving my chest. “What’s first?”

      “How about you sit here and watch me swim. Keep me accountable.”

      “Will you ever tell me your story?” Suddenly I’m dying to know. How does this kid go from a record-winning athlete to opioid addict?

      He pushes off the wall, floating easily on his back. “Maybe we should make a deal. I’ll tell you about my past when you get in the water.”

      “Are you blackmailing me?”

      “I told you my philosophy. Tit for tat. Give and take.”

      I shake my head, fighting a smile as he disappears under the water, like a fish finding his home. I’ve been around addicts enough to know that this moment isn’t going to last and the fight he has ahead is long and terrible, but right now he’s happy, and I sit by the side of the pool and watch him swim.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After breakfast, I’m stopped in the hallway by a secretary from one of the administration offices and asked to report to Mr. Miller’s office.

      It doesn’t take long after entering his room to know why he summoned me. His laptop is open and a video plays in the background. I hear the sound before I see the images. I don’t need to see it. I was there.

      That doesn’t stop him from turning the screen in my direction and forcing me to watch myself inhale two dozen Jello shots from a video taken from Phillip’s shaky phone camera. I had to witness the debacle, the way I squeezed the goo in my mouth, white cream all over my face. The whole thing takes a strangely sexual turn with every gulping swallow and licking the greasy stuff off my lips.

      Heat burns my cheeks at the sight of me like this. Looking like…well, a Brat. I’m embarrassed that it’s been recorded. That Dorian sees me this way.

      Why I care about that, I’m not exactly sure.

      “Guess that’s not a secret, huh?” I say.

      He closes the top and sighs. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine. I won, or didn’t you get that far?” I’m not sure why defensive and snarky is my go-to here, but it is.

      “I saw the whole thing, Ms. Warren, and I assure you the rest of the administration and probably a couple thousand other people on social media.”

      “Look,” I say, crossing my legs. His eyes dart down at the movement. “We’re doing what you told us to. Acclimating—working our way in. This is just one way to do it. We asserted ourselves last night.”

      “By debasing yourself? By lowering yourself to them? By endangering your life?”

      I laugh. “The second I walked in the front door of this place I did all of those things. That was me taking back a little control. That’s me one step closer to finding out what you want to know about these deviants.”

      He rubs his sharp, angular chin and says, “I don’t like the risks you’re taking.”

      “The last ten years of my life have been risky one way or the other, at least here I have a warm bed to sleep in at night and food in the dining hall.” I look down. “I don’t have to watch my mother slowly kill herself with drugs or hook up with another abusive asshole.”

      “That must have been hard on you, having to live that every day.”

      “I’m sure it’s no different from what you grew up with.”

      “I was born in Kingston, Eden, it was in my blood. You relocated there after living a completely typical suburban life. You lost your dad, your home, any semblance of normalcy for a very erratic, unpredictable life. No wonder you feel like you’ve been through battle.”

      Hot tears prick at my eyes. Angry tears. “How do you know all of that about me?”

      “I’m your counselor, Eden, the court system gave me your file. All of your files. I’m not just here to manage this operation, I’m here to help you.”

      My hands grip the arms of the chair. “I don’t need you digging around my past trying to psychoanalyze me. I don’t need your help.”

      “Really? Because I sense a lot of anger running beneath the surface, and if you don’t find a healthy way to release that, you’re going to explode.”

      I glare at him, refusing to speak. The last fucking thing I need is for this guy to dig around in my brain. The walls are carefully constructed. One chink and the whole thing can fall. That sure as hell isn’t happening while I’m in this place, if ever.

      When he realizes I’m not playing his game, he sighs and leans back in his chair.

      “Are the guys treating you right? Gray? Did he do anything inappropriate?”

      I have a flashback to me and Gray sitting in the stairwell—thinking about his lips and how he was nothing but a gentleman.

      “A lady doesn’t kiss and tell.” I stand, slinging my backpack over my shoulder. His jaw clenches and a light flickers in his eyes. Something dawns on me and I lean over his desk. “Is that what this is really about? Finding out if I screwed a K-Boy?”

      “Did you?”

      I laugh, not out of humor, but because I can’t believe this guy. “You toss me in here to partner up with three juvenile delinquents and then want to ask questions?” I walk to the door, tired of this interrogation. “All you need to know is that we’re doing what you asked us to do. We’re playing their game—on our terms.”

      I walk out of his office, my heart beating harder than necessary. Something about Dorian’s scrutiny gets under my skin. The way he looks at me and the way it makes me feel. As much as it pisses me off that he asks all those questions, there’s a tiny part of me that likes it, that wants to tell him everything about me.

      Why? I wonder, heading down the hall to my next class. That’s a question I’m not ready to answer.
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      Eden

      

      The first week at Sparrowood Academy feels like a lifetime. I’d saved Theo in the bathroom, been pranked and hazed, propositioned by a mega-douche, linked up with the three hottest boys in school, and won a drinking contest against the Queen Bitch of the school.

      When Saturday rolls around all I want to do is sleep. Unfortunately, Rochelle and my partners in crime have other plans.

      “You want to go to a club?” I ask, pouring a gallon of syrup on my waffles. The dining hall is only open for “brunch” on weekends, which is pretty much the most amazing thing that’s happened in my life. “I’m not going to a club.”

      “It’s more like a bar—with dancing,” Rochelle says defensively. “It’s fun. Everyone goes.”

      Hawk sits across from me in casual weekend clothing. T-shirt, jeans. He takes up too much space at the table, occasionally bumping his long legs into mine. I can’t ever tell if he’s doing it on purpose, but for some reason any touch between us unnerves me.

      Right now he’s licking syrup off his fingers, sucking each one like he’s never tasted sugar before.

      “Do you have to have ID?” Gray asks.

      “It’s all ages and they’re pretty lax on serving Academy kids.”

      All three guys look interested. Hawk finally says, “I’m in just to get out of here for a while.”

      Theo runs his hands through his hair. “Same. This place is suffocating.”

      I shake my head, wanting to point out our circumstances could be worse—like bars on the windows worse, but with Rochelle here I stay quiet.

      “I’m game,” Gray says, looking at me. I know to keep up our charade that this is an all or nothing thing. We all go or no one goes. It’s not the boys that make me change my mind. It’s the pleading look from Rochelle.

      “Please?” she begs. “It’ll be way more fun with you there.”

      And safer, most likely. I can’t stop worrying about whatever it is Rochelle has gotten herself into with these monsters.

      “Fine,” I say, stabbing a piece of waffle with my fork. “I’ll go.”

      “Yay!” she exclaims, clapping. “We can go shopping first and then meet up with the guys.”

      Thanks to the other night, I was flush with cash.

      “And exactly how are we getting into town?” I ask.

      “Oh,” Rochelle says with a grin. “Didn’t I tell you? I have a car on campus. I’ll drive.”

      That’s how, a few hours later, we end up in the town of Asherville, known for being a haven for expensive mountain houses, two small colleges, and an eclectic but vibrant night life. The shops are expensive, focused on the tourists that come in and out of town, but the night life is more driven by the college kids, which is what makes it appealing to Academy students.

      We all had to sign out at the front office—stating where we were going and riding with. We all put down the same thing, dinner and a movie and listed Rochelle, who has a matte black G-Wagon outside in the student lot.

      The town is about thirty miles from Kingston and part of me thinks we should just take the car and keep on driving. But I know the end result of that. My mom gets kicked out of rehab and I get sent to detention. It’s a no-win.

      Rochelle parks the car in front of a long row of boutiques. Gray stops me and pulls that massive wad of cash out of his pocket, handing me my share.

      “Spend it well, Princess.”

      “I’m not buying slutty clothes, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”

      “You look amazing in anything.” He leans in and whispers in my ear. “Plus, I like a little mystery—unwrapping is my favorite part of the gift.”

      He gives me a cheeky smile and I feel warmth rush to all different parts of my body as he heads over to the guys.

      Rochelle asks, “What did he say?”

      I shake my head, trying to come to my senses. “Come on, let’s buy some clothes.”

      The money in my pocket feels weird—I’ve never had cash like this. We’d won hundreds the other night and funneling back into this project seems appropriate.

      “So it seems like things are better with you and the guys,” Rochelle says, when we’re both in side-by-side dressing rooms. “Did you and Hawk patch things up?”

      “I guess it’s more of a truce,” I reply, turning to get a better look at myself in the mirror. The clothes are kind of hippie here—leaps and bounds beyond what I’d wear back in Kingston Park. Rule number one of the Park: Wear shoes you can run in. The flimsy, floral patterned dress I have on would look stupid with sneakers or boots. This would never fly back there, but here? I spin, feeling the soft fabric against my knees. In another world, another life, I could see myself in this.

      “Seems like more than a truce.” I hear the rings of the curtain scrape against the bar. Then her voice outside my dressing room. “Did something happen to change things between you guys?”

      “You know what happened,” I reply. “You told me I needed protection. Now I have it. Times three.”

      “Just be careful, okay? Luke’s a sore loser.”

      “He’s also a prick.”

      “Okay, stop procrastinating,” she says, changing the subject. I step out and Rochelle’s jaw drops. “Eden, you look amazing.”

      “It’s too girly,” I say, running my hands down my sides. “And I don’t have the right shoes.”

      “We’ll buy shoes, because you’re totally getting that dress.”

      I take a look in the long mirror at the end of the hallway and for a second I don’t recognize myself. Maybe it’s the blue streaks in my hair, or the dress. Maybe it’s the fact that I’m a long way from home, playing a game with rules I don’t fully understand.

      All I know is that if I’m going to play a character I don’t fully understand, I may as well look good while doing it.
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      Hawk

      

      There’s a lot of things I don’t like about this bar.

      The music (shitty.)

      The drinks (watered down.)

      The frat boys in the corner (lame.)

      And the group of Brats that just came through the door, acting like they own the place (typical.)

      But my biggest problem right now is having Theo in this environment and watching him (oh the irony) like a hawk, to make sure he doesn’t slip off and find some crap to put in his system.

      “This is a bad idea,” I mutter to Gray, who’s standing next to me in the back.

      “He’ll be okay,” he replies. Gray always has more faith than I do. I’m always just waiting for the next shitty thing to happen, which is why I’ve been so hesitant to get into all this with Eden. Bad things happen to people around me. I don’t want her to be next.

      I almost don’t recognize her when she walks in the door. Not in that dress and shoes. Gray coughs next to me and mutters a curse under his breath. He’s been jonesing for her since the party the other night. Looking for any excuse to touch her when she’s near.

      Theo doesn’t hesitate, pushing off the wall and making sure he’s the first one to go up and talk to her. Now they’re swim buddies or something, the ice has been broken between those two. A wave of annoyance rolls over me as he pulls her into a hug, not enough for me to draw my eyes away from her because, damn, I can’t. She looks too good.

      Theo lifts her off the ground and spins her, pretty much giving me and Gray a peek up her dress. He shifts next to me and takes a swallow of beer, before pushing off the wall to go see her. She’s our girl now and if she didn’t walk in with us, we should claim her the second she walks in. Gray doesn’t waste time, running his hand down her back, resting it just above her ass. He doesn’t push it too far but it’s far enough.

      A second wave knocks me back—this time I know it’s not annoyance. It’s a monster. Green and ugly.

      I’m not the only one that notices her. Camille’s eyes narrow and Luke knocks back a shot, jaw tight with tension. Phillip is leaning against the big black speakers, talking to some girl that may be from the college. Don’t know. Don’t care.

      I hang back, watching Eden as she stands in the middle of the room. Gray whispers something in her ear and takes off to the bar. Theo talks with Rochelle. I can’t take my eyes off this girl. Strappy heels cover her feet, giving her shorter frame a boost. Her dress looks like a dream—gauzy and thin—I’m pretty damn sure she’s not wearing a bra underneath. My fingers curl, desperate to feel her warm skin against mine. She glances to the side, making eye contact with me, and I feel the rush of heat roll down my spine.

      “Hey Hawk,” a girl says next to me. I glance over. She’s one of the Brats. Diamond studs in her ear, another dangling from her belly button.

      “Hey,” I say, not taking my eyes off Eden. The band comes out on stage and the crowd fills the empty space around her.

      “I’m Denise. From school.”

      “Yeah,” I say, nodding. “Right. What’s going on?”

      “I really love this band, the Puzzle Dust. I try to catch them as much as possible.”

      “Yeah?” I look up at the stage, the singer has a hipster beard and thick glasses. Denise still stands next to me, drinking something red and fizzy out of a clear plastic cup. Theo’s moved up near the front of the stage—I don’t like him out of sight and Eden? She’s been swallowed by the crowd. Gray is still hanging by the bar, waiting for his drink. That douche Adam is standing nearby.

      “You know,” Denise says, her hand sliding over my arm. Her nails are long, sharp and pointed, so lacquered they look wet. “We have a tradition at Sparrowood—kind of a welcome wagon for new students.” Her other hand reaches for the waistband of my jeans. “I thought maybe I could give you your official Sparrowood welcome.” Her hand lowers, cupping the front of my pants. Her eyes grow big as she feels me and smiles.

      “Ah,” I say, removing her surprisingly strong hand. “I appreciate the offer, but, no.”

      “No?”

      I agree with her. It sounds crazy. There’s no doubt in my mind what Denise’s version of welcome wagon involves. Not with her hand so close to my junk and the way she keeps licking her lips.

      “Sweetheart, you’re beautiful, you’re rich, and you’re incredibly privileged. You should be treated like a queen. Why the hell are you offering to blow me in the back of a shitty bar?”

      A flicker of doubt crosses her face, before she gets it together. She taps a claw on my chest. “Because there are rules at Sparrowood and right now you’re breaking them. That was an offer to get you back on track.”

      My eyes narrow, then scan the room. Adam is still at the bar with Gray but Luke is lost in the crowd. “Who sent you over here?”

      “You’re seriously turning down a blow job?” she asks, pouting a little.

      “Yeah, I seriously am.” I push past her, trying to get an eye on my friends. The thump of the bass grows louder and the vocals fill the small room. The throng of people make it impossible to tell where they are. I look back at Denise and there’s a worrisome, smug smirk on her lips. It only increases the nagging feeling in my chest along with something unfamiliar—the feeling that these people may be one step ahead of me.
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      Although the music isn’t my type, Rochelle convinces me to get on the dance floor. I’m surprised at the number of people out there, the way they pack the open space. She’d said they were a popular group in the area—all the college kids come out to see them, which is what makes the Academy kids want to go.

      “Damn, girl,” she laughs, “You’ve got moves.”

      I can dance. A little. Hope and I would find videos online and practice the moves in our tiny apartment bedroom. It was a way to block out the sounds of the building. The crying babies. Mom and her latest boyfriend fighting or worse in the next room.

      We fall into the rhythm and Rochelle is crazy, bumping up against me, grinding on my leg. It’s all in good fun and something loosens in my chest. A tiny thread from the stitches that hold my heart into place, that keeps me from having a good time. For a brief, sweaty, silly moment, moment I just want to let it all go; the pain, the anger, the loss and just enjoy being me.

      Someone has to ruin it.

      “Damn,” a voice says in my ear, as a hand snakes around my waist. I tense, looking around for Rochelle or even Theo, who are no longer near me on the floor. I can’t find either in the circus of people. Luke’s voice is unmistakable—as is the hot-pricked, repulsed feeling along my skin. I spin around and remove his hand from my body.

      “Go away.”

      “I’ve been watching you,” he says, “and your mouth is telling me to go away but your body is calling me over.”

      “You’re a pig, do you know that—"

      His reflexes are quick and before I can react he’s latched onto me and is dragging me away from the crowd.

      The music is too loud for anyone to hear me. It’s too packed for anyone to notice. Within seconds he’s got me alone, back in a narrow, dark hallway behind the stage. My back is pressed against a wall. His breath is hot and reeks of beer. His eyes unfocused but mean.

      “This little game of cat and mouse has been fun but it’s time to lay the cards on the table.”

      “What cards?”

      He laughs. “You tell me. Something about you doesn’t add up, Eden Warren. There’s no dirt on you. No social media accounts. No scandals. No parents I can find.”

      “So what? You can’t find something to blackmail me with and it’s driving you crazy?”

      His face is inches from mine and I fight the urge to turn away, instead holding his eye. “You’re different from the other girls in this place. Feisty as hell. Gorgeous and confident. You nearly drowned and came out swinging. Surrounded yourself with some alphas.” He raises an eyebrow. “I’m impressed.”

      “I don’t care.”

      A smile tugs at his lips and his fingers trail down my neck, over my collarbone and down the side of my body, grazing the edge of my breast. It’s an intimate, offensive move and I swallow back a wave of rage.

      “Despite all that, I sense a strange innocence.” A smile tugs at his lips. “You’re a virgin, aren’t you?”

      Before I can react in any way, his hand has dipped beneath the hem of my skirt, pushing between my thighs. His other arm is pressed against my chest, pinning me in. I feel the hard, disgusting, bulge in his pants. “We can take care of that here and now.”

      He’s too big for me to fight off and I feel sick when his fingers inch upward. I clamp my legs together and I look around for someone; Rochelle, Theo…but all I see is a tall shadowy figure holding something rectangular in their hands. A camera.

      These fucking bastards.

      “The harder you fight the more it’ll hurt,” he says, “but then again, if that’s how you want it.”

      “Fine,” I say. “Just…just give me a minute okay?”

      He smiles and loosen his grip. It gives me the chance to act, slamming my head forward. My forehead crashes into his, so hard I see spots.

      “Fucking bitch,” he replies, stumbling back. His jaw tightens and rage crosses his face. He lunges at me but he stops short and is yanked back, flinging against the opposite wall.

      I blink, eyes wide, realizing what has happened. Hawk happened. All six-foot-two and broad shoulders of muscle. He presses his forearm against Luke’s throat and pins him to the wall—similar to the position I was just in. I swallow and look over for the camera man but instead see Theo holding Phillip by the shirt, camera in hand. He drops it on the floor and steps on it, crushing it under his foot.

      “You touch our girl again, Fenway, and you’ll be the one wiping boot marks off your fucking face, understand?” Hawk says, venom lacing every word.

      A warm hand grazes mine and I look over and see Gray, the same anger marring his features. Hawk shoots him a look. “Get her out of here.”

      His fingers link with mine. “Come on, let’s get some air.”

      I’m too rattled to protest and follow him down the hall and out a back door. When we’re there, he turns to me and says, “Are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      I hold my aching forehead. To be fair, that one was one me. “No. Not really.”

      He pulls me into a hug and I find myself sinking into him. He’s warm. Safe. Strong. “I’m so sorry that happened. We should have been there.”

      “It’s not your fault. He just snuck up on me.” Hot tears spill down my face. Half embarrassment. Half frustration.

      Gray wipes them away with his thumbs. “You’re our responsibility, Eden. That’s never going to happen again.”

      I nod, believing him, wondering what’s going on in that back hall. The questions fade when the two of them appear a few minutes later, knuckles raw with Rochelle in tow.

      Hawk’s expression is murderous—terrifying—and I’m surprised when we get back to Ro’s car that he pulls me into the backseat between him and Gray—Theo taking the front.

      Hawk’s hands lay flat against his thighs, blood oozing from the cuts on his knuckles. He glares out the window, the car silent other than music pouring from the speakers. Gray’s fingers are still linked with mine, rubbing soothing circles with this thumb. I look at the boy next to me and think of what’s transpired between us. The anger and blame. I reach out and rest my hand next to his—an offering. If he wants it. A truce, for real.

      He stares down at it for a moment, jaw clenching and unclenching, before he lays his on top of mine, our fingers weaving together.

      Sometimes the things that bind you together are unexpected and painful.

      Tonight is one of those nights.
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      Back at Sparrowood we part at the main staircase, the boys heading to their rooms and Rochelle and I back up to the girls’ dorm. Rochelle walks me to my door and says good night.

      I want to talk to her about what happened. What we should ultimately do about Luke, but she doesn’t quite meet my eye and there’s no doubt the line slashing her forehead is a mixture of concern and guilt.

      “Ro,” I call as she walks toward her room.

      “Yeah?”

      “If you ever need to talk to me, I’m here, okay?”

      She gives me a weak smile and I’m too shaken, still trying to process what happened back at the bar to push any further tonight.

      I change into my pajamas. Shorts and a tank with the Sparrowood crest on the front. Slipping under the covers, I turn off the lights and stare at the ceiling. I’m exhausted but my mind keeps flashing back to being pressed against the wall, the way Luke’s fingers dug into my flesh, the look of entitlement in his eyes.

      I must doze off at some point because I wake to the sound of something—someone in my room. I reach under my pillow, hand wrapping around the cool wooden handle, and flip on the light.

      “Woah!”

      Hawk stands a few feet from the bed, near the desk, hands raised in submission. The knife in my hand glints from the lamplight.

      Slowly, I lower the weapon.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, my heart thundering in my chest.

      “Sorry,” he says, exhaling while keeping an eye on the knife. I slip it back under my pillow. “You always keep that under there?”

      “Ever since I got jumped and dumped in a swimming pool, yeah.” He looks a little impressed. “I stole it from the kitchen.”

      His eyebrow raises. “Gray would be impressed.”

      I’m not sure what that means so I go back to my original question. “What are you doing here?”

      He sits on the desk chair and runs his hand through his brown hair. “I was worried about leaving you alone tonight. I didn’t know if he’d try to come in here.”

      “So you broke in instead? How did you even get in?”

      He holds up a brass key. “Gray snagged this out of the secretary’s office. It’s a master key.”

      Now it’s my turn to be impressed.

      “Next time, knock,” I say, sitting back on the bed. Hawk’s eyes linger over my legs and run upward. I tug the blanket to my stomach.

      “I didn’t mean to scare you. I thought—”

      “Thought what? That the best way to comfort someone is by sneaking in their room and scaring the shit out of them?”

      He chuckles and shifts in his seat. “I’m not very good at this.”

      “At what? Breaking and entering?”

      That earns a real smile. “Oh, that I’m good at. This? This is something else. Protecting people. Comforting them. That’s outside my wheelhouse.”

      There’s an admission there and it hangs in the air, heavy and bloated.

      He shifts in the chair, leaning toward me. “I should have kept a better eye on Hope down in the Park. I knew she was getting too close to Trip and his crew. She fell for his bullshit and I did try to warn her off. She didn’t listen and I was tired of fighting the Brats day in and day out. I never thought she’d go missing. I never thought you’d be hurt like that.” He swallows and holds my eye. “I’m sorry.”

      His apology surprises me—and what I say next is unexpected as well. “It’s not your fault. Hope was determined to be with those guys. She thought they were her way out of Kingston and back to the suburbs. She believed they wanted her.” Tears prick at my eyes. “I just wish I knew where she was. What happened to her.”

      He nods. “We can still find her.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.” It’s something I’ve wondered for a long time. Maybe Hope left me? Maybe she wasn’t missing at all?

      Hawk’s gray eyes hold mine, burning with emotion. I’m just tired, so tired, and for once, I don’t want to be left alone.

      “Can you do me a favor?”

      “Anything.” He’s resolute.

      “Can you stay with me for a while? I was jumpy enough before you got in here and I’m just so tired.”

      He smiles. “I can definitely do that.”

      I reach over and turn off the light and the two of us sit in the dark together. Adrenaline courses through my veins. Once my eyes adjust to the light, I see the outline of him sitting across the room. My heart hammers, but in a different way, not from fear—well, okay, it’s fear, just a different kind.

      I brace myself and ask, “Would you…would you come over here? Sit with me?”

      I see the outline of his face in the moonlight streaming in the window, tense before he stands. He walks around the side of the bed and the mattress sags under his weight.

      I shift over, giving him space, and I feel him stretch his legs out and lean against the headboard.

      “Thank you,” I reply, curling onto my side. For the first time all night I feel like I can breathe. “For apologizing. For being here.”

      I wait for a reply but nothing comes, other than the feel of his fingers running softly through my hair. I doze off and for the first time in weeks, I truly, deeply, sleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      A dark quiet rolls over Sparrowood in the next twenty-four hours. It’s like the entire school knew there had been a disturbance in the force and everyone went to their respective corners. Other than quick trips to the bathroom and one to the vending machine, I stay mostly in my room, focusing on healing and school work. Oh, and trying to work through the experience of waking up with Hawk wrapped around my body.

      He’d left quickly, extricating his legs from mine. His hair was a mess, sticking up like a nest, and he ran his hand over his slightly red-tinted face, and bolted for the door.

      It’s after ten when I hear the knock on my door. I assume it’s Rochelle, calling out for her to come in. Instead of short blue hair, I see the carefully disheveled blond of Gray’s head peek around the door.

      “You hungry?” he asks.

      I close my math book with a snap. “Starving.”

      Downstairs, we enter the empty dining hall. The lights are off and I follow him up to the main kitchen door. He fishes something out of his pocket—the key Hawk used to enter my room the night before. It works and a moment later, his fingers link with mine, and we’re heading to the massive walk-in refrigerators in the back.

      The frigid air slaps my face as he flips on the light. There are rows and rows of foods—fresh vegetables and fruit. Containers of milk and cheese. It’s a poor kid’s paradise.

      “See anything that suits your desires?” he says, spreading his arms wide. His cheeks have turned red from the cold and his smile is both sexy and sweet. I almost tell him that yes, I do see something that I desire, but I stop myself and pick up a green apple from a basket on the shelf.

      He shakes his head. “We can do better than that.”

      I follow him around the corner, where buckets of ice cream are stacked against the wall. A chocolate sheet cake is covered by a plastic lid. He takes it off and with a mischievous grin, he swipes his finger down the dark, creamy icing and holds it between us.

      He takes the apple with his other hand and holds them both before me. It’s a taunt, not just with chocolate but with the smirk on his face and the way he carries himself.

      “I thought the female was the one that tempts the male with the apple?” I reply, my mouth watering.

      “You’ve been tempting me for a long time, Eden Warren, longer than we’ve been in this dressed-up horror mansion.” It’s so cold I can see his breath, and I’m shaking, although I’m not sure how much of that is from the cold. “Go ahead,” he says, holding both items, “take your pick.”

      There’s really no need for me to pretend that I need time to make a decision. If given the choice I’m always going to go for the unhealthy option, but it’s not until I take Gray’s finger and take great pleasure in licking the chocolate slowly off, that I realize this desire goes beyond food and sweets.

      Apparently, it goes for boys as well.

      His lips curl as he watches me put his whole finger in my mouth before sucking off the icing. When I’m done he doesn’t skip a beat, tossing the apple over his shoulder and pulling me close.

      “I knew it,” he says, pushing back my hair and crashing his lips against mine. His lips are cold, but his tongue is warm and when it slips into my mouth my belly drops to the floor.

      His hands grip my waist and his kisses, god his kisses. He’s good, slow but firm. Confident but fun. I feel his energy, his excitement, and I don’t sense that he’s using me—not like the Brats—not like Luke. It’s not a power play. It’s an exchange and I’ve been so lonely, so lost, that every time he touches me it feels like going home.

      We pull apart and he tilts his head and reaches for my face. “You’ve got a little bit of chocolate…”

      He bends and licks my lips and grabs my hand once again. “Come on, I think I saw some pudding back here.”

      I genuinely laugh, maybe for the first time since I arrived, and follow this boy where he leads.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      Eden

      

      After the incident at the bar, Theo meets me at my dorm room at 6 a.m. for our swim session. I’m not sure if this was his decision alone or one made by the guys together, but I don’t mind. Walking with him across the quiet campus is nice.

      At the pool he doesn’t waste time, pulling off his shirt and jumping in the water. The difference in him is striking—the instant he’s submerged, the lines of stress ease off his face and the tension in his shoulders vanishes.

      I watch from my spot by the edge as he swims a few laps, moving easily through the water. He stops, sloshing water over the side of the pool. It rolls slowly in my direction.

      “Are you trying to get me wet?” I ask, scrambling away.

      “I think that’s the point of us being out here.” He holds out his hand and gestures for me to come closer. I stare at him for a minute before sighing and walking over.

      He runs his hand through his hair. “Tit for tat, babe. We need to make some progress.”

      I pull off my shorts, but not my shirt, and sit down on the wet edge of the pool near the staircase. I lower my feet to the top step, feeling the warmth of the water. Theo stands in front of me, his torso long and lean. I can’t help but notice the scattering of fair hair on his lower belly, traveling down, down, down.

      “Thank you,” he says, bringing me back to my senses, “what do you want to know?”

      “Where did you learn how to swim?”

      His brilliant eyes reflect the blue of the pool water, making them even more turquoise. His jaw tenses but he replies, “Kingston Heights Country Club.”

      I tilt my head. Kingston Heights is located in the middle of the city—it’s been there for decades. The houses around it are old, historic, and it’s on the TV every year for major tournaments.

      It’s expensive. Really expensive.

      “How in the world did you manage that?”

      He raises his eyebrow. I slide off the edge and onto the top step, the water feels cooler on the warmth of my body. The bottom of my shirt grazes the water but I don’t take it off.

      “My grandfather was a member—my family had legacy. That’s how it works. You have to be an original member of the club—like an original resident of the city to even get a membership. My mom and I lived with him when I was little and we went every day in the summer. I took lessons and joined the swim team. After a while, it was clear I had talent.”

      I frown. “So you didn’t always live down near the Park?”

      “No. I lived in the Heights.” Our eyes meet. We both know what that means.

      “I lived in the suburbs, when I was a kid,” I say a moment later. It’s a tat, or tit. Whatever. Give and take. “We moved to Kingston Park when I was eight.”

      “Sucks, right?”

      “Yeah. It does.”

      He drops under water and pushes off the floor of the pool, reemerging ten feet away. The water’s deeper there and when he stands, it goes halfway up his chest. Just seeing the depth makes me uncomfortable. It’s irrational. I know it, but fear usually is.

      I have a million more questions, like how did they end up in the Park? How did he get hooked on drugs? But I keep them to myself, because I know the price and I’m not ready to give it.
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* * *

      After swim lessons I enter the dorm bathroom, still feeling slightly sick from too much sugar and confused from the lingering, phantom tingling in my lips from the night before.

      It’s the time of morning when I can’t avoid the pack of girls that hover before the long row of mirrors in various stages of primping. For the last week I’ve moved in and out of here quickly—avoiding eye contact and anything else that would give people a chance to look at me or my hair or consider what I’m doing in this place.

      I find an empty corner of a sink and place my bucket on the floor, reaching for my toothbrush. I’ve just squeezed a dollop out when a girl with long, shiny red hair says, “It’s about time someone put that asshole in his place.”

      It takes a moment to realize she’s talking to me.

      Our eyes meet in the mirror, hers are green and there’s a hint of something dark beneath the jewel-like tint. Hurt.

      “I think he had it coming,” I agree, shoving the brush in my mouth. If I think my silence will make them go away, I’m wrong. I look up and see a cluster of girls surrounding me. I spit, rinse, and turn around.

      A girl with long, stick-straight, black hair says, “It’s not just Luke.”

      I think of his cronies and how they all need to be taken down. I arrange my expression into one of sympathetic interest. If I push too fast they may get suspicious of the new girl asking questions. “He doesn’t seem like an independent thinker.”

      “Not unless it’s with his dick,” a tiny blonde says with a snort.

      “They’ve got this whole thing going on where they get something on you—mostly girls, but some guys, too.” The dark-haired girl says, crossing her arms over her chest. “For the girls it’s mostly sex. Either just asking for nude photos or pretending they like you and then recording us in compromising positions.”

      I nod. It lines up with what either I’ve seen or heard or what the guys have told me.

      “They don’t take no for an answer,” the redhead says. “My family is very conservative. My father is a judge appointed in a red state. My aunt’s a vocal congresswoman. I came out to them when I was thirteen and they tried everything they could to dissuade me. When I was caught kissing a girl, they sent me here. I didn’t mind getting out of their oppressive house but when I got here, those assholes started badgering me for photos. I said no. When they started flirting with me I told them they weren’t my type.” She smirks. “But that wasn’t good enough. So one night at a party, they slipped something into my drink. I have no memory of it, but twenty-four hours later there are photos of me in a threesome being passed around school.”

      “Did you tell on them?” I ask.

      She shakes her head. “The threat is implicit. They’ll go public with the photos and any other fabricated dirt they have on you. Our parents may have money but they can’t afford the scandal. It’s one reason we’re sent here in the first place.”

      My stomach turns at the details. These guys are the worst.

      “Even if you do agree it goes badly,” the tiny girl says, tears filling her eyes. “They just use it to get more of what they want. They use it all for blackmail, for more sex either with them or with their friends. If you’re smart they’ll make you do their homework. Some girls are falling apart. The pressure is too much—it makes you paranoid.”

      The girl closest to me says, “That’s when they start ‘helping out’ by giving out drugs or supplying the answers to tests. It’s a fucking vicious cycle. We’re all stuck.”

      “What about Camille? Where does she fit into this?” I already suspect I know where Rochelle falls and I worry even more about my friend.

      “There are a few girls on the top of all this. The ones that hazed you. They’re complicit, usually grooming younger or new girls to come to parties or introducing them to the guys,” the redhead says. “But I assume they’re victims, too.”

      “I guess what we’re trying to say,” the girl with the long dark hair says, “is thank you for standing up to them, but you’re going to have to watch your back. They won’t go down that easily.”

      I nod. “I understand, and I’m not going up against them alone.”

      “It was smart getting those guys to back you up, but it may not be enough.”

      “Do you have any proof of this? Any videos of your own or documentation?”

      They all avoid eye contact. I’m assuming if they do, they feel like they can’t take the risk. It’s like they’ve been brainwashed into thinking they’re powerless.

      “Thank you for telling me all of that and warning me. I knew something was off but I wasn’t sure how bad.” I grab my bucket off the floor. “If any of you need anything, let me know. I don’t know if I can do anything, but maybe we can try.”

      Not one looks convinced and as I walk out of the room, one of the girls grabs my arm. “This is too big to fight,” she says in a low voice. “And it’s not just contained to this school. Luke has a cousin on the outside. He sends him everything. One false move and those videos go viral.”

      Fucking bastards.

      This nags at me the first time I see Luke since Saturday night when I walk into math class. His eye is purple and swollen shut. He sits two rows behind me and I feel his glare on me while I scribble out equations in my notebook.

      Other than that, he keeps his distance, and I’m hopeful that maybe he’s got the message. Don’t mess with the K-boys—or me. It’s not worth it.

      We’ve taken our stand and established that we’re four strong, and kids not directly in Luke’s circle are intrigued. They’re attracted to power and it’s clear who the most powerful are right now, but that doesn’t solve what’s going on for the other girls caught up in their scheme.

      I consider that I’m no different than the girls from this morning. I didn’t report him for attempted assault and I’m still hesitant to do so. This whole thing is way bigger than one person. When class is dismissed, I gather my schoolwork and head down the hall.

      There may be one person that can help figure this out.
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      Eden

      

      “How much of this did you know?” I ask after laying it all out there. I keep names and details out of my summary, but it sounds like it could be any girl in this school, at any time.

      “Not enough,” he admits. “Do you think any of them are willing to come forward and report this?”

      I shake my head. “They’re scared and not just of Luke and the other Brats. Of their parents and retribution.”

      He sighs and rubs his chin. Dorian looks tired. I feel tired. The shit going on in this school makes juvenile detention seem small-scale.

      “How did you get them to confide in you?” he asks.

      Oh right. I failed to tell him about what happened to me on Saturday night. This is where I understand these girls. It’s shameful and embarrassing to admit that someone got the jump on you like that. We’re smart and strong women. How the hell do we let that happen?

      When I don’t answer he adds, “Does it have something to do with Luke’s black eye?”

      “Possibly.”

      He leans forward, elbows on the desk. “Eden, I can’t help you or anyone else if you’re not honest with me.”

      I grimace and say, “Luke got his ass kicked on Saturday night because he tried…” I swallow. “He tried to mess with me. The guys took care of it. The girls told me all of that today as a thank you and a warning. They don’t think it will deter him from retaliating.”

      He’s up in an instant, walking around the desk and stopping before me. “You said tried…are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Eden, seriously, are you okay? Did he hurt you?”

      I snort. “Just my pride.” The look in his brown eyes is so concerned, so worried, it makes me feel worse. Mostly because he sees right through me.

      “I know that living in a place like Kingston requires you to build up walls. Showing any sign of vulnerability or weakness can get you hurt by the predators roaming around out there.” His voice is kind but firm. “And this place isn’t any different, which is why you guys are good at this, but in this room—when it’s just you and me—you’re allowed to show your emotions.”

      I want to laugh. Mock him. Tell him to screw his emotions, but I’m tired and scared. The most I can admit is, “No, I’m not.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if I pull on that thread,” I say, staring at my feet, “I may completely unravel.”

      His fingers touch my chin and he tilts my face upward. It’s gentle. Intimate and completely and utterly inappropriate. The look on his face tells me he doesn’t care.

      “I’m here when you’re ready. No judgments. No questions.” A hot, traitorous tear rolls down my cheek. His thumb wipes it away. “Until we come up with a way to stop him, don’t go anywhere without one of the guys from now on. Those girls are probably right, Luke will look to get his revenge.”

      “How are we going to stop him?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m not sure yet but I know one thing for certain, he will not hurt you again.”

      The tone in his voice and the dark glint in his eye isn’t that of a social worker. It’s of that boy he left down in the Park. A K-Boy, and as a chill runs down my spine, I definitely believe him.
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      Hawk

      

      I place both hands on the metal bar and look up at Gray. He nods and I push up, lifting the weight off the rack and then lowering it to my chest, starting the first rep out of ten.

      If Sparrowood wants to give me a P.E. credit for weightlifting, who am I to argue?

      “You got it,” Gray says, encouraging me through the last two. I grunt, pushing the heavy bar. My elbows wobble and my biceps burn. Sweat drips off my forehead. “What the—”

      I hear a scuffle and look up, noticing Gray is no longer standing over me.

      Luke’s there instead, his left eye still swollen and black despite the fact it’s been nearly a week since I punched him.

      “Looks like you’re struggling,” he says, meaning the bar that’s flat across my chest. I had one more rep and I’m at my weakest, getting it back on the rack alone will be nearly impossible. “I’ll make this quick. Next Saturday night is a fundraiser for the school. A select group of students is invited to mingle with alumni and donors. It’s formal. Black tie. You’re going to go and bring Eden. Afterward, we’re going to meet up in the basement under the gym and settle this in the ring.”

      “Settle what?” It comes out in a wheeze.

      “If you win, I’ll back off, we won’t mess with Eden anymore. If you lose, she’s fair game. Ours.”

      I hear Gray struggling in the background, I assume being held down. The weight on my chest is crushing and my arms feel like limp noodles. I’m almost literally stuck between a rock and hard place.

      “Deal,” I grunt, my sweaty hands slipping.

      Luke grins and nods and Gray scrambles over to me. I use every ounce of strength I have left to push the bar up and he grabs it in the middle, helping it over the curve of the rack.

      I fall back on the bench, exhausted, arms strained and burning.

      “Dude, you okay?” Gray asks, tossing me a towel.

      My arms shake as I wipe my face. “Yeah, except I think I just agreed to fight that asshole for Eden.”

      “I think you did.” He leans against the rack. “You think you can win?”

      I run my hand through my damp, sweaty hair. “I don’t think I have a choice.”
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      Eden

      

      Buzz at Sparrowood shifts from talk about Luke’s black eye to the fundraiser coming up in a few days. Invitations arrive in student mailboxes and since I’m aware that not everyone receives one, I’m shocked that me and the K-Boys got one.

      “Who pulled strings to make this happen?” I ask over lunch, holding the ivory card with fancy writing and gold foil.

      Hawk grimaces and the other boys focus on their meals. I glance at Rochelle and she also looks away guiltily.

      “What did you do?”

      Hawk, along with Gray, describe what happened in the gym.

      “So you’re fighting over me? What is this? The 1950s? Are you going to have a rumble?”

      Theo snorts a laugh but the others don’t look amused.

      “You knew about this?” I ask Rochelle.

      “Everyone knows about this, Eden. Luke wants everyone there to watch Hawk get his ass kicked.” She tugs at the edge of her cardigan sleeve, pulling them over her hands.

      I look at the boy across from me. “Is that going to happen? Are you going to lose?” I’m not asking just for myself. I’m not ready for him to get hurt on my account. “It’s not like they play fair.”

      “I’m not worried about it,” Hawk says, shoveling in a forkful of mac and cheese. “I’m pretty sure I’ve been in more fights than that pussy.”

      He’s probably right about that, but again, these kids are entitled brats. They’re used to getting what they want.

      After lunch, I pull Gray aside. “I’m not okay with any of this.”

      “It’s fine. Seriously. I talked to Dorian about it. He thinks this may be a good way to get some documentation.”

      I exhale. I hadn’t thought about that.

      “Fine, but I’m not going to the fundraiser. The last thing I’m doing is dressing up for these pretentious assholes.”

      He slips his arm around me, pulling me close. A week ago, this move was fake and entirely for show. After that kiss in the refrigerator? I’m not so sure.

      “I hope you reconsider.”

      My heart thrums. “Why’s that?”

      “Because I, for one, can’t wait to see you all dressed up.” His thumb slips between the buttons of my shirt and rubs against my belly, shooting sparks through my body. “And I can’t wait to see the looks on their faces when Hawk kicks Luke’s ass and they see exactly what they’ve lost.”

      “I guess I can concede,” I say. Holding his eye. “For that.” I tug at his tie and a thought crosses my mind. “I guess it’ll be worth it to see the four of you dressed up as well.”

      He winks, smiling lopsided and sexy, releasing me to head off to class. Rochelle walks up beside me and says, “You two look like you’re getting serious.”

      I want to say something smart back, like, how stupid it would be to fall for one or any of the K-Boys, but I don’t, because I’ve never been a good liar.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The knock on my door at drags me from a deep sleep. I know it isn’t Gray or Hawk, they would have just used their keys. I doubt it’s Rochelle, every day she seems a little more distant. I’ve tried to get her to talk but it only seems to make her withdraw even more.

      Whoever is on the other side knocks again before I get there, stumbling over my shoes on the floor. I press my ear against the door and ask, “Who’s there?” not foolish enough to open it without checking.

      “It’s Theo.”

      I unlock the door, opening it to find the tall boy standing on the other side. His eyes are bloodshot. His hands trembling.

      “Are you okay?”

      He glances over his shoulder. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure.”

      I shut the door behind him and when I look at him all I can think about is how big he is in the narrow space. “Are you okay?”

      He reaches in his pocket and holds out a baggie. It’s filled with blue pills. He shoves it toward me and I take it.

      “What’s going on? Did you take these?”

      “No,” he replies, the regret thick in his voice. “I wanted to. I’ve been thinking about it. But I won’t. I can’t.” He stares at the drugs in my hand. “God, I really want to.”

      I push past him and run down the hall.

      “Wait!” he whisper-cries. But I don’t, dumping them in the toilet and flushing them down. They vanish in a swirl.

      “There,” I say, tossing the plastic baggie in the trash. “It’s done.”

      He sighs, but it’s not with relief. “That’s just a drop in the bucket. This place is worse than the Park. It’s fucking everywhere.”

      He sits on my bed, the mattress creaking under his weight. I move next to him and take his hand. “The fact that you came down here and found me is a huge step. A massive one.” I grimace. “One my mother never could take.”

      “Your mom used drugs?”

      “Uses? Used. She’s in rehab. It’s one of the ways they got me to come here. It’s definitely the reason I stayed.”

      He looks so tired and I move to lean back on the headboard, gesturing for him to follow. It’s the second K-Boy I’ve had in my bed, neither under the expected circumstances. Neither’s made the slightest move. Theo rests his head on my shoulder and says, “I hurt my shoulder in the eighth grade. Torn rotator cuff. I had to have surgery and the doctors put me on pain meds. They were good. Pure. Strong.” His tone is wistful. “All it took was three days and I was hooked. I knew it. I loved it, and because it was a sports injury they gave me more, until they didn’t.” He shifts on the bed, his arm lying across his stomach, our sides touching. “That didn’t stop me. I started stealing them. First from my grandfather’s medicine cabinet, later from lockers in the club locker room. When I couldn’t find pills I started stealing, money, jewelry, credit cards. I was completely unhinged.”

      I reach over and touch his fingers, feeling a jolt of energy running between us. I don’t speak. I just let him talk.

      “My grandfather didn’t kick me out at first. He gave me a shot at rehab. It didn’t work. When I came back things were worse and he told me and my mom to leave. She had no money of her own and we had no choice but to move to the Park. I fucked up her life and my own.”

      I turn to my side and link our fingers together, resting them on his hard, flat stomach. “Drugs turn you into a different person.”

      “Yeah,” he says, looking down at me, “but when you get clean you have to live with all the shit you did while you were on them. There’s no free pass.”

      He’s right. There’s not, and I’m guilty of judging my mother for the same things. We lie next to one another and I hear his breathing begin to steady. I rest my cheek on his chest.

      “Thank you for coming here tonight,” I say. “And telling me all that.”

      He chuckles and it rumbles deep in his chest under my ear. “Yeah, well you’re going to owe me big for that one.”

      “Tit for tat, right?”

      I feel his lips press against the top of my head before saying, “Tit for tat.”

      And we both fade into the night.
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      The Friday before the fundraiser, I come home from class and find three dresses hanging in my closet. There’s a note that says, “Pick the one you like the best—Dorian.”

      I pull them out one by one. They’re elegant. Beautiful. Very expensive.

      There’s no way I can accept these.

      Except when I storm down to the boys' dorm and enter Hawk’s room, I see the tuxedo draped over his desk chair. “Is that from Dorian?”

      “Yep.” He’s stretched out on his bed, book in one hand.

      “So, we’re really doing this?” I ask, I guess maybe I’d thought we’d all bail at the last minute.

      “Looks like it.”

      “And the fight?”

      “Still on. I saw the betting chart today. The odds are not in my favor.”

      He says it so casually. So calmly. “Are you worried at all?”

      “About Luke?” He laughs. “My biggest problem will be trying not to actually kill him. I don’t think even Dorian can clean that up.”

      “You know he won’t fight fair.”

      “Good thing it’s not my first dirty fight, then.” He stands and tosses the paperback on the bed. “I’m not going to lose this fight.” His hands shove in his pockets and he walks over. “Or you.”

      The way he says it makes my blood simmer.

      “Are you always this confident?”

      “When it comes to things that are important to me, yes.”

      The pronouncement startles me, and I don’t know how to react. The tension builds between us—undefined, uncontrollable, tension. When he tilts his head and slowly pulls his hand out of his pocket, I do the only thing I can.

      I run.

      I bolt out of the room, racing down the stairs that lead back over to the girls' dormitory. My heart rattles against my chest and my stomach is twisted into a mess. I’m so distracted—so discombobulated that I don’t see the person coming the opposite way until it’s too late and I’ve crashed hard into his body.

      “Woah,” a familiar voice says, and I’m relieved it’s Gray. There are so, so many other people I don’t want to run into like this. “What’s the rush?”

      He glances over my shoulder while his fingers linger on my hips, steadying me from knocking us both down the stairs. The rush of want from being so close to Hawk, of being so scared of him, to now being in the hands of this boy—one whose kisses taste like sunshine…it only accelerates. I do what my body wants for once. Ignoring my pesky, over-thinking brain and push up on my toes, kissing him.

      He responds eagerly—willingly. His tongue tastes like the strawberry shortcake he ate for dessert at lunch. His hips press into me, revealing how much he wants me, and heat spreads between my legs. It’s when our bodies bang against the wall that I come to my senses.

      “Wait,” I say, breathing heavy. Gray’s chest moves up and down, as well as his fingers stroking down my side. “We shouldn’t be doing this?”

      “No?” His eyebrow raises. “I thought this is exactly what we agreed to do.”

      Footsteps sound on the wooden staircase and three girls appear around the corner. They take their time, assessing our position, our dishevelment, finally vanishing on the third floor.

      “Convincing people we’re a couple or, well, whatever the four of us are.”

      “I think we’re pretty good at it. Don’t you?” He tucks a strand of hair behind my ear and I fight the chill it creates.

      I nod. “We deserve an Academy Award.”

      He laughs. “You headed back to your room?”

      “Yeah. Uh, yes. That’s where I was going.”

      “I’ll walk you.”

      Because it’s not safe. It’s a reminder. I needed a reminder, because lately too many things have felt more real than fake. As we walk toward my dorm, I consider that maybe I’m the only one confused about that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      Eden

      

      “Has anyone seen Rochelle?” I’m standing outside her room the afternoon of the fundraiser. The girls across the hall have their door open, which I’ve learned is the universal signal in a dormitory that people want to socialize.

      They both shrug and I wander down the hall, peeking into open rooms. We’d agreed to meet up to get ready and it’s not like her to be late. Although I haven’t seen her near Luke lately, I still feel nervous when I think about their twisted relationship, and right now I can’t help but wonder if she’s with him.

      I spot a familiar face in one of the rooms—the redhead who’d spoken to me in the bathroom about all the shady stuff the guys are doing. Her name is Morgan.

      “Have you seen Rochelle?” I ask, leaning into her room.

      “Yeah,” she says. “Denise came down here a little while ago and told her to go to Camille’s room.”

      “Camille?” She’d also been a little quiet since the incident at the bar. “What do you mean 'told her' to go?”

      “When Camille sends one of her minions to fetch you, it’s best to just go. Payback sucks.”

      White-hot anger floods through me. I hate these girls. “What did she want with her?”

      Morgan shakes her head. “I don’t know. Lick her feet? Test her food? God knows, I’m just glad it wasn’t me.”

      That’s kind of the general attitude around Sparrowood—looking out for yourself. But that’s not how I operated. That’s how people go missing.

      “Thanks,” I say, turning toward the stairs.

      “You’re going up there?”

      “Yeah. I’m not going to let them bully my friend.”

      She gives me a weird look. “I get that you’re like, a champion of the less popular or something, but sometimes it’s probably better if you stay out of it.”

      “Is that what I should have said when you told me about Luke? Or the other girls?”

      “Why do you think we keep our mouths shut?”

      Because you’re victims, I want to say. Scared. Weak. But I don’t. I just leave her in the doorway and head up the stairs to the top floor of the dorm where Camille’s suite is located.

      The feel of the top floor is instantly noticeable. Downstairs girls live in equal comradery. Shared bathrooms. Small rooms.

      The third-floor landing opens to a small sitting area with comfortable couches and a large-screen TV. Music plays off satellite and there are four open doorways off each end—four rooms up here that, from what I recall about Luke’s similar setup, have a tiny kitchenette and sitting room of their own. The doors are decorated with glittery or hand-painted signs. White boards are affixed beneath with scribbled words of love and affection. All of this is a desperate attempt to pretend like they have some individual personality. It fails miserably.

      Camille’s door is easy to locate—mostly due to the large heart-shaped photo of her and Luke taped by her name. For a girl so confident in her relationship, it’s important for her to continually mark her territory.

      I brace myself and walk toward the room, not pausing to knock on the open door. Music and perfume assault my senses as I cross the threshold. What I find next is both annoying and infuriating.

      Camille sits in a soft leather chair, her hair is wrapped in a towel and her face coated in a green mask. Her feet soaking in a bath of water. Rochelle sits beneath her on a hard, uncomfortable stool, scrubbing at her toes.

      “What the hell is this?” I ask, completely confused.

      Rochelle and Camille both look my way and an expression of shame crosses my friend’s face. Camille just looks smug.

      “Just getting a little pedicure before the big event tonight.” She runs her eyes up and down my body. “I thought you’d already be getting ready—you know, taming those feral looks for the patrons.”

      “Rochelle, why are you doing this?”

      Camille answers for her. “The local nail places do a shoddy job,” Camille says, “so I’ve trained Rochelle to do it how I like.” She lifts her wet foot and dangles it in front of Ro’s face. Water drips everywhere and Rochelle scrambles to catch it with a towel.

      “She’s not your servant.”

      Camille snorts. “She’s anything I want her to be. Isn’t that right, RoRo?”

      Rochelle gives me a guilty look and says, “It’s fine, Eden. You should go.”

      The anger and rage boiling just beneath the surface explodes. “Go? Go? Are you fucking kidding me? This is bullshit, Rochelle. These Brats can’t use you like this? I don’t care what they have on you or what kind of blackmail they’re holding over your head, it can’t be worth scrubbing Camille’s feet or giving Luke blowjobs in the library!”

      A flicker of darkness crosses Rochelle’s eyes and in a harsh tone she says, “Shut up, Eden.”

      Camille, on the other hand, looks stunned. “You did what to my boyfriend where?”

      “It’s not what she’s doing to him, it’s what he’s doing to her! Don’t you see that? He’s a fucking creep. All of his friends are. Why do you think Hawk punched him in the face?”

      Camille, the picture of composure, stands and steps out of the tub of water. “I think he punched him in the face because the four of you don’t know how to mind your own damned business. This is our lives, Eden. Things run differently here than wherever it is you came from. I thought you learned that lesson when you rejected my party invitation and paid for it. But no, you keep digging and digging and digging, when really you have no idea what’s going on here.”

      “I know you think you’re got some kind of absolute power around here, when you’re really just a powerless trophy-wife-in-training who will always be second best to whatever it is the man in your life is chasing after.”

      She’s close to me now and I see a level of venom in her eyes I had no idea she could possess. “Get the fuck out of my room, Eden Warren, and be thankful that we have a major event happening tonight or you would learn exactly how powerful I really am.”

      I hold her eye as long as I can but honestly, she’s scaring the hell of me. There’s something dark and hateful inside this girl and I don’t want to be near her anymore. I swallow and glance down at Rochelle. “Are you coming?”

      She shakes her head. “No.”

      “Please come with me. You don’t have to do this anymore. Get off your knees. Stand tall. Come with me.”

      Her eyes shift to Camille and there’s no mistaking the fear there. “I don’t want to, Eden. I think you need to leave me alone. For good.”

      There’s something definitive in her statement. Something raw.

      “Fine,” I say, walking away from Camille and the smug smile tugging at her lips. More than ever, I’m aware I can’t save everyone. Not my mom. Not my sister. Not Rochelle.

      The only person I can take control of is myself. And it’s time to do what I was brought here for.

      Bringing the Brats down.
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      You can take the boy off the streets but you can’t take the streets off the boy, is all I can think as the three of us struggle with putting on our tuxedos.

      “What the heck are these?” Theo asks, holding up some metal-looking pieces of hardware.

      Hawk frowns and looks at them. “Hell if I know.”

      The three of us are in one room, fumbling around like a bunch of idiots. Shirts half buttoned, ties hanging around our necks. When Dorian appears in the doorway, fully dressed and looking like a million bucks, we’re all about to ditch the suits and bail on the party.

      “They’re cufflinks,” he says, walking in the room. “They’re like, fancy buttons for your sleeves.”

      “How do these people do this all the time?” Hawk asks, letting Dorian show him how to do it.

      “They probably have servants that do everything for them,” I reply, glancing at myself in the mirror. I’m not going to lie. I look damn good in this get-up. Like James Fucking Bond or something.

      Dorian stands in front of Theo with a bowtie in his hands. “Slouch a little, man, I’m not tall enough to reach your thick neck.” He looks at me and Hawk. “Have you heard about anything going on tonight? Plans for during the party? Parties after?”

      We’d all agreed not to tell Dorian about the fight. There’s no way he would have approved of it happening and would have shut it down. None of us want that. Not even Eden. Something shifted that night at the bar—this is personal—and it’s more important than whatever it is Dorian and the school want to stop. There will be plenty of chances to bring these guys down later.

      “If so, they didn’t tell us. We’re not exactly popular with the Brats right now.”

      “Yeah, that’s what I’m worried about. Sometimes when people get quiet, you know something’s brewing.” Dorian straightens Theo’s tie and smooths it out. “There.”

      “Where’d you learn how to do that?” Theo asks, checking himself out in the mirror.

      “Reform school. We had to take etiquette classes.”

      The three of us burst out laughing but Dorian just shakes his head. “Laugh all you want, but at least I know how to dress myself and what fork to use at dinner.”

      When we’re finally ready, it’s hard to imagine that all four of us were running the streets not that long ago. Dorian says, “You look the part, make sure you play the game. Be polite. Shake hands with the men. Don’t grope the women. Close your mouth when you eat.” He holds each of our eyes. “No drinking or drugs. No sex in the bathrooms. But most of all, keep an eye on Eden. Tonight’s the perfect night for Luke to try something.”

      “That’s something you don’t have to worry about,” Hawk says. “One of us will be with her at all times.”

      Theo and I both nod.

      We head out of the dormitory and up to the ballroom, which is located on the top floor. We wait out front for Eden and the second she steps over the landing, the promise we made to Dorian solidifies.

      She’s in a gown; light blue with beads that sparkle like diamonds all the way down to where it pools at the floor. It’s tight in all the right places, revealing curves I didn’t know the girl possessed. When she sees us, she looks slightly bashful. She shouldn’t, because she’s the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever laid eyes on.

      My body reacts instantly, itching and twitching. Conflicted. Because I want her. Bad. I’ve kissed her, which was stupid, because this thing between us isn’t real, but the way my heart leaps when I see her? It wants it to be real.

      The only good thing about it is that faking it isn’t a challenge, so tonight should be a breeze.

      No, I think, taking in how the guys are absorbing her. Dorian doesn’t need to worry. That girl won’t be able to shake the K-Boys all night, we’ll be stuck to her like glue.
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      Eden

      

      The dress feels itchy and wrong. Heavy and weird. I barely recognize the girl in the mirror. Inside I still feel like Eden Warren, girl from Kingston Park. Daughter of a junkie. Sister of a missing girl. But the outside? She looks like she belongs here.

      There’s a lot of things I’ve learned how to fake since arriving at Sparrowood, and the girl wearing the gorgeous, expensive, amazing gown is just one of them. Pretending my feelings aren’t growing for the boys standing outside the ballroom is another. But without a doubt, the hardest one is faking that the little touches, secret smiles, and flirty behavior we’ve established and will put on full display tonight aren’t real, especially when I see them in their suits.

      Have mercy.

      My stomach is filled with butterflies, nerves about myself. That feeling shifts, twisting into something more dangerous, and my heart beats so hard I wonder if anyone can tell.

      It’d taken me a while to acclimate to the K-Boys in their crisp school uniforms, but this is something altogether different. They stand in the middle of the hallway, beacons among the other guests milling around. They’re tall. Broad. Beautiful, and it makes my resolve to keep my priorities straight falter before the evening has begun.

      Theo soars above the others, his blond mop tamed and in place. His angular features are sharp, but his turquoise eyes are soft, clean, and I hope he can put his struggles to rest, if only for tonight.

      Gray is handsome, so very, very handsome—but his brilliant eyes are always the first thing I notice along with the lopsided, sexy smile. The two things combined are lethal and I’m aware that he’ll not only steal the bracelet off my wrist as well as the heart out of my chest, if I’m not careful.

      Hawk…I’m not sure how to describe it. He’s lean and long—shoulders squared at the top. Even as he fusses with the tie, there’s something about the tux that elevates him. Gray already oozes with confidence and Theo has a mastery of his physique. But Hawk’s raw edges are still there, just less exposed. The suit fits him perfectly, transforming him from a lost, rage-fueled boy to a man that belongs. When his gray eyes connect with mine, my skin heats, wondering what it would feel like to be handled by him. Claimed for real.

      I’m not sure I’d survive.

      We stand across from one another, no one really moving. We’re out of our element, playing game upon game. The first one to break his stance is Dorian, who also looks devastatingly handsome in his tux. I think he’s going to cut the tension but instead he gives me a strange, hard look, and abruptly walks into the ballroom.

      “What’s his deal?” I ask, completely confused.

      “Probably has no idea what to do with the fact you just turned into jailbait,” Gray replies in that slow, easy drawl. “Princess, you look so good a million men would go to prison to get a piece of you.”

      I shake my head, pretending my cheeks aren’t bright red. “Are you ready to start this?”

      “I’m starving,” Theo says, “I just hope they have food.”

      Hawk rolls his eyes but surprises me, offering me the crook of his arm. I blink and he says, “We’re putting on a show tonight. It’s the biggest one yet. After I win tonight, you’ll be safe and we can stop pretending.”

      “Right. Good,” I reply, knowing I’m full of shit. But there’s nothing I can do. It’s not like I want Hawk to lose to Luke—that Brat needs to be taken down. I just don’t like the idea that I’m going to lose the boys in the process.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mrs. Emmaline Banks hadn’t been exaggerating when she described the ballroom as her favorite. I understand why. It’s undeniably the grandest room I’ve ever seen in my life. Massive chandeliers hang from the vaulted, wood-paneled ceiling with glass teardrops casting shimmering light around the room. There’s a stage at the front packed full with an orchestra, playing the strains of old-fashioned music. On either side of the long, rectangular room are tables filled with food, the warm scent filling the air. Theo and Hawk make a break for the food as soon as we enter. Gray lingers back, taking in the scene.

      “You can smell the money on them,” he says, eyeing all the rich people. “I bet I could snag one wallet, one watch, and I could live in Mexico for a year.”

      I shoot him a glare. “Please don’t do that.”

      He lifts my hand and kisses the back, sending chills down my spine. “For you, I’ll restrain myself.” His eyebrow lifts. “At least with them. You? No promises.”

      He’s not wrong about the guests. The party is filled with rich, impressive people. All of who make me want to barf. The guys and I may look the part, but underneath we’re the type of people they loathe in any position other than serving them.

      “Rochelle was actually scrubbing Camille’s feet?” Gray asks a little while later as he eats a roll filled with meat. I take a bite of a delicate tart. It’s the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth. Well, second best, I think, looking at Gray’s tongue dart out and lick the mustard off his finger. He watches me watch him and when our eyes connect, I swear his darken slightly.

      “Yes,” I reply, forcing aside thoughts about his mouth. “It was demeaning and disgusting. I gave her several chances to leave and she refused.”

      “Not everyone is being forced into things, Princess. Maybe it’s her choice.”

      “I know it’s not,” I reply. “I heard Luke threaten her in the stairwell.”

      “There she is,” he says, his eyes flicking over my shoulder. I turn and see Rochelle walking through the room. She’s wearing a tight black dress that matches the dark parts of her hair. The dress plunges low and for a girl that’s so slight, her breasts are squeezed together and lifted, drawing my eyes to her cleavage. It’s not until she gets closer that I see what’s around her neck.

      “Is that…?” Gray asks.

      “A dog collar?” I finish, feeling queasy in the stomach. “I just don’t understand why she lets them treat her like that?”

      “If I had to guess, it may be because they can’t control you, so they’re doubling down on your friend.”

      Well, that makes me feel worse. I toss my little plate on the tray of a passing waiter. “How much longer do we have to stay?”

      He doesn’t get a chance to answer before I feel a hand ghost down my back and a hot whisper in my ear. “Now I know why they call you Princess,” Luke says. “You look like royalty in that dress.” His eyes rake down my body, lingering over my chest. “I can’t wait until later, when it’s on my bedroom floor.”

      I spin and ball my fist. “Listen, you disgusting—”

      “Ah,” he says, wagging a thick finger in front of my face, “remember where we are sweetheart, save your temper for the fight downstairs—or my bed—not the ballroom.”

      “I hate you,” I seethe. I feel Gray’s hand come down on my back, trying to rein me in.

      “I know,” he replies, “and it’s why it makes this so much more fun.” His eyes skip over me and narrow on a target. I turn and see that he’s looking at Rochelle. He calls her over and she comes obligingly.

      “Hey babe, I’m going to need someone to help me release a little pre-fight stress, you in?”

      My eyes lock with Rochelle’s, pleading for her to take a stand.

      She holds mine for a beat and then links her arm with Luke. “Of course. Whatever you need.”

      Luke winks at me and Gray, and the two of them slip through the crowd.

      “He’s such a pig.”

      “He is, but he’s also probably trying to rile you and the rest of us up so the fight will get thrown. It’s a distraction. Ignore him.”

      “I wish I could.” I tell him I need to go to the restroom and head the opposite direction, hoping to calm myself down. I feel fingers touch my elbow and jerk away, announcing, “Get your filthy hands off me, asshole.”

      Except the person touching me isn’t Luke. It’s Dorian.

      “Mr. Miller, I’m um…” I struggle for an apology. People are watching.

      “Ms. Warren, I came over to see if you’d like to dance.”

      “With you?” I ask, which probably came out more offensive than necessary. “I mean, uh, I don’t know how to dance. Not fancy dancing, at least.”

      He shrugs. “Don’t worry. I do.”

      I’m not even sure how to respond but he takes my hand and leads me to the floor anyway.

      “This is unnecessary,” I say once we’re among the other dancers.

      “I saw you talking to Luke. It was pretty clear you needed to calm down.” One of his hands slips around my waist, settling on my lower back, and his other clasps mine. “I figure out here, you can’t punch anyone in the face.”

      I open my mouth to declare that I’d never do such a thing, but he gives me a look. Oh right. Hawk. I guess I totally would do something like that. I sigh and reluctantly relent, allowing him to lead me into a slow sway that goes with the beat.

      “Where did you learn to dance like this,” I ask after a moment. My back is ramrod straight and I’m quite convinced everyone is watching me make a fool of myself.

      “I told the guys earlier. At reform school they made us take etiquette classes. How to speak, dress, what fork to use, how to dance.”

      The music swells and he spins around, carrying me with him. “Maybe you should have taken a job with Ms. Manners.”

      He smiles and small lines appear around his eyes. “I suppose I could have, but I wanted to help people—give back to the community.”

      “And that’s what you think you’re doing with all this? Helping the community?”

      “I know the circumstances are extenuating, but I hope I’m helping you and the guys. The education you’re getting here is real. The connections you're making. I know it’s lost in the drama and bullshit, but you’ll leave here with something, which is the opposite of detention. There the best thing you can hope to leave with is your integrity intact and that’s a long shot.”

      I glance around the room. I see Camille laughing with an older couple, clearly schmoozing. Denise is out on the dance floor with a man with similar features—probably her father. Morgan seems to be having a good time eating at a table filled with guests. I find the guys tucked in the corner talking, occasionally looking at the dance floor and keeping track of me. Despite what’s looming ahead, they seem okay.

      “I feel like if I let my guard down, bad things will happen,” I confess suddenly.

      Dorian’s eyes soften and I look away, finding it hard to look at him. He sees too clearly. Too closely.

      “It’s PTSD, Eden. Most kids from areas like Kingston Park have it. It takes years to work through the pain and suffering of a traumatic environment like that.”

      “I feel out of place all the time,” I admit. “At least when my sister was around, I had an anchor. Since she’s been gone, I can’t find my footing. This place makes it worse.”

      His fingers tighten against my back. I like the way the pressure feels. It’s solid. Real. He bends until our eyes connect. “You have anchors here, Eden. Three of them. I’ve seen how they watch you, take care of you. And I know it may be hard to trust the K-Boys, I get it, they’re,” he laughs, “we’re not known for our reliability, but we’re loyal and there’s no doubt we’re looking out for you.”

      His voice is low. His use of the word “we’re” both unsettling and reassuring. I want so hard to believe him, but what he doesn’t understand is that my arrangement with the boys isn’t real. It’s fake. Their affection for me isn’t true.

      And Dorian’s? It’s his job to protect and advocate for me.

      I’m the one getting lost in emotions.

      The song comes to a slow end and across the room, Theo gestures for me to come over. It’s time for the four of us to head downstairs.

      “Thank you for the dance. It helped.”

      “Good,” he replies, slowly releasing me. His fingers linger on mine. “The guys told me nothing is happening tonight. I don’t believe them, but I need you to promise me you’ll be careful.”

      I nod. “I will.”

      “I’m here if you need me.”

      His eyes and tone imply something I’m not ready to acknowledge, so I don’t reply. The less he knows, the better. This isn’t a fight for the adults and administration. It’s one for us to work out on our own.

      I feel him watching me as I walk away—my body still reeling from his closeness. Dorian Miller is an interesting, complicated man. A man I need to stay away from before it leads to both of us getting into more trouble than we can handle.
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      Hawk

      

      The setup for the fight is the most perfectly Sparrowood of all Sparrowood things. Back home, we’d meet in an alley, hand off our phones and keys and start swinging. Not here.

      Denise meets us at the back door of the gym and escorts us down a musty stairwell. It ends in what can only be the original school gym. Wooden bleachers line the walls and the one slick floor is marked for a basketball court. The center of the room holds a square platform with ropes across the sides. We can’t be the first people that have come down here to fight. Maybe it’s a school tradition I haven’t heard of.

      “You can change in there,” she says, pointing to a door that says “Coach.” It’s a small office with nothing in it but an old metal desk and chair. The guys disappear into the locker room to change, leaving me alone for a moment. I tug at the bow tie at my neck and toss my bag on the surface, wondering exactly how we got in this mess.

      Eden walks in a moment later, still wearing that formal gown. It drags on the dusty floor. All I want to do is push it up the hem, bend her over the desk and feel her underneath me.

      I blink.

      Oh, right. That’s how we got in this mess.

      “There’s still time to back out,” she says, from the doorway.

      “I’m not backing out.”

      “Good.”

      Again, I fumble with the tie and she shakes her head, walking into the little room. She reaches for my neck and loosens the tie, then the top button, and for the first time all night I feel like I can breathe. I’m hit with the scent of flowers and shampoo.

      “Listen,” she says, removing her hands, “if something goes wrong, it’s okay to bail. It’s not worth getting hurt over.”

      She doesn’t get it. It’s not about my honor or anything like that. It’s about her—taking a stand for this amazing, beautiful, kick-ass girl that deserves more than a letch like Luke sniffing around her or Camille making her miserable. She deserves more than three juvenile delinquents brawling over her in a musty old basement, but that’s where we are, and I won’t let her down.

      I look out the door of the office and see a crowd start to gather. Denise and Camille peer inside, watching the two of us. I remember what we’re doing—what we’re faking--and I snatch her hand in mine and pull her to my chest.

      “Kiss for luck?” I tilt my head toward the observers.

      Her eyes meet mine and she runs her hand up my chest, cupping it around my neck. I press my hand against her back, lifting her to me. These people have been watching us for weeks, assuming what we do behind closed doors and most of all, this shouldn’t be our first kiss. Tell that to my nerves. They’re fried and frayed, eager and excited and even though this isn’t how I’d like to do it, it’s happening anyway, so I give her my best.

      I take it slow at first, a small kiss, a taste, enough to make us both want more. Her lips part and I ease my tongue in, feeling her heart bang against my chest. My mind goes blank and I lift her, heavy dress and all, placing her on the desk top, moving my hands to cup her face; absorbing all of her. Her breath, her pulse, the sweet taste on her tongue. I feel her nails rake against my neck, tugging at my hair, and kiss her once again—one last time—hard, daring, wanting, until we pull apart.

      She bats her eyes at me like a fucking vixen and says, “Will that do?”

      I brush her hair off her neck and plant a kiss on her neck. “Yeah, that’ll do.”

      She leaves me to change, and when the door closes, I yank off my shirt—hot and bothered—more determined than ever.

      No one is putting their hands on Eden again without her permission.

      If they do? I’ll yank them off myself.
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      Eden

      

      The old gym buzzes with excitement, teenagers dressed in expensive clothing and sparkling jewels, all waiting for a spectacle of blood, sweat, and pain.

      I’m reeling with my own emotions, my lips still hot from the scorching kiss.

      Theo passes me on his way into the office, squeezing my hand for show. Through the window, I watch as he tapes Hawk’s hands. Gray is huddled on the other side of the room with a note pad and a wad of cash in his hand.

      “Is he really taking bets?” I ask Theo when he meets me outside the office. “I mean, isn’t that a little offensive to Hawk?”

      He laughs. “Who do you think he’s betting on?”

      We squeeze in with the other students to get a good view and Gray pushes through a minute later.

      “Is there a referee?” I ask, eyeing the dusty platform.

      “Street rules, Princess,” Gray says, slinging his arm over my shoulder. “They fight until someone begs for mercy or—”

      “Or until they pass out,” Theo adds.

      I look him up and down. “Maybe we should have agreed to a swim challenge.”

      Theo nods. “I would have smoked his ass.”

      I’m nervous. Ridiculously so. Knowing that I’m the reason Hawk’s doing this. That I could get him hurt, kicked out, or worse…I wrap my arms around myself and Gray tightens his arm around my shoulder. “Have you ever seen Hawk fight?”

      I shake my head and keep an eye on Luke, who’s just come out of a small room on the other end of the gym. “No.”

      “If you had, you wouldn’t be so nervous. Hawk may not be the best at everything, but this? This is his zone.”

      As he says this Hawk emerges from the office, shirtless in a pair of burgundy Sparrowood basketball shorts. They hang low on his narrow hips, revealing the sharp lines of the muscles. Even though I’ve seen him shirtless, the cut of his physique startles me. I know he lifts weights, his hard work clear from the deep lines carving through his biceps, arching over his chest, stretching across his back.

      “Jesus,” a girl I don’t know mutters next to me as he strides toward the ring.

      She’s right. God, help us.

      The reaction from the crowd is mixed, whistles and boos bouncing off the high ceilings. Hawk slips through the ropes just as Luke does the same. I can’t deny that he’s formidable physically. Thicker. Bigger. He’s got the body of a football player. His calves are huge, his thighs bigger. A flash of worry passes over me.

      “He’s a beast,” Theo shouts to us, leaning against the ropes.

      “Hawk’s fast, though,” Gray replies nonchalantly.

      I clench my fists and feel my nails puncture the skin of my palm. We need to get this over with.

      Adam steps to the side of the ring, still wearing his tux. His tie is loosened and hanging around his neck, top buttons undone. He waves his hands to get the crowd quiet, they still and he looks at both guys and they nod in return. “When the buzzer sounds.”

      There’s a beat of silence, then a horn, the old basketball buzzer cuts through the air.

      The boys push out from their corners, both bare-chested, both shoeless. Their hands are fisted, wrapped, and they approach the middle of the mat. Luke’s temper is evident, burning hot in his eyes. Hawk never wavers, jaw tight, shoulders tense—he moves with caution, patience…waiting. I expected most people to cheer for Luke, even if just out of obligation, and they do. Amped up, he jumps in fast, attacking first. Hawk, never faltering, ducks the first jabbing punch, quick and smooth, then lands one of his own.

      Camille, flanked by Denise and her other friends, cries out when Hawk’s fist makes contact, the sound of knuckle meeting flesh jarring. Luke stumbles slightly, rage replacing the shock of getting hit, and he growls, lunging at Hawk with his large frame.

      “Oh!” I jump, hand flying over my mouth.

      Gray squeezes me. “He’s got this.”

      Like he heard us, Hawk glances our way and gives us a smug grin. He’s loving every minute of this.

      The tempo shifts from there, Hawk’s broad chest heaving, his lean, muscular arms propelling his fists like a machine. He spins, elbowing Luke in the nose, blood spurting across the mat and down his chest.

      The crowd implodes, realizing the tide is shifting, only energizing Hawk more and he moves quick, punching Luke again, twice in the ribs and once more in the face, before he falls, landing on his knees. With his foot, Hawk kicks him over and he drops, landing on the mat with a thud.

      “Yes!” Gray shouts next to me, lips hot against my cheek. Theo cups his hands around his mouth and shouts to this K-Boy, reveling in the win.

      The crowd of students, most in their finest clothing, erupts as the fight comes to a swift, crushing end. Some pissed, others elated, money lost and gained.

      In the middle of it all, Luke, their prince, their bully, their controller lays flat on his back, blood drenched and groaning. Camille and Adam climb over the ropes to get to him. We do the same, pushing onto the mat where Hawk wipes Luke’s blood off his fist on his shorts.

      “You did it!” I shout, not realizing how badly I wanted him to win. For him. For us. For everyone. I launch myself at his sweaty chest, not giving a crap about the dress.

      He catches me, raising an eyebrow. “Told you I’d win.” He brushes my cheek with his rough, taped hand. “No one fucks with my girl.”

      There are plenty of people around to hear him say it. There are dozens that watch as he crashes his mouth to mine, amped up on adrenaline and fueled by his win.

      I sink into the moment, feeling the everything of it all; the heat of his body, the strain of his muscles, the want of his lips.

      Hawk winning means one thing.

      This will be the last time we kiss.
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      Eden

      

      Furious banging on my door wakes me the next morning. I roll over, confused. It feels like I’ve only been asleep for a millisecond, but daylight shines through the window.

      “Eden! Are you in there? Wake up!” It’s a girl’s voice. One I don’t recognize. I rub my face and cross the small room. Morgan stands on the other side. She’s still in her pajamas. Her hair is pulled back and her eyes are panicked.

      My stomach drops. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s Rochelle.” That snaps me awake. Before I can say more, she’s already running down the hall. I follow her into the bathroom, the tiles cold on my feet. I turn the corner and near the sinks lays Rochelle in a heap on the floor.

      “I came in to use the bathroom and found her like this. She asked for you.”

      I drop next to her. “Hey, Ro.”

      I see the marks on her throat, red and in the distinct pattern of fingers.

      “Eden?”

      “I’m here.” Morgan and I help her sit up. She struggles to swallow and her eyes fill with tears.

      “What happened?” I search my memory of the last time I saw her. At the dance, leaving with Luke. I don’t remember her before or after the fight. I stare at the bruise on her neck. “Did Luke do this?”

      She nods slowly. “He was amped up before the fight. A little rough, but it wasn’t anything we hadn’t done before.” Her voice is raw. “I didn’t go to the fight—it made me uncomfortable being friends with you and Hawk, but then having this, uh, relationship with Luke. To be honest, a little part of me wanted him to lose, but another part was afraid of what would happen if he did.”

      I hadn’t thought of what would happen to other people at Sparrowood if Luke lost the fight—people he had control over, like Rochelle.

      “He came up to my room when it was over. He smelled clean, like he’d had a shower, but he moved slow and I saw his busted nose. I thought maybe he wanted me to comfort him, but…” she struggles to find the words, “but he was just really angry. Really, really angry and,” her eyes connect with mine, they’re dark, brutal, and filled with hate, “I told you to leave this alone, Eden. I told you to back off and stop messing with everyone’s lives. What I had worked for me. It was on my terms, but last night?” She touches her throat. “You did this.”

      I feel like I’ve been punched and when I look at Morgan she glances away. She’d warned me, too. “I—I—I didn’t know. I didn’t understand. I’m sorry.” I wipe a tear off my cheek. “What can I do? How do I fix this?”

      “As long as Luke and Camille are at this school, none of this will end. He’s got dirt on everyone and yeah, he’ll probably leave you alone after getting his ass kicked by Hawk tonight, but that just means he’ll double down on the rest of us.”

      Morgan nods. “She’s right.”

      “So you want him gone. For real,” I say, knowing I do have some leverage to make this happen.

      “We’re not safe while he’s here,” Rochelle says, “none of us are.”

      “We need proof,” Morgan says.

      I stand. “I can do that.”

      “How?” Rochelle frowns.

      “Don’t worry about that. You’re right. This is on me and I’ll make it right.” I offer Rochelle my hand. “I promise.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Next time give me something a little more challenging, okay, Princess?”

      Gray hands me the sleek, top of the line iPhone, along with the password. Phillip is none the wiser.

      “Thank you,” I say, fighting the urge to roll my eyes.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Hawk asks. “There’s a lot of incriminating evidence on there—on all of us.”

      “I’m going to make it clear to Dorian we get immunity—everyone does but Luke and Camille.”

      “What if they don’t care?” Theo asks. “Or what if they say we accomplished what we came here for and they send us back to detention?”

      I frown at him. “Does that mean you want to stay here?”

      He shrugs. “I mean, the food’s way better than lock-up.”

      “And there are girls in here. In short plaid skirts.” Gray winks at me.

      Hawk is sprawled on his bed. “It sure as hell beats foster care. At least here I get my own bedroom.”

      I’m shocked at their candor. “With the evidence coming from Phillip’s phone, we’re still safely undercover. There’s a lot of bad shit still going on in this place. I’ll fight for you, us, to stay.”

      “You want to stay, too?” Theo asks.

      “As long as I’m here, the state will pay for my mom to stay in rehab. I know she’s not ready to get out yet.”

      There’s an awkward moment and Gray says, “I guess with Luke out of the picture, you don’t need our protection anymore.”

      “Not that you ever really did,” Hawk adds, giving me more credit than I expect from him.

      “It’ll look weird though, if we just break up suddenly,” Theo adds.

      The idea of cutting off this relationship bothers me so much more than I could ever admit to these guys. “I suspect with all the shit that’s about to go down, the status of our relationship will be the least of everyone’s concerns.”

      Gray nods. “Good point.”

      “I mean, it’s only makes sense for us to end this now. It’s not fair for you guys not to date other people, if you want.”

      “Date one of these girls?” Hawk snorts. “You’re tough, Warren, but you’re not a pretentious ice queen.”

      Gray walks over and tosses his arm over my shoulder. “Just our princess.”

      I shake my head. “I’m not a princess.”

      “You’re from Kingston. You’re one of us. Fake dating or not, we’ll always have your back,” Theo says.

      I pause in the door, feeling the shift move through us. We’re back to the people before Luke and Callie pushed us to build a bridge. Well, I think, remembering the little moments I had with all of them. I doubt we’ll ever go all the way back. I take one last look of them before the storm rolls over the school and say, “Thank you. For everything.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      I make the arrangements with Dorian. He gets the phone with all the incriminating evidence—the drinking, the bets, the drugs, the solicited nude photos, the hazing, the sex, willing and forced, and the bloody fight.

      There’s also one final video that I can’t bear to watch. It’s of Luke pushing his way into Rochelle’s room. His face is bloody and battered, providing a definitive timeline. I’m not sure what’s worse. That Phillip stayed to film it or that he didn’t help Rochelle when she begged Luke to stop.

      It’s enough evidence to take them both out of school—despite their parent’s money, lawyers, and tantrums. Phillip and Adam were put on probation and over the next week, the whole school is subjected to a series of large and small assemblies about inappropriate behavior, consent, and addiction.

      Hawk’s win puts him in the position to take over where Luke left off. He’s not interested in ascending to the role of head Brat. The K-Boys definitely love the rise in popularity though, and even though we’ve rolled back on the PDA, most of the girls stay clear. It’s only a matter of time before they’ll start flirting with other girls. Especially Gray. It’s in his nature.

      I didn’t realize how much I’d miss it.

      A week after the disruption, Dorian sends a message for me to come to his office. I’m surprised to see the others there, the four guys packed in the small room. Gray offers me the chair and I take it, sitting next to Theo. Hawk leans against the closed door.

      “I called you all here to let you know that everything has gone through with the deal we made.” There’s a strain in his tone. “Luke and Camille have both been expelled, although the school has not filed charges.”

      “What about Rochelle?” I ask.

      “She spoke to police, but refused to take action.” He grimaces. “There’s really not much we can do, unless she changes her mind.”

      “That sucks,” Gray says.

      “It does, but it’s her right to make the decision.” He taps his fingers on a file sitting on the desk. “I wanted to let you know that there’s also been a concession.”

      I frown. “What kind of concession?”

      “The video of Hawk fighting Luke was brutal.” He looks over my head at him. “It was very hard to present that you were the victim, not when you gave him such a quick and thorough beating.”

      Theo snorts and Dorian glares at him. He covers his mouth and composes himself.

      “Luke’s father wanted you arrested, which is not something we want. If Hawk gets processed for something like this, something public, then it will open up a lot of questions about who you all are, where you’re from, and will destroy any progress we’ve made in cleaning up the issues at school.”

      “So Luke isn’t being arrested.”

      “No,” Dorian says. “He’s not, but again we had to make a concession with Luke’s family.”

      “Spit it out, Dorian,” Hawk says.

      “Luke’s cousin had been denied admission when he first applied here. His record is spotty. He seems lazy—his grades are not great—and there were a few issues at school. His father wants him to take Luke’s spot.”

      “You’re saying that we’re replacing one Brat with the other. I’m not sure this is big news,” Hawk says.

      “I doubt he can be worse than Luke and we have the jump on him.”

      A deep line creases Dorian’s forehead. I sigh and ask, “What are you not telling us?”

      “If my research is correct, Luke’s cousin is worse than he was. He’s his outside connection. He provides all the contraband coming in and out of the school.” He rubs his chin. “And you know him.”

      “We what?” I ask. Theo shifts forward. “Who is he?”

      He opens the file and a photo of a boy with white-blond hair is clipped to the top. He’s dressed in a suit and tie and yeah, we’ve seen his face before.

      “Trip Cohen,” Dorian says.

      “Hell no,” Hawk says, running his hands through his hair.

      “That guy is toxic,” Gray adds.

      Theo nods. “And a total prick.”

      “If we don’t let him in, then you’re all getting kicked out—going back to juvie and finishing your sentences there.” He gives me a sympathetic look. “Your mom will come home if she’s ready or not.”

      During all this, my hands get sweaty and I feel nauseous. Some of it is how my heart hammers in my chest—anxiety blooming. As much as I hated Hawk for not protecting my sister, this guy? Trip Cohen. He’s slime and it’s no surprise he’s the one behind the garbage coming in and out of the school. I feel sick just looking at his face.

      But he’s also the only one that maybe knows the truth. That can lead me to her and if he’s here…if I can get close to him, maybe I’ll find a way to get the truth.

      “Do it,” I say, swallowing back bile. “Let him in. We can bring him down, too.”
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