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        On all Hallow’s Eve…

        The wicked come out to play.

      

        

      
        One night of mischief.

        One night of mayhem.

        One night of sinful delights and sinister tricks.

        When there are no rules. No repercussions.

        Anything goes.
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        Harleigh Wren Maguire has loved Phoenix Wilder for as long as she can remember.

      

      

      

      
        
        He's everything she isn't.

      

      

      

      
        
        Brave.

        Reckless.

        One-hundred percent unapologetic.

      

      

      

      
        
        But it's Halloween... the perfect excuse to dress up and be someone you're not. To step out of your comfort zone and do things you wouldn't usually do.

      

      

      

      
        
        And Harleigh is determined to make her best friend notice her for once.

      

      

      

      
        
        There's only one problem.

      

      

      

      
        
        Everyone knows monsters come out to play on All Hallows' Eve...

      

      

      

      
        
        She just didn't ever think Nix would become her worst nightmare.
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      I’ve never liked Halloween.

      There was something disconcerting about the whole thing. Dressing up to be someone—or something—you weren’t. Knocking on strangers’ doors and asking for candy. It was as if, for those couple of days around October thirty-first, everyone lost their minds.

      So yeah, I didn’t like Halloween.

      But Phoenix, my best friend in the whole world, loved it. Which meant I had to suck it up, because when it came to Halloween celebrations nobody did it quite like Nix and his guys, and they never left me out.

      Ever.

      “Yo, Birdie.” Stones pelted my window and I smiled, stretching my arms above my head, my toes curling as I shook off the lingering thrall of sleep.

      “Ten minutes,” Nix yelled from beyond the window of my small bedroom in the double-wide I’d lived in my whole life.

      “Ten minutes,” I shouted back, my smile growing. He always said ten minutes, but I always took at least twenty.

      I wasn’t a morning person. I preferred the night. Something about the quiet of the dark. Nix said I had affinity to the darkness, which highly amused him considering how much I loathed Halloween.

      Gingerly climbing out of bed, I tamed my dark hair into a ponytail and slipped into my closet-sized bathroom to wash up.

      Years ago, the smell of bacon would have filled the air. Or maybe pancakes and syrup. But those days were long gone. Now, if I didn’t get my own breakfast there was no one to make it for me.

      My heart squeezed at the thought.

      She’s still here, I reminded myself. But it wasn’t the same. The light had long gone out in my mom’s eyes. Now she was nothing more than a shell. Empty and hollow.

      Inhaling a deep breath, I braced myself for whatever state she was in, and made my way into the living room. “Mom?” I called out.

      Trepidation skittered up my spine as I approached her bedroom door on the other side of the trailer. “Mom, are you awake?”

      Peeking inside, I was hit with a wave of relief at the sight of her fragile form curled up in bed, sleeping. But it was tinged with disappointment and anger when my eyes landed on the empty bottle of vodka turned over on her nightstand.

      I grabbed a bowl from the kitchen and placed it next to her, rolling her onto her side as best I could. I’d found her one too many times choking on her own vomit to not take precautions. It was second nature now.

      By the time I was done, I had five minutes to spare to grab a granola bar and some juice. It wasn’t exactly the breakfast of champions, but it wasn’t like I had much of an appetite these days anyway.

      I’d just reached the door, when Nix’s shadow flickered across the window.

      “Morning.” I grinned stepping out onto the wraparound deck. When I’d been just a little girl, I’d thought we were lucky to have one of the biggest trailers in the whole of Darling Row.

      How wrong I’d been.

      “Get over here.” Nix pulled me into his arms, hugging me tight and I melted into his sturdy hold.

      If Mom was the storm in my life, unpredictable and tumultuous, Nix was the sun. Constant and true, he never let me down. He was my best friend, my protector, my confidante, and growing up, he’d been the big brother I’d never had.

      But lately, something had changed between us. His touch made my skin a little too tight, and his smile made my stomach flutter like a thousand butterflies taking flight.

      We weren’t kids anymore. We were juniors now, both seventeen. I had boobs and hips and an ass, and Nix had muscles in places I didn’t realize guys could develop muscles. If he noticed the changes in my body, he didn’t let on, and I didn’t know whether to be relieved or bitterly disappointed.

      Because I didn’t want things to change between us.

      I didn’t.

      Even if I was hopelessly, irrevocably in love with Phoenix Wilder.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Nix.” Cherri Jardin strolled over to him as we climbed out of his beat down Corolla. She paid me no attention, but that was nothing new.

      When you were best friends with a guy like Nix, you quickly got used to girls’ hostility or downright ignorance. They didn’t see me as a threat, I was little Harleigh Wren Maguire, the girl that, despite our same age, Nix had always treated like a little sister.

      “I was hoping to see you this morning,” she purred.

      “Hey, Cher.” He gave her one of his trademark smirks. “How’s it going?”

      “All the better for seeing you.” She batted her eyelashes so hard I was surprised she didn’t lose a few.

      I glanced down, pretending to read the book in my hands.

      Nix laughed. Deep and gravelly, the sound rolled through me like thunder in the distance. His laugh hadn’t always affected me so much, but lately… lately, I noticed everything about him. Like how he always wore his tinted sunglasses even if the sun wasn’t out, as if he didn’t want anyone to see into his dark-gray eyes. How he leaned against whatever he could find—the wall, his car, the locker banks in school—as if standing was too much effort. Or how he always inhaled a sharp breath every time we set foot in school as if the pressure of growing up was almost too much to bear.

      So yeah, there wasn’t much I didn’t notice about Nix. But if he noticed me, noticing, he kept it to himself.

      And right now, he didn’t notice anyone but Cherri and her too-short-for-school tight denim skirt. I was a glutton for punishment, watching as his eyes slowly dropped down her body, working their way back up, lingering for a second too long on the cleavage spilling out of her black and red plaid shirt.

      “You’ll be at the party tonight, right?”

      “You know it,” he said.

      “Good.” She licked her lips suggestively, and the intense urge to bury myself into his side and stake my claim washed over me.

      That was new.

      I loved Nix, of course I did. He’d been the one person—the only person—I could rely on for as long as I could remember. He’d saved my ass more times than I could count. Not to mention the fact he was the only person who knew the truth about my mom.

      But I’d never considered what my love for him might become as we got older.

      Jealousy snaked through me as I watched Cherri inch closer, reaching out to run a hand along his muscular inked arm. The same arm that had hugged me less than fifteen minutes ago.

      “I have to get to class,” I said abruptly, brushing past them both.

      “Birdie, wait up.” Nix caught up to me, dropping his arm over my shoulder. Instantly, some of the fire inside me died out. “Not a fan of Cherri?” he asked.

      I glanced up at him and rolled my eyes. “I don’t know what you see in her.”

      “If you have to ask, you’re not ready to know the answer.” His expression was teasing but it only made the knot in my stomach tighter.

      “I’m not eleven anymore, Nix.” I shucked out of his hold, hating the way my cheeks burned under his scrutiny.

      Hurrying away from him, I was hardly surprised when he grabbed my arm and yanked me back. “What’s going on with you?”

      Tell him.

      I could tell him and what… hope he returned my affections when I knew he didn’t feel the same? I was his best friend. The girl he’d placed neatly in the friend zone years ago.

      No, I couldn’t tell him. Nix was my best friend. His friendship meant too much to risk it on a silly case of unrequited love.

      I just had to ignore my growing feelings, the sense of possessiveness I felt over him, and eventually, it would go away, and things could go back to how they’d always been between us.

      “Wren,” he said, preferring to use my middle name. “Talk to me.”

      “I…”

      Tell him.

      Just tell him.

      No, don’t tell him.

      Don’t ever tell him.

      “I’m worried about Mom.” I let out a weary breath. “She’s been worse than usual lately. It makes me… jittery.”

      “Shit, babe. Come here.” He pulled me into his arms as if it was the most natural thing in the world.

      And it was.

      Everything about the way he held me felt right. It felt… destined. As if we were inevitable.

      But there would always be a glaring wall between us because my feelings for him weren’t platonic anymore.

      They hadn’t been for years.

      “I’m fine.” I pushed him away gently, smiling. “I always feel uneasy this time of year.”

      “Seriously, B, you need to get over your fear of Halloween.” He gave me a crooked smile.

      “I’m not scared, jerk face.” I stuck my tongue out at him. “It’s just… you know all the costumes and unnecessary mayhem gives me the heebie jeebies.” Trading some textbooks in my locker, I took a second to catch my breath.

      He knew.

      He knew something was wrong between us.

      God, this was the worst thing that could happen.

      “You’re still coming to the party, right?”

      The party that the kids from our neighborhood threw down at the reservoir every year.

      “Nix.” His name caught in my throat like a lover’s sigh. “I don’t know…”

      “But you have to come.”

      “Why?” I peeked up at him through my long lashes. I hadn’t meant to ask, but now the word was hanging between us, and I realized I needed to know.

      I needed to know why it was so important to him that I was there.

      “Why?” A ripple went through the air, my skin growing tight again as he studied me. His brows drew together, his gunmetal gray eyes swirling with darkness. His thumb pressed gently into his bottom lip as the silence stretched before us.

      But then someone yelled down the hall and the spell was broken. Nix blinked, that easy smile of his fixing back into place.

      “Why?” He chuckled. “Because I wouldn’t be much of a best friend if I let you stay home and watch Friends reruns, would I?”

      I loosened the breath I was holding.

      For a second, for one single beat in time, I’d thought he was going to say something else entirely.

      Dejection rose inside me like a tidal wave, devastating and unrelenting, and I had to glance away to try and school my disappointment.

      “Come on, B, it’ll be fun.” He reached for me, twirling a strand of my hair around his finger. Always touching me the way guys touched their girlfriends. A brush of his hand against mine. Crushing me in a bear hug. Dropping a kiss on my head or cheek.

      Nix wasn’t afraid of human contact. He sought it out. It just didn’t mean the same thing when he touched me as when he touched girls like Cherri.

      My heart cinched.

      I’d watched him for years flirt and make out in darkened corners of parties or behind the bleachers. Nix loved kissing, he loved sex. I’d heard him talk to the guys about it enough. And it had never bothered me because I knew I had the one thing they never would.

      His heart.

      Phoenix Wilder loved me.

      He loved me with everything he was.

      He just didn’t love me enough.
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      Darling Row, or The Row as everyone called it, was the vast trailer park on the edge of Darling Hill, a small town nestled in the Hudson Valley right between Albany and Hudson.

      The place where dreams came to die, or at least that’s what my mom liked to call it whenever she was sober enough to hold down a real conversation.

      She’d grown up across the nice side of town, Old Darling Hill. Where money was no object and kids didn’t have to worry about where their next meal was coming from. But when she’d gotten pregnant with me at the tender age of nineteen to a man seven years her senior, she was exiled from her family. My family.

      So she’d moved out to The Row and started over. A young woman with a baby on the way and nothing but the clothes on her back. My father—or sperm donor as he more rightfully deserved to be called—paid her off. He gave her enough money to make ends meet and washed his hands of us.

      Anger flashed inside me as I sat on the deck, sipping my warm milk.

      I’d only ever known this.

      The rows and rows of trailers. Air thick with desperation and tainted with the aftertaste of shattered dreams. It could be worse, I knew that. But it was a bitter pill to swallow knowing that if things had been different, that if my sperm donor had loved her as much as she’d loved him, I would have been one of the rich kids attending Darling Academy.

      A bitter laugh escaped my lips.

      I couldn’t imagine ever being one of them, with their expensive cars and designer labels and boutique stores.

      Kids from this side of town rarely ventured past the reservoir. It was the boundary line separating Old Darling Hill with our neighborhood that ran north along the Hudson River.

      Occasionally, kids from the academy wandered into our territory, but it never usually ended well for anyone.

      “Harleigh, baby, you out there?” Mom’s gravelly voice drifted from inside.

      “Yeah, Mom, I’m out here.” I drained the rest of my milk and braced myself.

      She appeared in the door, thin and pale, her hair as unkempt as her clothes. “There you are, baby.” She smiled, revealing liquor-stained teeth.

      “What’s up, Mom?”

      “Just wanted to see how you’re doing, sweetheart. I missed you today.”

      “You were out cold when I left.” I arched a brow, wondering if she would confess to the empty bottle of vodka.

      Of course, she didn’t.

      Because her addiction was something we didn’t talk about. The huge fucking elephant in the room.

      “It was a bad night.” Shame washed over her, and she dropped her gaze. “Did Nix give you a ride to school?”

      “You know he did, Mom.” He’s given me a ride every morning since he got his driver’s license.

      “He’s good to you. But I worry, Harleigh. Nix and his friends are—”

      “Don’t.” I jumped up, ready to go to bat for the only person who had ever given a crap about me.

      “Sweetheart, I just—”

      “No.” I snapped. “You don’t get to do that. You don’t get to act like you care when you’ve barely been sober since the semester started.” Which was weeks ago.

      Her expression guttered as she inhaled a deep breath. “I’m trying, baby. I just worry. You’re… you’re such a good girl, Harleigh, baby. And Nix is… there’s something dark inside that boy. I can feel it.”

      Strangled laughter bubbled in my chest. “Yeah well, newsflash, Mom. There’s darkness in me too.”

      She reared back like I’d physically slapped her. “D-don’t say that, don’t ever say that.”

      “Whatever, Mom.” Brushing past her, I slipped into the trailer, but she followed, staggering after me like a wraith moving in the shadows.

      “Harleigh Wren, please, baby, I don’t want to fight.”

      I whirled around and glared at her. “What do you want then? Because you sure as hell don’t want to know how my day went or whether I’m keeping up my grades or eating right or—”

      “Stop.” She cried, rubbing her clavicle. “Please, stop.”

      “Well, what, Mom? What do you want, huh?”

      Sometimes, it was easier to deal with her when she was drunk than deal with… with this. Her lame attempt at pretending she cared when she hadn’t bothered asking for weeks if I had enough money to buy groceries or school supplies or to replace the worn contents of my bare-minimum closet.

      “It’s Halloween and I know you usually go out with Nix and—”

      “Seriously, Mom. You managed to drag yourself out of bed to warn me about the party.”

      Unbelievable.

      “I’ve been going out on Halloween with Nix for years.”

      “I know, baby. I know. But you’re not a child anymore, Harleigh. You’re all grown up and… and I worry.”

      “Oh, please. You’re a little late to talk to me about the birds and bees, Mom.”

      The blood drained from her face as she spluttered, “You mean… you and Nix…”

      “What?” My cheeks burned. “No. God, no.”

      Relief washed over her, but I didn’t have the heart to tell her I was flushed for entirely different reasons.

      Because now all I could think about was being with Nix like that. Our bodies pressed closed, slick with sweat. The sound of our moans in the darkness. The feel of him moving on top of me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, forcing myself to take a deep breath.

      “Harleigh, baby?” Mom’s voice cracked with regret. But it was always the same. She pulled herself out of her drunken stupor long enough to berate me and then went back to her old ways.

      She’d never liked Nix. Part of me thought she was jealous because he was the person I turned to. But it wasn’t like I’d ever been able to lean on her.

      “Look, Mom,” I sighed, hating the confrontation. “Nix is my best friend. He’s been there for me.” He’s still there for me. “I know you don’t like him, but I need him.”

      “I know, sweetheart. I know. I just… I don’t want you to waste your last couple of years at high school in his shadow.” She came over, grabbing my hand in hers. Her bony fingers clutched onto me like a life raft. “You could do anything you want, baby. Be anything you want.”

      “Mom…”

      “Just promise me you’ll always chase your dreams, Harleigh. Go after what you want.”

      “Sure, Mom.” I fought the urge to roll my eyes. “Whatever.”

      “You’re such a good girl, baby. I’m so proud of you.”

      Proud of me?

      She sure had a funny way of showing it.
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        * * *

      

      I was applying the last of my makeup when my cell phone pinged.

      

      Nix: Trick or treat?

      

      Me: Haha, very funny. I’m almost ready.

      

      Nix: Good, I’m ready to fuck things up.

      

      I rolled my eyes at that. Nix didn’t need an excuse to fuck things up, he lived for chaos.

      He and his two closest friends, Zane and Kye, were well known around Darling Hill. They liked to party, live life on the wild side, and generally fuck with the establishment.

      Their words, not mine.

      It had never bothered me before. They usually kept me out of their mayhem and Nix would never put me in harm’s way. But after my argument with Mom, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was different.

      I knew I was different—I was having all these lusty feelings for Nix—but there was something else circling. A shift in the air.

      Or maybe I just needed to relax and have one night of good old-fashioned teenage fun.

      Staring at myself in the mirror, I snorted. Nix was going to die when he saw my costume choice this year. The Harley Quinn outfit was the sexiest thing I’d ever worn, but when I’d spotted it in the local Goodwill store, I’d bought it on a whim.

      Maybe, deep down, I’d bought it to try to get Nix to notice me.

      Everyone went all out for the party, especially the girls. Slutty zombie brides, sexy angels, seductive devils; the guys always had a field day. And I usually blended in with the shadows, opting for something more reserved. Because I wasn’t that girl.

      But maybe I could be tonight.

      My cell phone pinged again, and I smiled.

      

      Nix: Your chariot awaits.

      

      He was such a dork.

      Only for you. I silenced the little voice.

      It was true. Not many people got to see the side Nix saved just for me. But it seemed like a fair trade when I didn’t get to see the side reserved for the girls in his life.

      My fingers trembled as I texted him back, nervous energy bouncing around in my stomach. “Relax.” I inhaled a sharp breath. “You’ve got this.”

      I looked hot. I looked like the type of girl Nix usually hooked up with. The blue and red skirt sat high on my thighs and the white cropped tee revealed my flat stomach. I’d curled my hair and pulled it into two high pigtails. My black boots had seen better days, but they would have to do, and they looked killer teamed with my white, knee-high socks.

      God, was I really doing this?

      I sucked my bottom lip between my teeth, trying to imagine Nix’s reaction. A soft laugh of disbelief spilled from my lips. He was going to freak when he saw me.

      Especially after I’d hinted that I didn’t want to go. But watching him with Cherri, and then hearing my mom tell me to always go after what I wanted… well, it had flipped a switch inside me.

      She was right.

      This life wouldn’t hand me my dreams. I had to chase them. Grab them with both hands and make them happen.

      And the thing I wanted most in the world? Nix.

      For once, I wanted him to look at me the way he looked at them. I wanted nothing more than to affect him the way he affected me.

      Another text came through and I quickly read it.

      

      Nix: Kye is getting restless… are you coming?

      

      Me: Leaving now.

      

      I grabbed the few dollars I’d saved from watching our neighbors’ kids and stuffed them in my purse along with my lip gloss and cell phone. Then I slung it over my body and went to check on Mom.

      “I’m leav—”

      Disappointment washed over me as I took in her sleeping form, curled up on the couch, fingers still loosely curled around another bottle of vodka.

      The irony wasn’t lost on me. The refrigerator was always bare, the cupboards filled with nothing but packets of ramen noodles and stale crackers. But she could always find enough money to buy her beloved liquor.

      “See you later, Mom,” I murmured as I reached the front door, and stepped out into the inky night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Holy. Shit. Is that little Harleigh Wren Maguire under all… that?” Kye let out a low whistle as I climbed into Nix’s car.

      “Hey, guys.” My stomach churned as I tugged on the hem of my skirt, fully aware of how revealing it was.

      “Birdie,” Nix whispered thickly, his eyes roaming over my body. His hands curved around the steering wheel, gripping it tightly.

      “What do you think?” I asked, peeking over at him sheepishly.

      “I… it’s…” He cleared his throat. “It’s a little… much, don’t you think?”

      A little much?

      My heart withered in my chest.

      “Dude.” Kye leaned over from the back seat and hit Nix upside the head. “A little much? Have you lost your goddamn mind? She looks hot as—ow, fuck face, what the hell was that for?”

      “We should go,” Nix grumbled, revving the engine.

      So much for impressing him. He thought I looked stupid.

      Why was I even surprised?

      Nix didn’t think of me as anything more than a little sister. Someone he had to protect and look out for. Someone he let tag along because he felt sorry for her.

      I pressed my head against the cool glass, trying to catch my breath. Trying not to let the torrent of emotion crashing inside of me break free.

      Don’t cry. Don’t you dare cry.

      “I heard that some of the academy kids might show,” Zane said.

      “Nah, no way.” Nix shifted.

      I didn’t look at him. I couldn’t. Not after his flippant comment had shredded my heart into tiny, jagged pieces. But I felt the animosity rolling off him. There were few things he hated more than the kids that lived across town.

      “They don’t have big enough balls. Especially not after how we kicked their asses on the field last month.”

      “Only telling you what I heard, man.”

      “If they’re stupid enough to wander into our territory, then they’d better be ready to pay the price.”

      “Hell yeah.” Zane leaned forward, chuckling, and the two of them high-fived through the seats.

      The three of them were dressed in their usual plain black hoodies and black jeans, but tonight, they’d added scary LED neon masks. Nix wasn’t wearing his, but Kye and Zane were, and the effect was oddly chilling. But then I couldn’t see their eyes, and eyes told you so much about a person.

      Like when I peeked over at Nix and his gaze collided with mine. Cold and stormy, swirling with disapproval. His jaw clenched as he sucked in a sharp breath and refocused his attention on the road.

      “Nix, I—”

      “Not now, B, yeah. Not now.”

      I sunk lower in the seat, wishing it would swallow me whole.

      Tonight was supposed to bring us closer together, to make him realize that I wasn’t a kid anymore.

      But in that moment, he’d never felt more distant.
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      Darling Hill Reservoir was a local hotspot with the kids from our neighborhood. Everyone who was anyone had spent at least a summer or two down here, swimming in the murky blue waters, sunbathing on the shady banks. Surrounded by the dense forest, it was the perfect place for teenagers to come and let loose without upsetting the authorities.

      Tonight, it had been turned into party central. A huge bonfire licked the night sky as people danced and laughed, sipping warm beer and liquor stolen from their parents’ drinks cabinets.

      “Wilder, about time.” Paul Odell sauntered over to us, fist bumping the guys. “Shit, Harleigh, is that you under all—”

      “Don’t go there, man,” Kye mumbled. “Not unless you want Nix to rip your head off.”

      Paul stepped back, smirking as he held up his hands. “I can see why it would be a problem.” He glanced at me again and then back to Nix. “Shit, man.” He chuckled as if they were sharing a private joke.

      But it only made the knot in my stomach tighten.

      Nix had barely said two words to me on the ride over, and it was starting to piss me the hell off.

      So he didn’t like my costume. He didn’t have to be an ass about it.

      “I’m going to get a drink,” I said, leaving them talking about whatever guys talked about.

      You know what they talk about, girls like Cherri.

      Nix didn’t follow.

      And part of me wished I didn’t want him to.

      A couple of guys watched me as I wandered over to the collection of beer coolers and swiped a bottle but the second I met their stares, they glanced away. It was always the same whenever I partied with Nix. No one looked at me, no one talked to me… no one except—

      “Chloe,” I said, dropping down on the bench beside her. “You came.”

      “Dumb, right? I mean, Kye will probably kill me when he realizes. But screw him. I’m sixteen. He was partying way before that.”

      My lips curved. Chloe Carter was a handful. Strong-willed, sassy, and she took no shit from her brother or his friends. But unlike me, she was the kind of girl who navigated the social hierarchy of high school.

      “I like your outfit,” I said, studying her Catwoman get up.

      “This old thing.” She flashed me a grin. “It was my seventh-grade costume for the contest at school. I had to alter it a little to fit but I’m pleased with how it came out.”

      “You look amazing.”

      “You don’t look so bad yourself, Harley Quinn.” She smirked. “Now all you need is to find your Joker.” Her laughter barely penetrated me as I found Nix across the bonfire, laughing and talking with a group of sexy angels. But one of them drew my eye more than the others.

      Cherri.

      My heart cinched.

      “You know, you could just tell him how you feel.” Chloe nudged my shoulder with hers.

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Sure, you don’t.” She rolled her eyes. “You’ve been in love with him your whole life.”

      “I…” I was pretty sure my cheeks were on fire.

      “It’s okay, I won’t tell anyone. I mean, I get it. It’s Nix. You two have that special bond. Childhood friends turned lovers. It’s cute.”

      “He doesn’t see me like that.” The words were like ash on my tongue.

      “He’d have to be dumb not to notice.”

      “You mean like you and Maddox,” I said, following her line of sight to where Maddox West stood with his friends. A group of them dressed as zombie football players.

      “It’s not like that between us. Maddox is… he’s kind of an asshole.”

      I chuckled at that. I knew all about assholes, especially ones with dark hair and molten eyes and tattoos that screamed bad boy.

      But Nix had never been an asshole, not to me.

      Not until tonight.

      “I don’t know how you stand it,” Chloe’s voice lowered. “Watching him with them.”

      Her words made me look over at Nix and the guys again. Cherri had moved closer, pressing her double Ds into his arm as she gazed up at him, all seduction and sin.

      My stomach dropped. “I… I’m used to it.”

      “Yeah, well, he’s a fool for not realizing what’s right in front of him.”

      “Thanks.”

      A sticky trail of dejection snaked through me.

      “Look at us.” Chloe stood, brushing her hands down her skintight latex shorts. “It’s Halloween. The night itself is built on mischief and mayhem and we’re sitting here all mopey. Let’s go, Maguire.”

      “G-go?”

      “Yeah.” She rolled her eyes. “To get a drink, dance… find some cute guys to talk to. Anything but sit here like this.” Hurt flashed into her eyes as she glanced back over to where Maddox was. “What do you say?”

      Chloe held out her hand to me, and I peeked over at Nix again. His arm was around Cherri now as they laughed. His lips dusted her ear, the slender curve of her neck.

      Damn you, Phoenix Wilder.

      “Let’s go,” I said, with an air of confidence I didn’t really feel.

      But she was right. I couldn’t stay here and let my heart break any more than it already had. Besides, Nix was my ride home.

      I was stuck here now.

      Whether I wanted to be or not.
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      “This is fun, right?” Chloe yelled over the music as we danced to the heavy beat pounding through the air. My skin was slick with sweat, my heart racing with every roll of my hips and swing of my arms.

      She was right, it was fun.

      The couple of drinks she’d snagged us helped.

      But then my eyes landed on Nix across the bonfire, and everything closed in around me. I inhaled sharply, watching like some kind of masochist as he hooked his arm around Cherri and pulled her into his side. She giggled, draping her arm around his neck and throwing her head back letting him lick her skin. Kiss her. Bite her.

      Heat bloomed in my stomach, but it wasn’t only hate swirling there. It was something else. Something dark and needy. A deep pulse inside me. A pulse that only quickened when his eyes locked on mine. Nothing else existed. Not Chloe or the music or the wild flames dancing against the inky backdrop.

      There was only me and Nix.

      The boy who owned my heart even if he didn’t want it.

      And her.

      She was part of this, whether she realized it or not.

      Cherri straddled his long, outstretched legs and started dancing, grinding on him as if he belonged to her.

      He didn’t.

      Nix was mine.

      Only he wasn’t, not in all of the ways that counted.

      Nix didn’t take his eyes off me, yet he let her kiss him, touch him, take what wasn’t hers to take.

      Why?

      Why are you doing this?

      Raw emotion stabbed at me. Deep and visceral, it shredded what was left of my heart wide open. But I couldn’t stop watching. I couldn’t stop silently asking him why?

      “Harleigh.” Chloe grabbed my arm, trying to pull me away. “Don’t do this to yourself. He’s not worth it.”

      But he was.

      Nix was everything to me—everything.

      So why was he being such an asshole?

      Tears stung my eyes and I blinked, breaking the volatile connection between us. “I need some air.”

      “Girl.” Chloe chuckled. “We’re in the middle of bumfuck nowhere.”

      “You know what I mean.” I stumbled toward the reservoir where it was quieter, the crowds of kids all looking to party sticking closer to the bonfire.

      “Harleigh, wait,” she called after me, but I couldn’t stop. I needed to get away from her, from them.

      From myself.

      What had I been thinking wearing this stupid outfit and thinking I could impress him?

      Nix didn’t see me like that.

      He’d never seen me like that.

      I was his little Birdie. His best friend. The girl he would always love but never want.

      God, it hurt.

      “Hey, you okay?” Chloe nudged me gently, lacing her arm through mine.

      “I’m… I’m stupid.”

      “No, you’re not. But you know, maybe you should just tell him how you really feel. At least it’ll be out there and you can move on, one way or another…”

      “So he can reject me with words too? No thanks.” Strangled laughter almost choked me. I leaned into her, grateful that I wasn’t alone.

      Chloe and I weren’t best friends or anything like that, but she was the nearest thing I had to a girlfriend. I could talk to her about this stuff, couldn’t I?

      “I know we’re not close or anything,” she went on. “But I’m always here, Harleigh. If you need a friend—” Something caught her attention along the beach and her eyes widened. “Oh shit,” she breathed, and my head snapped over to whatever she had seen.

      “Is that—”

      “Marc Denby and his crew, yeah.”

      We both watched Marc and his friends stroll toward the party as if they owned the place.

      They didn’t.

      They were from across town, Old Darling Hill, and they definitely didn’t belong in a place like this.

      “Why would they come here?” I whispered.

      “Why do you think?” She cast me a grim look. “Come on. We should go see what’s happening. Kye can’t get in trouble again. He’ll get kicked off the team.”

      So would Nix.

      The Darling Hill High Hawks were on a winning streak; partly because Nix and Kye ran an impressive offence and partly because most other teams feared them.

      Chloe dragged me back toward the bonfire. Marc and his friends had already reached the party, people giving them a wide berth.

      “You must be lost,” Nix said, stepping forward, his LED mask pushed up onto his head and Cherri now nowhere in sight. “Because I know you didn’t come here willingly.”

      Kye and Zane flanked him, the three of them like a wall of muscles and ink and intimidation.

      “It’s a free country, Wilder.” Marc spat, grabbing his ball cap and spinning it backwards before lowering it back. As if that one move somehow made him any kind of match for Nix.

      It didn’t.

      I knew that.

      Marc knew that.

      The whole goddamn crowd knew that. But guys were stupid, and they liked fighting.

      Especially Darling Hill High and Darling Academy.

      “You fucked us over at the game.”

      “Still crying about that, Denby?” Nix snorted. “You came to the wrong place if you’re looking for sympathy.”

      “You’re a fucking asshole, you know that, right?” Marc took a step closer, a ripple of anticipation going through the air.

      From the clench of his fists at his sides it was clear he hadn’t turned up to bury the hatchet.

      “Guy has a death wish,” Chloe muttered, grabbing my hand and pulling me around the back of the crowd toward where her brother and Nix were standing. But an arm shot out, yanking me to the side.

      “What do we have here?” a voice said, his eyes widening with recognition. “I know you.”

      “Doubtful,” I hissed.

      “No, I do. You’re Wilder’s pet.” The guy’s eyes skated down my body, lighting up with dark intentions. A violent shudder went through me.

      “Get your hands off her, douchebag.” Chloe burst through the crowd.

      “Not a chance, hot stuff. Denby will be pleased to see you.” He tightened his hold on me and shoved me toward the front of the crudely formed circle.

      Everyone was looking now.

      Looking at Nix and Marc… and me.

      I dared not glance in Nix’s direction, but I felt his glare, burning into the side of my face.

      “And what do we have here?” Marc drawled, giving me the once over. His friend leaned in, whispering something about Wilder’s pet.

      I hated that nickname—hated that’s what they thought about me.

      Hated even more that they were right.

      Nix didn’t want me. He didn’t see me as his girlfriend or even his friend-with-benefits. I was his best friend, sure. But people outside our group—him, Kye, Zane, and me—didn’t really get it. And it had never bothered me.

      Until now.

      Until the whispers started like a slow wave rolling toward shore. I heard Cherri and her friends snickering, their cruel words and taunts rising above the rumble of voices.

      Is that Harleigh… little Harleigh Maguire?

      What is she wearing?

      Wilder’s pet… sounds about right, the way she follows them around like a lost puppy.

      It’s tragic, she’s tragic.

      Everybody knows Nix isn’t a one girl kind of guy.

      I’d never been at the center of their attention before, not like this. Because Nix protected me. He kept the wolves at bay, warning off anyone who dared speak ill of me.

      But not tonight.

      Tonight, Nix just stood there, doing nothing.

      Plunging the knife deeper into my heart.
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      “Let go of me,” I hissed, thrashing against Marc’s hold.

      If Nix wasn’t going to save me, I’d damn well save myself.

      But just as I was about to do something stupid, like knee Marc in the balls, Kye stepped forward. “Ballsy move, Denby. Harleigh belongs to us.”

      Not him.

      Not Nix.

      Us.

      Any other time, the words would have warmed my soul, but not tonight. Tonight, they rang loud and clear in my mind as ‘not Nix’s.’

      I blinked back a fresh wave of tears.

      “Funny, I thought she was Wilder’s pet. Or maybe you all share. Maybe she gets on her knees like a good little slut for all three—”

      “Enough,” Nix growled, taking a single step forward, the ground shaking beneath his boots. Yet he still didn’t look at me.

      And that single inaction cut me deeper than anything else.

      Why can’t you look at me?

      “What do you really want, Denby? Surely, even you know you’re starting something you can’t finish.”

      “You think you’re so fucking untouchable.” Marc squeezed my bicep, the skin smarting underneath his cruel touch. “The mighty Phoenix Wilder, scared of nothing and no one.”

      “When you’ve got nothing to lose it’s easy not to give a shit.” Nix shrugged, flashing that easy smile of his. The one he often wore. But I knew it was a front. A mask. A façade.

      Nix cared. He just didn’t like people to know.

      Still, it didn’t stop his words from hitting me dead in the chest.

      “Interesting.” Marc pulled me flush against his chest, dipping his lips to my ear. “Maybe Wilder won’t mind if I—”

      “Don’t you ever get tired of listening to yourself?” Zane slipped his mask off, swaggering toward us, a dark glint in his eyes. Where Nix was the leader, and Kye was the joker, Zane was the unpredictable one. A quiet mercurial storm. When he waded into a situation, things usually ended in violence.

      But he didn’t scare me. Maybe it was the way he’d always been the silent protector in my life. Watching over me and Nix in equal measure.

      Or maybe I just had a thing with boys and dark hearts. Because if Nix kept his heart locked away, Zane kept his buried under six feet of ice.

      “Oh look, it’s the—”

      “Come here, Harleigh,” Zane said, beckoning me toward him.

      I tried to move but Marc tightened his hold on me. “Not so fast.”

      “You’re playing a dangerous game, Denby.” Zane glowered, his eyes as dark as the night. A shiver ran through me. He looked deadly. A cold deadly tempest waiting to strike.

      “Just tell them, man.” Marc’s friends urged.

      “Tell us what?” Nix asked, still not looking at me.

      “We want a rematch. Hawks versus Devils.”

      “A rematch?” Laughter filled the air. “We beat you fair and square.”

      “On your field. We all know if you and your guys come down to our field it’ll be a different story.”

      Nix narrowed his eyes, studying Marc with unnerving attention.

      “So, what’s it gonna be, Wilder?”

      “And we can just walk into your school, no questions asked?”

      “Consider it handled.”

      Chloe muttered something under her breath. Probably what a stupid idea it was. If Nix and the team went anywhere near Darling Academy, there would be trouble.

      Everyone knew that.

      Everyone including Nix.

      But when has that ever stopped him before?

      “Name the date and time and we’ll be there.”

      “Next weekend, bye week.” Marc sounded smug as if he knew Nix was a foregone conclusion. And maybe he was. “Saturday night at eight.”

      Nix gave him an imperceptible nod, his eyes finally flicking to mine. But I felt none of his usual warmth. In fact, his piercing gaze chilled me to the bone. “Now if you want to walk out of here in one piece, let her go.”

      “She’s all yours.” Marc kissed my cheek before shoving me forward. Hard.

      I lost my footing, stumbling.

      “Harleigh!” Chloe yelled, but it was too late. I was falling. Down, down, down as snickers rang out around me.

      “Fuck,” someone breathed, right as strong arms caught me.

      For a second, I thought it was Nix, but when my gaze lifted, Zane was the one staring down at me.

      “You good?” he clipped out, helping me back to my feet. I nodded, too embarrassed to reply. “You know, maybe—”

      “Motherfucker,” Kye yelled, and I turned back just in time to see him collide with one of Marc’s friends.

      The two of them crashed to the ground in a blur of fists. “You ever look at my sister again and I’ll fucking kill you.”

      Kye got the upper hand, pinning him as he drove his fist into the guy’s nose. A sickening crunch reverberated through the air, blood spraying everywhere.

      “Kye, stop!” Chloe tried to haul her brother off the guy. “Stop, you idiot.”

      “Fuck.” Zane released me, jogging over to Kye. He yanked him away from the guy who was groaning in pain, clutching his broken nose.

      “What the hell, Kye?” Chloe started wailing on her brother.

      “He fucking looked at you like—”

      “You broke his nose because he looked at me? Seriously? What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “You won’t get away with this, Carter,” Marc seethed, helping his injured friend to his feet.

      “With what? All I saw was your friend trip and smash his face on the ground.” Nix shrugged, wearing an amused smirk. “Now if you don’t want the same thing to happen to you, I suggest you run along back to your side of town.”

      Everyone held their breath, waiting to see what Marc would do. But reason got the better of him, because he and his friends stalked off back toward the woods.

      Nix walked over to a cooler and swiped a bottle of beer, uncapping it and thrusting it in the air. “It’s Halloween,” he bellowed. “Let’s get fucked up.”

      The place erupted, everyone cheering and whistling. Beers went flying, drinks spraying in the air like a sheet of rain. Girls shrieked and guys high-fived.

      The party had officially started, and I wanted nothing but to escape.

      “Oh my God, Harleigh.” Chloe came rushing over to me. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.”

      I wasn’t, not by a long shot, but she didn’t need to know that.

      “Listen,” I said. “Can I get a ride back with you later?”

      “Sure.” Her gaze snagged on something over my shoulder, and my spine stiffened. I didn’t need to turn around to know Nix was there, glaring at me.

      “What’s your problem, Wilder?” Chloe spat.

      “Leave it, Clo.” Kye joined us, nursing his busted-up hand.

      “You should get that looked at,” I said.

      “Nah.” He grinned. “Nothing a little liquor and pussy won’t fix.”

      “Dude, gross.” Chloe clutched her throat and pretended to retch.

      He turned his attention to her, expression darkening. “I thought I told you not to come tonight.”

      “And I thought I told you to go fuck yourself.”

      “I’ll tell Mom—”

      She let out a bitter laugh. “Seriously? You think I give a crap. She’ll be more interested in you getting into another fight.”

      Kye mashed his lips together at that.

      “You know you’re one suspension away from getting kicked off the team, right?”

      “Don’t start, little bit.” He leaned over to ruffle her hair, but Chloe swatted him away.

      “Don’t call me that. I’m sixteen, not a kid.”

      “Just… go home, Clo.”

      She snorted. “Whatever, big brother. Come on, Harleigh, let’s leave the douchebag brigade to it.” She grabbed my arm and tugged me away from them.

      They didn’t try to stop us.

      Nix didn’t try to stop me.

      Not that I expected him to.

      He’d made it pretty clear that he didn’t want me here.

      But what I couldn’t work out was, why?
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      “Shit, I’m so drunk.” Chloe draped herself over me as we trudged toward some overturned tree trunks away from the chaos.

      “Aren’t you drunk?” She peeked up at me through her smudged lashes.

      “No, I stopped after a couple more beers.” When your mom was an alcoholic, it kind of turned you off the whole getting wasted thing.

      “Noooo, you need to loosen up. Get drunk and make out with one of those cute zombie football players.”

      “I think that’s your dream, not mine.” I chuckled. “Speaking of… he’s coming over here.”

      “Who?” She whipped her head up, almost slipping over the trunk. “Whoa, that was close.”

      “Clo,” Maddox said, looming over us. He was big for a sophomore, already packing some serious muscle.

      “Go away, Maddox,” she murmured, waving him off.

      “Not gonna happen, Clover.”

      “It’s okay,” I said. “I’ll watch out for her.”

      “I’m taking her home.”

      “Like hell you are.” She leaped up, getting all up in his face. “You haven’t spoken a single word to me all night and now you think you can just swoop in and play hero? Newsflash, buddy.” She jabbed her finger in his chest. “I don’t want to play your games.”

      “West,” Kye’s voice made her bristle. “Take my sister home.”

      “Don’t start, Kye. I’ve had enough of—”

      Maddox bent down and scooped her up, throwing her over his shoulder and stalked off toward the cars littered on the other side of the trees.

      “Guess I won’t be riding home with Chloe,” I mumbled, my fingers curling into the rough bark.

      “Come on,” Kye said. “Before Nix comes over here and goes all caveman on you too.”

      Yeah, right.

      Like that would ever happen after tonight.

      But it wasn’t like I had anywhere else to go. With Chloe gone, I was alone.

      We walked back to the party in awkward silence. Couples had begun to pair off, hidden in the shadows, pressed close, touching and moaning. Others danced, wild and free, embracing the night of mischief and mayhem.

      They made it look so easy, so fun.

      It had never felt that way to me. But I was beginning to think that maybe Nix was right. Maybe I was wired wrong.

      “What happened earlier—”

      “It doesn’t matter.” Marc Denby was nobody to me. I cared less about the way he manhandled me and more about the way Nix had refused to look at me. As if I disappointed him… or disgusted him.

      “I think I’m just gonna go,” I blurted out, toying nervously with the hem of my cropped tee. I’d felt good leaving the trailer in my Harley Quinn costume. Sexy even. But ever since seeing Nix’s reaction, I’d felt like nothing more than a fool.

      “Yeah, right. As if Wilder is going to let you leave with some douchebag.”

      My brows crinkled. After the way Nix had treated me all night, why would he care who I left with?

      Kye studied me, his lips quirking. “You two really are clueless sometimes.”

      “What—”

      “Yo, Carter,” Zane called. “We’re leaving.”

      “We are?”

      “Yeah, got some shit to take care of across town.” He flashed us a wolfish smirk.

      “Fuck yes. We can drop B off first, right?”

      “Yeah, whatever.” Nix jumped down off a stack of tires and drained his bottle of water.

      He had his own reasons for not drinking. The same way I did.

      It was just one of the many things we shared.

      “I can try to find another ride home,” I said quietly.

      Nix went deathly still, inhaling a ragged breath. When his eyes found mine, my heart fluttered wildly in my chest. “You think I’d just leave you here? Alone?”

      “I…”

      “Come on, Zee man.” Kye slung his arm around Zane’s neck and started pulling him away. “Let’s give B and Wilder some private time.”
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      The air crackled around us as we stood, staring at one another.

      “We should go,” Nix gritted out, anger radiating from every pore.

      He went to walk off, but I grabbed his arm and cried, “Wait.”

      His gaze went to where I was holding him before he slowly lifted his eyes to my face.

      “Did I… do something wrong?”

      God, I hated how weak I sounded, how vulnerable. But I hated this chasm between us.

      A chasm he made.

      “Harleigh, not here, not now.” He let out an exasperated breath.

      “What does that even mean? So I have done something? Is it the costume? Because I thought—”

      “I can’t do this right now.” He stalked off, disappearing into the shadows.

      Anger bubbled up inside me, exploding like a volcano.

      Without thinking, I took off after him. “Don’t you dare walk away from me,” I shrieked, fists clenched at my sides. “We are talking about this. Right now.”

      Nix swung around, his eyes shining in the moonlight. “Harleigh—”

      “Don’t call me that.” My heart constricted. “You never call me that.”

      I was always Wren or Birdie or B.

      Him calling me Harleigh felt like an adult scolding a child.

      “Just tell me why you’re being so… so weird.”

      Silence stretched out before us, my chest heaving with the weight of the words.

      “I…” His eyes darted away, a cuss leaving his lips.

      “Phoenix.” I stepped forward. “Just talk to me, please.” I reached for his hand, but he jerked back.

      “Don’t.”

      “I know I’m not like Cherri or—”

      “Cherri?” He paled, snorting. “You think this is about Cherri?”

      “Well, her… girls like her.”

      “Birdie, that’s not—fuck. Fuck.” He thrust his fingers into his dark hair and pulled the ends, frustration bleeding from him.

      “Nix, what’s happening to us? I don’t—” Nix crowded me against a tree, leaning down and touching his head to mine.

      “I…” He stopped himself again and my stomach twisted.

      Why couldn’t he just talk to me? The way he always had.

      “Do you have any idea what you’re doing to me?” His voice was a dark whisper in my ear, his lips precariously close to my skin. So close I could feel every word like a gentle caress against my neck.

      “M-me?” I asked. Because he wasn’t making any sense.

      Pressing back into the rough bark, I tried to get a better look at his eyes. It was on the tip of my tongue to beg him to tell me what was wrong. But he curved his hand around my throat, dragging his thumb over my bottom lip.

      “So fucking beautiful.”

      Beautiful?

      My eyes grew to saucers as he held me there, pinned against the tree, tracing the shape of my mouth as if I was something precious. Fragile and delicate.

      “Nix, w-what are you—”

      “Sssh, B. I’m trying really fucking hard not to lose control right now.”

      It was then I noticed he was trembling. His whole body, shaking as he touched me. It was more than I could ever have hoped for and yet not nearly enough.

      “Why,” I coaxed. “What would happen if you lost control?”

      “This.”

      Nix’s mouth crashed down on mine, hard and demanding. I gasped at the sudden contact as his tongue snaked out, licking my lips.

      Oh my God.

      Nix was kissing me.

      He was kissing me, and it was everything.

      Each press of his lips, every stroke of his tongue, took me higher and higher until I was lightheaded, my heart beating so hard I thought I might pass out.

      “Do you have any idea how many times I’ve imagined doing this?” Nix cupped my face, staring down at me, his eyes blown with lust.

      “You did?”

      A smirk tipped his lips, swollen from kissing me.

      “I-I don’t understand. Tonight you acted like you were pissed at me.”

      “I was, Birdie.” He nuzzled my neck, sending little shocks through me. “You came out in this ridiculous outfit, looking like sex and sin, and all I could think about was throwing you down and…” He stopped himself, drawing in a ragged breath. “We should go, the others are waiting.”

      “Go?” I pouted, feeling giddy. “But you were just getting to the good part.”

      Nix smiled and with that single look, all the tension wrapped around my heart like a fist melted away.

      “Come on, little Birdie.” He slung his arm around my neck and guided me deeper into the woods, toward where he’d parked his car.

      Spotting us, Kye jumped down off Nix’s hood. “You two sorted out your differences?” His brow lifted, a knowing smile tugging at his mouth.

      “Shut it, asshole.” Nix released me and yanked open the passenger door. “B rides shotgun.”

      “When doesn’t she?” Zane grumbled, sliding into the back seat.

      “Told you everything was gonna be okay, B.” Kye winked before throwing himself inside.

      My mouth hung open, confusion swirling in my stomach. They knew… all night they knew what was wrong with Nix. That’s why Kye had been making those cryptic statements.

      But I still couldn’t believe it.

      Nix… felt the same.

      All this time, and he felt the same about me.

      Butterflies soared in my stomach, making me tingle.

      Nix backed out of the dirt parking lot with one hand on the wheel and took my hand with his other, flashing me a wolfish grin that did sinful things to my insides. “Ready to cause some mayhem?”

      “You’re not taking me home?”

      “Do you want to go home?” His dark brow lifted, his gray eyes glittering with a challenge we both knew I wouldn’t be able to resist.

      Pressing my lips together, I shook my head. I didn’t want to go home. I wanted to be here with him.

      “Good girl.” He winked, his eyes darting to my mouth.

      Exhaling a long breath, Nix smirked before pulling a U-turn and gunning the engine.

      Leaving the party and all my doubts behind us in the dust.
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      I didn’t come to Old Darling Hill a lot, but I knew the second we crossed the boundary. The houses became bigger, nicer, with neatly mowed lawns and huge sweeping driveways. Flashy cars sat in front of double garages and the streets were adorned with planters and quaint trees.

      Old Darling was a quintessential Hudson Valley town, with its idyllic scenery and artisan charm. It was everything Darling Row wasn’t. Pretty. Well-loved. Thriving.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, brushing my thumb over the back of Nix’s hand.

      I liked touching him, feeling his fingers twined with mine. It felt intimate. Possessive. And it made the dark parts of my heart sing.

      “You didn’t really think we’d let Denby walk away without teaching him a lesson, did you?”

      “Nix,” I whispered. “You can’t get into trouble. If Coach Farringdon finds out, he’ll—”

      “Relax, B,” Kye said, leaning forward and draping his arm around the shoulder of my seat. “Coach Farringdon knows he needs us if the Hawks have any shot at making the playoffs.”

      “Damn straight.” Nix grinned at Kye through the rearview mirror. “Besides, we’ll be in and out before they ever know we were here.”

      Nix navigated the streets of Old Darling Hill with ease as I stared out at the houses. Next to the trailers we all called home, they looked palatial. A stark reminder of everything Mom gave up to have me.

      How was any of that fair? She’d been cast out of her home, her family, for falling in love with the wrong guy. I’d never really given it much thought before tonight. But it wasn’t any wonder that she was lost, drifting through life with nothing but missed chances and bitter regrets plaguing her thoughts.

      My sperm donor lived in this neighborhood. At least, I assumed he still did. I wondered if he was home now, with his family—the one he wasn’t ashamed to claim as his own.

      My chest tightened, but it wasn’t hurt, not anymore. I’d long gotten over the idea of having a happy family.

      “That’s the one,” Kye said, pointing to the last house on the row. Set back off the street, it was a beautiful Victorian style house.

      “He’s back, that’s his car.”

      “Good.” Nix held out his hand and Kye dropped his mask into it. “Masks stay on, keep the LEDs off. This place is crawling with security cameras.”

      He drove past Marc’s and followed the street around a slight bend, pulling over. The shadows of the trees lining the sidewalk enveloped the car, secreting it away.

      “Stay here, okay,” Nix ordered, pulling his hand away.

      “No, I’m coming.”

      “Birdie…”

      “Phoenix.” I narrowed my eyes, refusing to budge.

      “Fine.” The corner of his mouth tipped. “You can be our getaway driver. Slide into my seat when we’re gone and keep the engine running.”

      “But—”

      “Take it or leave it, but you’re fucking crazy if you think I’m going to let you come with us and risk you getting noticed.”

      “He’s right, B. Your costume isn’t exactly discreet.” Kye smirked and Nix glared at him. If looks could kill, Kye would have been six feet under.

      “Fine,” I snapped, not liking the tension radiating between the two of them. “I’ll be your getaway driver.”

      Nix’s eyes slid to mine, burning with hunger. “That’s my girl.”

      His girl.

      He’d called me that so many times before, but it felt different tonight.

      “Get the fuck out and wait for me over by the trees,” he ordered Kye and Zane.

      Kye chuckled darkly, and said, “Watch out, B. He bites when he’s hungry.”

      “Asshole,” Zane grunted, shoving Kye toward the door. They slid on their masks and climbed out, melting into the shadows.

      The second the door closed, Nix reached out for me, curving his hand around my neck. He drew me close, his gray eyes pinning me in place. “You good?”

      I nodded. “What are you going to do?”

      A slow smile tugged at his mouth. “Nothing he doesn’t deserve.” Nix ran his nose along my jaw, breathing me in. My heart crashed against my rib cage, overwhelmed at his intensity. The air was charged, electrified with the heat simmering between us.

      “Be careful,” I whispered, knowing there was no point in trying to talk him out of it.

      When Nix had his eye set on something, nothing stopped him.

      His tongue darted out, running along the seam of my lips, tasting me. A needy whimper spilled out of me as I fisted his hoodie. “Do you have to go?” I smiled. “Zane and Kye could take off and we could…” I trailed off, my cheeks burning with my unspoken words.

      Nix drew back, searching my eyes, a pained expression on his face.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Nothing.” He shook his head, the expression gone so quickly I thought I’d imagined it. “We won’t be long. Slide into my seat and wait, okay?”

      He hesitated but then murmured something under his breath and climbed out of the car. I crawled over the center console and slid into his seat, running my hands around the steering wheel. I’d passed driver’s ed last year, but I couldn’t afford a car, so sometimes Nix let me drive his.

      I watched them in the rearview as they grabbed something out of the trunk and disappeared down the sidewalk. I’d watched them do a lot of crazy shit over the years, but I’d never been an accomplice before. Nix wouldn’t ever allow it. He said my heart was too pure to be tarnished with his degenerate ways. But he was wrong.

      Because sitting there in the cover of darkness, waiting for him and the guys to get back at Marc Denby for gate-crashing the party—for putting me in harm’s way—my heart didn’t race with fear or trepidation.

      It beat steady with excitement.

      Raw, powerful adrenaline coursing through my veins.

      Maybe my mom was right. Maybe Nix had already tarnished me.

      Or maybe I really did prefer to live in the darkness, and I just hadn’t embraced all that it meant yet.
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      Nix opened the driver’s door and peered inside. “Hi,” he said, breathless.

      The back doors opened and Zane and Kye dove in the back seat, Kye’s laughter filling the car. “Holy shit, what a rush,” he said, grinning.

      “What did you do?” I arched a brow.

      “That’s for us to know and you to never find out.” He winked, and Nix snorted.

      My head whipped back to face Nix, but he only smirked. “Better move over, Birdie, or step on it, before the cops show.”

      My mouth hung open. He wasn’t serious, was he?

      “Shit, bro, that’s cold.” Kye leaned over and yanked one of my Harley Quinn pigtails. “Relax, B, no one saw us. But everyone will see Denby tomorrow.”

      Their laughter washed over me again, making my skin tingle. I’d gone from feeling like the outcast all night to being one of the guys.

      And I liked it.

      “Seriously though, B, we need to go now. So unless you really want to drive…”

      Zane grabbed Kye and yanked him back into the seat as I crawled back over to the passenger seat. “I need to eat.”

      “Burgers at Pat’s?”

      “We’ll drop you off,” Nix said, slamming his door. “Then I’ll take Birdie home.”

      “Oh, I could eat.”

      I didn’t want the night to be over yet.

      “It’s late. I should get you home,” he clipped out and I frowned, my stomach dipping. What the hell was his problem?

      We sped off down the street, the wheels screeching as he took the corner.

      “Way to be stealthy, asshole,” Zane grumbled.

      “Blue balls will do that to a guy.” Kye snickered and Nix flashed him another dirty look in the rearview mirror.

      Surely, he didn’t mean…

      “Ignore him,” Nix murmured as he white-knuckled the steering wheel.

      I sank back into the seat, watching the quaint scenery morph back into the familiar streets. Graffitied street corners and run-down stores. Old, rusted cars discarded outside old houses with chipped paintwork and overgrown lawns.

      Sometimes, it was hard to believe our side of town shared a zip code with Old Darling Hill.

      By the time we pulled up outside Pat’s, the strange uneasiness I’d felt all night had returned, making my stomach churn.

      “Fuck yes, I love this place,” Kye said. “You sure B can’t join—”

      “Out,” Nix growled.

      “Night, B. Hope he goes easy on you.”

      They slipped into the dark and headed for the diner.

      “You’re angry again,” I said, glancing at Nix.

      “I’m not.”

      “Doesn’t seem like it.” Sarcasm dripped from my words as I rolled my eyes and folded my arms over my chest. “Fine, just take me home.”

      His hot and cold act was giving me whiplash.

      But Nix didn’t take me home.

      Instead, he took the road leading away from Darling Row.

      “You do know this is the wrong way.”

      “Harleigh…” He let out a strained sigh.

      “I see.” I clipped out.

      We were back to Harleigh.

      My lips pursed as indignation burned through me.

      But when he pulled off the main road, down a dirt road, I couldn’t deny my curiosity got the better of me.

      “What is this place?”

      “It’s the old grain mill.”

      “I’ve never been out here before.”

      “I come here sometimes. To get away from it all.” The car rolled to a stop and Nix cut the engine.

      “You know, life won’t be like this forever,” I said. All my anger toward him dissipating. Because this was my Nix. The boy he didn’t let many people see.

      “Yeah?” He glanced over at me, a fragile smile playing on his lips. “You think we’ll get out of The Row?”

      “You don’t?”

      He shrugged. “Kids like me… they don’t get many opportunities, Wren.”

      “You have football. Coach Farringdon believes you could get a scholarship one day, and so do I. You just have to try to stay out of trouble.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Don’t give me that look.”

      “What look?”

      “You know who I am, B. What runs through my blood. I’m not sure I’m cut out for college.”

      “His actions don’t define you, Nix.”

      Nix’s dad was a mean sonofabitch with a wicked right hook and a penchant for making a quick buck or two no matter how illegal the activity. But he didn’t just knock Nix around, he usually took things out on Jessa, Nix’s stepmom too.

      “You’re more than just Joe Wilder’s son.”

      “Maybe. Maybe not.” His voice was barely a whisper and there was something so vulnerable about those three little words that my heart cracked.

      “Nix, I—”

      He snatched my hand up in his and looked me dead in the eye. “I need you to know that it’s you, Birdie. It’s always been you. But I—”

      “No. Don’t do this.”

      Don’t end us before we ever got started.

      When Nix had kissed me earlier, I’d felt his delirious need for me. The urgency and sheer desperation as his mouth moved against mine. But something had changed in the car. A new fissure in the chasm he’d forced between us.

      “Don’t you see, Wren. You deserve more than… than what I can give you. So fucking much more.”

      Strangled laughter crawled up my throat as I tore my hand from his. “I have spent years watching you with girls. Girls like Cherri. Girls who are everything I’m not. Yet, I still want you. I still want you to look at me the way you look at them. I wore this for you, you know?” The words poured out like hot lava. “I wore this so for once, for one night, you’d look at me and see past the image you’ve formed of me.

      “See me, Nix. Please just see me.” Tears pricked the corners of my eyes, my heart pounding in my chest.

      “I see you, B. I’ve always fucking seen you, but it doesn’t change anything. I’m messed up, baby. Broken and scarred. Those girls are just a means to an end. But you, you’d be my ruin.”

      A tear broke free. And another. Until a river of tears streamed down my cheeks. He wanted me but he wouldn’t let himself have me.

      That kiss—my first ever kiss—wasn’t the start of something, it was Nix allowing himself one moment. One taste.

      “I think you should take me home,” I said, unable to look at him.

      “Wren, please—”

      “No, I can’t do this. I need some time.”

      Because time and distance would help me gain perspective. They would help me see that I deserved more. I deserved someone to meet me halfway.

      God, I’d wanted it to be him. But I wouldn’t beg.

      I was done begging.

      “Nix, take me—”

      “Stop. Fuck. Just give me a minute okay?”

      But I couldn’t stop crying. I should have known that one day, Phoenix Wilder would break my heart, but I loved him anyway.

      I couldn’t not love him.

      He was my constant. My North Star in dark skies.

      But he wasn’t mine.

      No matter how much I wanted him to be.

      “Shit, B, don’t cry. Please don’t fucking cry.”

      But the agony in his voice only made me cry harder.

      Before I could stop him, he pulled me onto his lap, forcing me to straddle his legs.

      “Let me go,” I cried, aware of what a mess I was making. Thick mascara streaked down my face, the deluge of tears smudging my Harley Quinn makeup.” Just let me—”

      “Stubborn girl.” He gripped my chin, forcing me to look at him. “You shouldn’t give me your tears, Birdie, I don’t deserve them.”

      “You’re right, you don’t.”

      “Tell me you’ll always be mine. That I’ll always own part of this.” His hand dropped to my chest, right over my heart.

      “No.”

      “Say it.”

      I pressed my lips together, shaking my head.

      Anger flashed in his eyes, but he managed to calmly say, “Yeah, guess I deserve that. Just promise me, whoever you give it up to will deserve you. Promise me, B.”

      “Fuck you,” I sneered.

      He’d ruined everything.

      Every-fucking-thing.

      And in that moment, I hated him.

      His eyes dropped to my mouth and a low groan rumbled in his chest.

      “Don’t you dare—”

      His hand wrapped around my throat as he crashed his mouth down on mine, devouring me. “Need to touch you,” he murmured between kisses. “Need to feel you, just once.”

      Somewhere in the recesses of my mind, a little voice was yelling at me to stop, to not give him anymore of myself. But I couldn’t do it.

      I couldn’t stop him, even if I wanted to… and I didn’t.

      Because I’d dreamed of this—I’d dreamed for so long of having Nix touch me and kiss me and give me this part of him.

      “You taste so fucking good, why do you taste so fucking good?” He trailed hot open-mouthed kisses along my jaw, sucking the skin there, nipping and licking. I shifted closer, feeling him rock hard beneath me. It was so unfamiliar, and yet, so thrilling to know I affected him like this.

      Me.

      Little Harleigh Maguire.

      I rolled my hips, desperate for more friction, overwhelmed at the new sensations rushing through me.

      I’d touched myself before. Explored my body under the cover of darkness, alone in my bed. But it had never once felt like this. Like I might die at any second if Nix didn’t touch me.

      “Keep doing that, B, and this is going to end with me buried deep inside you.” He gave me a wicked look, one that said behave.

      But instead of heeding his warning, I whispered. “Is that a promise?”

      “Fuck,” he breathed. “You can’t say stuff like that to me.”

      I could, and I would. Especially if it meant more kissing and touching and just more.

      I leaned back in, scraping my nails along his jaw, tracing the seam of his lips with my tongue. Nix bared his teeth, nipping the end of my tongue and then sucking it into his mouth, sending another wave of lust rolling through me. His hands slid down to my ass and he started gently rocking me over him, back and forth, up and down.

      “Does that feel good?”

      I nodded, trying to trap the whimper building in the back of my throat. It felt too good.

      He felt too good.

      But it wasn’t enough. I wanted more. I wanted him to cure the deep endless ache inside me.

      Dipping my head to his neck, I tasted his skin, breathing in his cologne. Clean and male and one hundred percent Nix.

      “Touch me,” I whispered. “I want you to touch me.”

      Maybe when the sun came up and the harsh light of day shone down on me, I would regret this moment. But that will be then. This was now.

      And right now, I had never wanted anything more than I wanted Nix’s hands on my body.

      “One night,” he said, dousing some of the flames building inside of me. “That’s all this can be. Then things go back to how they’ve always been, Wren.”

      I nodded, my eyes fluttering as he thrust up against me, our bodies moving in perfect synchrony, as if they knew exactly what to do.

      “I’m serious, B.” He gripped my chin again, pulling us eye-to-eye. “You’re my best friend. My fucking ride-or-die. I can’t lose you.”

      “Stop,” I said, attempting to nuzzle his neck again. “Stop making everything so difficult. I want this, I want you.”

      Even if it’s only for tonight.

      It would change me, I didn’t doubt that. But I had to know—I had to know what it felt like to be with Nix.

      He kissed me again, harder, his tongue tangling with mine in deep, demanding strokes. One of his hands slipped around the front of my body and found the slither of skin where my cropped tee ended. My body quivered as he walked his fingers down my stomach, teasing me right below my navel.

      “Nix.” It came out a breathy plea.

      He watched me, his dark-gray eyes pinning me to the spot as he dipped his fingers underneath my skirt and found my panties.

      “Fuck,” he hissed. “You’re soaked.”

      “For you. Only ever for you.” I was mumbling incoherent words, too overwhelmed at the way his fingers stroked me back and forth over my damp panties. It felt divine and he wasn’t even really touching me yet.

      “More.” I lifted my hips, arching into his hand.

      “Greedy little thing.” He smirked, eyes dark as the night. My heart almost burst when he hooked two fingers inside my underwear and slowly sank them into me.

      “Oh God,” I cried, anchoring my arms over his shoulders.

      “Okay?” he asked, and I nodded. “You’re so fucking tight, B.” His thumb circled my clit, slow torturous circles that made my eyes roll in the back of my head.

      “Never gonna forget this,” he rasped, his voice broken with raw lust.

      But I didn’t want to hear anything that yanked my heart back to earth. Because I was soaring.

      In that moment, I wasn’t a caged bird, shackled to a dead-end life in Darling Row. I was Phoenix Wilder’s Birdie…

      And I was free.
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      Nix was quiet on the ride back to Darling Row. At first, the out of this world feelings had lingered, trickling through my bloodstream like a synthetic high. The way he’d touched me, pushed my body over the edge and made me come undone, it was everything.

      But it quickly died when he went back to his closed-off self.

      “Nix…”

      “Don’t, B. Okay.” He inhaled a ragged breath. “Just… don’t.”

      “You’re making a bigger deal out of this than it is.” I clipped out, annoyed that he was ruining everything again.

      I didn’t regret what had happened. Even if he never touched me again and broke my heart into jagged little pieces, I wouldn’t regret it.

      “I just finger fucked you in my car.” His crass words made me wince. “You’re not some whore, B.” He threw me a sideways glance, his jaw clenched tight.

      “I didn’t realize choosing who I let touch me and where, made me a whore.”

      “That’s not what I—” He sighed, scrubbing his jaw. “Forget it. It’s late. We can talk about this tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow.” I snorted. “You mean, when you go back to pretending you don’t want me and let girls like Cherri drape themselves over you? Girls who don’t care about you. Not the way I do.”

      “Harleigh—”

      “Unbelievable,” I shrieked. “Un-fucking-believable. I wanted it, Nix. I wanted to feel your lips on mine, your hands on my body. Because… I. Can’t. Stop. Thinking. About. You. I watch you with them and I want it to be me. It should be me.” My chest heaved with the weight of the words.

      “You’re worth so much more—”

      “Don’t you dare tell me what I’m worth,” I yelled. “Do you know what I think? I think you’re scared. Because love is messy and hard and it hurts.” God, it hurt so much.

      “You love me, Birdie?”

      “You know I do, asshole.”

      His lips twisted into a regretful smile. “I wish things were different.”

      He wasn’t going to budge. And I was too emotionally exhausted to try to fight for us tonight. So I pressed my head against the cool glass and watched the familiar rows of trailers roll by.

      Darling Row was home. But it had never felt like it.

      When we pulled up outside my trailer, the air had turned so thick, I wanted to throw the door open and inhale a lungful of fresh air.

      Instead, I turned to Nix and said, “Tomorrow. We’ll talk about this tomorrow.”

      When I wasn’t dressed as a second-rate version of Harley Quinn and Nix wasn’t shackled by guilt.

      He nodded, barely able to look at me.

      “Goodnight,” I murmured, hesitating. “Whatever you think I deserve, you’re wrong. I know my heart, Nix, and it wants you.”

      With that, I climbed out and didn’t look back as I walked up to my trailer. I felt his eyes follow me though, felt his guilt and regret. Convincing Nix to take a chance on us was going to be more difficult than I thought…

      But I wasn’t going to give up without a fight.
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      I woke up with a start. A sliver of moonlight poured in through the gap in my curtain casting a silvery glow around my small bedroom.

      Glancing at the clock, it read three-thirty. I was surprised I’d fallen asleep. When I’d stripped out of my costume and cleaned the makeup off my face, I’d laid on my bed clutching my cell phone waiting for Nix to text me.

      But it never came.

      The tears did though. Big, fat, ugly sobs that made my soul weary and my heart ache.

      Mom had been passed out when I’d checked in on her. Nothing new there. But something had woken me.

      Maybe it’s him.

      I listened, my heart racing in my chest. Did Nix have second thoughts? Did he want to fix things between us?

      Throwing back the covers, I tiptoed over to the window and pulled back the curtain slightly. But nobody was out there.

      My stomach sank.

      Who was I kidding, it wasn’t Nix.

      Wide awake, I decided to get a glass of water. Creeping through the trailer, I helped myself to a drink when a strange sensation went through me.

      I glanced around, trying to place the unwelcome feeling. “Mom?” I called out, my palms growing clammy.

      Padding down the hall toward her room, blood roared between my ears. Something was wrong. I could feel it in the air, dark and foreboding.

      “Mom?” I pushed open her door and peeked inside. Relieved to find the outline of her body on the bed.

      I went to double back when something stopped me, and I glanced back. “What is—” I slipped inside, hurrying over to her. “Mom?” Reaching out, I touched her cheek, her skin icy cold beneath my fingers. “Mommy?”

      Silent tears rolled down my cheeks as realization slammed into me.

      My mom was dead.
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      I clutched my cell phone like a life raft as I sat in Darling Hill’s police department. When I’d called 911, they had sent the EMTs along with a police cruiser. I’d been too incoherent to articulate what had happened. Now I was numb.

      She was gone.

      My mom. The woman who had given up her life of privilege and wealth to have me.

      Gone.

      Just like that.

      Nothing made sense, but part of me hoped she’d found peace.

      “Miss Maguire?” The officer with kind eyes approached me. “Your father is here to take you home.”

      “You must be mistaken,” I said flatly. “I don’t have a father.”

      “Harleigh?” The strong, commanding voice washed over me, and I lifted my face to look at its owner. “I’m sorry for your loss,” the man said.

      “I’m sorry, who are you?” I hugged myself tighter, wanting to be anywhere but here.

      What I really wanted was to be with Nix. He would hold me and make everything better. But he hadn’t responded to my endless stream of messages. Neither had Kye or Zane when I’d finally caved and texted them too.

      Even when I’d left Nix a desperate voice message explaining what had happened, he still hadn’t replied.

      That had broken something inside me. Something irreparable. Things were strange between us, I knew that. But I needed him, and he wasn’t here.

      You’re all alone now.

      “I’m Michael Rowe. Your father.”

      Bitter laughter spilled out of me as I stared up at the man that was nothing but a stranger. “Like I told the officer, I don’t have a father.”

      “Miss Maguire, your file—”

      “My file?” I whipped my head around to the officer in question and frowned. “You have a file on me?”

      “Not now,” the man claiming to be my father said. “Please, give us some privacy.”

      “Actually, don’t. I have nothing to say to you.”

      “I came to take you home, Harleigh.” He sat down beside me. I hadn’t noticed before, but now I could see how immaculately he was dressed.

      “I have wanted to meet you for a very long time.”

      “Don’t…” my voice shook. “Don’t sweep in here and pretend to care. It’s your fault she left Old Darling Hill. Your fault we lived in that shitty trailer. Your fault she couldn’t escape her demons.”

      “I have made mistakes, yes. But I’m hoping to fix—”

      “She’s dead,” I seethed, narrowing my eyes at him. “She’s dead and you’re sitting here hoping for a do-over.”

      I saw it then. The resemblance between us. Same jade green eyes and midnight black hair. The slight cleft in our chins.

      Michael Rowe was my father.

      And he was here to take me away.

      “I won’t go with you,” I said defiantly.

      “You’re barely seventeen, Harleigh. A minor. If you don’t come with me, where will you stay? How will you afford to live?”

      “I-I have… friends. They’ll help me.” I’d been about to say I had Nix, but it had been almost three hours since I’d discovered my mom dead, and he still hadn’t replied.

      I glanced down at my cell phone again.

      Where are you?

      “Come home with me and we’ll talk about things. I just want to help. You shouldn’t be alone right now.”

      “Mr. Rowe, Miss Maguire, we’ve processed all the paperwork.” A different officer appeared. “You’re free to leave.”

      “Thank you.” Michael rose and shook the man’s hand. They both stared at me expectantly.

      “Do I have to go with him?” I asked.

      “You’re a minor, Miss Maguire. Do you have another adult you can stay with?”

      “I… No.” Defeat slammed into me.

      “I understand things are confusing and scary right now,” he said. “But you’re lucky you have family you can stay with.”

      Lucky.

      Nothing about the situation felt lucky.

      “Come now, my driver is waiting.” Michael motioned for me to follow him. But I was too stuck on the part where he said his driver was waiting.

      Who the hell was this guy?

      I quickly pulled up a new chat on my cell phone and texted Nix.

      

      Nix, where are you? I need you. A man came to get me. He claims he’s my father. He wants to take me home with him. He wants to take me away. Nix… I know things are weird between us, but I need you… please.

      

      But he didn’t reply.

      Not on the journey back to Michael’s house or later that day as I sat in silence at their dinner table pushing food around my plate. He didn’t reply that night, when I was alone in my room in a strange new place.

      Nix didn’t text me.

      And just like that, the boy I’d loved my whole life, the boy I thought I could always depend on, became the boy who destroyed me.

      

      
        
        I hope you enjoyed These Dark Hearts.

        Harleigh and Nix’s full story is coming early 2022… Book one, These Dirty Lies, is available for pre-order now

      

      

    

  








            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

          

      

    

    






ANGSTY. EDGY. ADDICTIVE ROMANCE

        

      

    

    
      
        
        USA Today and Wall Street Journal bestselling author of over forty mature young adult and new adult novels, L A is happiest writing the kind of books she loves to read: addictive stories full of teenage angst, tension, twists and turns.

      

      

      

      
        
        The best place to find her is:

        www.lacotton.com

      

      

    

  








            DEVIL ON THE LAKE

          

          

      

    

    






A SILVER LAKE PREP BULLY ROMANCE

          VERONICA EDEN

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE BOOK

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wealthy.

        Privileged.

        Unchecked.

      

        

      
        The boys of Silver Lake Prep can be cruel.

        Nothing holds them back.

        They always get what they want.

      

        

      
        Dante Adams is the worst of them all.

        When he lures me to the Halloween party in the woods, he makes me his prey.

        Stalks me.

        Hunts me down.

      

        

      
        There’s nowhere to hide from his wicked torment.

        And once he catches me, the game turns into something else.

        Something darker and more depraved.

      

        

      
        Devil on the Lake is a dark high school bully romance with material that may be difficult for some readers. It’s recommended for mature readers due to intense language and sexual situations.
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      Fall decorations line the halls of Silver Lake High School in a riot of oranges, reds, and yellows. Halloween is almost here. My friends shoot me smirks as I walk by and I nod to them in return.

      On any given Friday night, my friends are all out at the trails where Phoenix Murphy and I race dirt bikes. He usually beats me, but I give him hell every now and again. We don’t consider ourselves part of the jock crowd, but people tend to flock to us anyway. Riding through uneven wooded trails at 65 miles per hour gives us an air of danger and allure that attracts people to guys like us.

      This Friday is different, though.

      It’s Mischief Night. Halloween falls on a Saturday this year.

      The whole school is buzzing with the energy a weekend of chills and thrills promises to bring.

      Each year, a legacy is passed down amongst the students of our prestigious private school from generation to generation to keep traditions going. When Mischief Night and Halloween fall on a weekend, we all party at a private campground on the lake within Ridgeview, Colorado’s swankiest gated community, Silver Lake Forest Estates.

      Everyone knows about the party, but only the chosen few are told of what else happens. This year it’s fallen to us in our senior year to carry out the legacy. All the plans are in place. My gaze locks on my chosen victim. The prank we’ve organized is the perfect way to get back at that stuck up bitch for what she did to me.

      Willow stands at her locker up ahead, staring down at a note. She balls it up in her fist and swings her glare to me.

      We always seem to be aware of each other.

      She’s impossible to miss with her shoulder-length hair dyed pitch black with a bleached platinum blonde streak framing her face, the velvet choker she’s never without, the fishnets wrapping her long legs beneath her green plaid uniform skirt, and the heavy black leather Docs she stomps around school in. The two of us are like oil and water—except after she got me suspended last year for cheating, someone took a goddamn match to light us aflame.

      “This is getting really fucking old, Dante,” she spits at me. Her fist shakes in my face, crushing her note more. “I’m sick of your shit.”

      No one pays us much attention. Our verbal sparring is a daily occurrence. As long as faculty aren’t around to write us up, we’re left to go for each other’s throats.

      “Just like I’m sick of your face, goth girl.”

      The corners of my mouth curl at the infuriated noise that leaves her. My attention falls to her plump lips, always painted a matte shade of pig’s blood or something. It’s kind of hot. I’ve definitely pictured her mouth wrapped around my cock a time or two when I rub one out. Shame she’s such a raging bitch towards me with an axe to grind.

      The hatred I harbor for her is mutual. Still, I can hate her and think she’s sexy as hell. A fantasy in my head is all it will ever be.

      I lean against the locker next to hers, invading her space. “You coming this weekend?”

      She huffs out a dismissive laugh. “To your stupid camp out in the woods?”

      “It’s tradition.”

      “So? Like I care.” Her lush mouth tugs into a frown and she lowers her voice. “I don’t know.”

      Triumph bubbles up in me, but I keep my expression disinterested. “Come or don’t. I doubt we’d notice—you’ll blend right in with the decorations Luna made. I sent her a pic of you as inspiration for them.”

      They’re sick. My buddy Ryder texted me photos of the creepy dolls we plan to hang from the trees around the edge of the lake. Ryder and Luna are in charge of all of our decor. Luna Bishop is the best artist in our school, no doubt.

      Willow’s nose wrinkles and a scoff escapes her. “You’re such a dick. One with big festering sores.” She twists her face into a pained grimace. “Sorry, but it’s incurable. Doctors recommend remaining celibate so you don’t spread it to others through sexual transmission.”

      A few girls stop in their tracks to stare between us because Willow had to raise her voice loud enough for everyone to hear. They hurry off, whispering behind their hands. One of the football guys passing drags out an ohh into his fist.

      “Real cute.” I glare at her and lock my jaw.

      She tilts her head, giving me a toothy grin. “Aren’t I?” The smile falls and she shoves past me, the brief touch leaving a weird burning warmth in its wake. “Out of my way. Unlike you, I actually care about my grades. No cushy trust fund to fall back on, not that you’d get what that’s like. I’m late for class.”

      “Your dead poet’s society, right? Reading all that symbolic shit when really it’s about crying in the shower?” I’m not letting her walk away without putting her in her place for the crotch rot comment.

      She lifts her middle finger up without looking back, green plaid skirt swishing to highlight those tantalizing legs in fishnets. “Go play in the mud with your motorbike, Dante. Leave the intellectual nuances to those of us who understand them.”

      My teeth grind as more tittering laughter sounds in the hall and people shoot me looks. Fuck her. My withering glare tracks her annoying, tempting ass until she disappears around the corner, then I stare down anyone who dares to keep snickering at me like I’m the butt of the joke.

      Fine, goth girl. You won that round.

      But the war will be mine once and for all this weekend.

      “Dude. What’s up with you?” Phoenix stops at my side, slouching against the lockers.

      People usually mistake us for twins with our similar dark hair. Mine’s shaved on the sides while his is a thick mess, and my amber eyes are much lighter than his bottomless dark brown ones. We used to roll with it growing up to see how many people we could trick.

      I shake my head. “Fucking Willow Stewart. She’s dead meat, P.”

      His head jerks with the force of his snort, sending his dark hair flopping over his face. “Forget about her.”

      I tried. Not happening.

      “Whatever. You ready for how sick this weekend will be?” The corners of my mouth lift at the thought of the shit I have planned for the party and for my prank. “We’re gonna be goddamn legends.”

      Phoenix smirks. “We already are, brother. The race last weekend crushed both of our personal best times. Thought I was going to lose control of my bike, but damn, we did it.”

      He taps my shoulder with the back of his hand as he tracks Luna through the hall. She pauses to give him a bright smile and a wave before the girls with her tug her along. A soft sigh leaves him and he rubs at the center of his chest like it aches.

      He’s been attached at the hip with his best friend Luna since they were babies, but when you grow up together it’s hard to tell where one ends and the other begins. A smirk tugs at my mouth. Poor bastard still hasn’t figured out why he’s all out of sorts over her yet.

      Shaking my head again, I clap my hands on his shoulders and steer him around in the opposite direction for our next class.
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      The full moon illuminates eerie pockets of light through the pine trees this high up in the Rockies. I can’t help but think of the balled up note I got the other day, the one I smoothed out and refolded before sticking it in my bralette.

      
        
        Be careful at the party. There are cougars in the mountains.

      

      

      The creepy, vaguely threatening message is burned into my brain. I want it on me as evidence just in case I end up in some kind of Carrie situation at the hands of Dante and his asshole friends for daring to rock out to the beat of my own drum and dress differently.

      They’re all so entitled, each one dripping with more privilege than the last. And he’s the worst of all of them. They could get away with murder and no one would blink. While I have to bust my ass to make sure I get into a top college on academic merit, they’re set for life with their wealth and names that open any door.

      Except Dante was weirdly…nice to me all day. He must have asked if I planned to come to the party at least four times. It’s got me on edge.

      Especially with his freaky note. It’s the latest in the unending mind game someone is playing with me. My money’s on Dante.

      They started last spring, not long after that jackass somehow got a copy of my essay. Him and his buddy Lowell both tried to pass off my caliber of work as their own. When the teacher failed all three of us for plagiarism and cheating, of course I had to clear my name and prove my work was my own. It’s not my fault those idiots got scammed into buying stolen homework.

      If you ask me, they got off easy with suspension. Even with no option to make up the assignment, the school still kisses their asses.

      It’s not only a point of pride I take in my schoolwork. I work hard because my goal is to attend an Ivy League school. My parents can’t afford it without me earning my way in, unlike Dante and Lowell, who could buy their way in if they wanted. They coast through school while I bust my ass, and I would’ve jeopardized my future if I hadn’t defended myself. Stealing my work and believing they could get away with it is just another extension of their privilege.

      After that, we began fighting more.

      I don’t know if he slips the whiplash-inducing notes to me as a cruel joke or because somewhere underneath the chiseled jawline, sadistic attitude, and piercing amber eyes there’s a heart, but they drive me crazy. He drives me crazy.

      Dante Adams is nothing more than a brainless adrenaline junkie with a pretty face who only cares about the crotch rocket motorbikes he races with Phoenix Murphy. The difference between them is that Phoenix has a future in the sport with his talent if he wants to pursue it, while Dante is someone just looking for a high.

      I eye the line of cars ahead of us. Fog moves through the headlights. Someone honks up ahead and another car is blasting a dubstep remix of Spooky Scary Skeletons.

      A sigh leaves me and I prop my chin in my hand. I don’t know why I bothered coming out for this party. These people aren’t my crowd. I don’t enjoy being around anyone in my grade. Maybe I should’ve stayed home and done my usual—a Scream movie marathon.

      But as much as I love a comfort horror movie re-watch, I wanted something different this year.

      I love Halloween. It’s my favorite time of year. And I want to make this one a Halloween I’ll never forget.

      “Here is fine. I don’t want you to wait any longer with the traffic of other kids trying to get in,” I tell my mom. I pop the passenger door open and hop out of her SUV to the gravel shoulder. “Thanks for the ride.”

      “Have fun! Wait, don’t forget your sleeping bag.” She reaches into the back.

      “Mom.” I smile at the Nightmare Before Christmas-themed sleeping bag I’ve had since my thirteenth birthday. My parents have lovingly indulged my enjoyment of the macabre and spooky, never making me feel weird about my interests or personal style. “It’s not that kind of camping. There are cabins and stuff.”

      “Ohh.” She waggles her brows. “Fancy glamping. I’ve got you. My cell will be on if you need anything, okay?”

      “Thanks. Night.”

      I wait until she pulls out of the line of cars before trudging up to the gate to get into the private community. Silver Lake Forest Estates is home to the most elite and wealthy in Ridgeview—people like Dante Adams. The huge grounds have everything to suit a rich lifestyle from tennis courts to a spa center to Silver Lake to the facilities at the far end where the party is happening.

      This weekend is supposed to be no holds barred debauchery. Everyone at school wouldn’t shut up about the haunted hearse ride that would transport us from the gate to the private campground.

      “Hold it, miss.” The guy working the gate walks around the car packed with girls on the cheer team with his arm out.

      “What, do I have to prove my address is in the right zip code or show ID so you can double check I’m not an undesirable party crasher?” I frown at the once over the guard gives me, lingering on my legs in intricate fishnet tights.

      “Just your ID.”

      Rolling my eyes, I dig through my small black purse with suede tassels and hand over my school ID card. “Down, Cujo. I’m good.”

      “You don’t look it,” he mutters with a snort.

      I don’t think he means for me to hear. Yeah, I look nothing like my classmates—girls in skimpy costumes, guys with skull face paint and dressed like classic monsters. It’s Halloween weekend, but in this town my fashion sense still doesn’t get a pass.

      “I’m a witch.” At my deadpan smile, he stares blankly, flashlight poised over my school photo for the same elitist prep school as everyone herre. I spread my arms so the lacy black tapered sleeves of my velvet bodice billow in the chilly breeze. “What? I forgot my pointy hat and broom.”

      One of the girls in the BMW leans out the window, her crimson red nails tapping on the door frame. It’s Eliana Abram, daughter of the richest divorce lawyer in the state. Another member of Dante’s crowd. She’s in her cheer uniform with a trickle of fake blood coming from the corner of her mouth. A pair of false vampire fangs scrape her lip.

      “Can we go?”

      The guard waves them on. I make to follow the car while the gate is open, but he stops me.

      “I don’t think your name is on the list,” he says.

      Was this why Dante was so insistent I come? So he could rub it in my face that no one actually wanted me here? Lame, especially compared to his other tactics to torment me. I knew I should’ve stayed home watching Skeet Ulrich lick corn syrup blood off his fingers while he’s got Neve Campbell right where he wants her. Billy Loomis in a Ghostface mask is so much better than this bullshit.

      “Fine. Give me that back and I’m gone.”

      “Is there a problem, Edward?” A tall figure walks out of the shadows—Dante.

      Jesus. It’s unfair that my heart does this odd little flip at the sight of him. I might loathe his guts, but tonight he’s dressed like some of my deepest secret fantasies come to life. My gaze travels up his intimidating form from the black boots to the ominous trench coat. He’s shirtless beneath it, offering a full view of his abs and the sinful V muscle that disappears into the black jeans hanging off his hips. His sharp features are half covered in makeup, painted to look like a ghoulish cracked skull.

      The guard sighs and waves my school ID. “No, Mr. Adams. Just stopping uninvited guests from entering the property.”

      Dante’s amber eyes slide to me and his lips twitch with the hint of a smirk. He hums, taking his time to study me like he’s trying to place me. His long fingers sift through his black hair, leaving it even more tousled and devilish. His attention sends a wave of tingles skittering across my skin, and I bunch my fingers in the material of the sheer lace and mesh skirt I have on over my bodice.

      At last, he snaps his fingers. “She’s on my special VIP list. I forgot to give it to you.” He stalks over and slings an arm over my shoulder. When I try to shift away, his hold tightens. “I’ll handle it from here.”

      Before I can interject and tell Dante to go screw himself, he swipes my ID, stuffing it in his back pocket while steering me away from the gate. Gravel and dead leaves crunch beneath our feet. One of the hearses I heard so much about idles at the edge of the parking lot in front of a swanky community center. Eliana and her cheer friends pile in, giggling as they take selfies with the morbid ride.

      “Whatever you’re up to, I’m not playing your games tonight,” I snap.

      Dante’s profile gives nothing away, all sculpted angles and an icy scowl. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, goth girl. We’re just here to party. You should be thanking me for getting you in.” He leans closer, brushing his lips against my ear. An involuntary shudder races down my spine at the sensation accompanied by his deep, rough voice. “I can think of a few choice ways. There are plenty of dark spaces to sneak off to out here.”

      “Sorry, I don’t suck dicks attached to complete assholes.” I clack my teeth threateningly. “I’d rather bite it off.”

      “You’re freaky.” A low chuckle huffs out of him.

      Shaking my head, I veer for the hearse, only to be yanked back against his firm chest. Despite the chill, he’s warm. I swallow.

      “What are you doing?”

      “That one’s full. Besides, I have a special ride for my VIP.”

      I fight another shudder. Does he have to whisper against my earlobe like that? I debate cutting my losses and leaving. Mom can’t be too far away yet. We live on the opposite side of town.

      But Dante has my ID and the administrative office will be pissed if I tell them I lost it again. Whatever dick move Dante is probably planning, I can handle it.

      “Fine.”

      “This way.”

      He leads us into the shadows, away from the orange glow of the parking lot lights to his dirt bike parked behind the community center.

      “No,” I hiss. “No fucking way.”

      He looks up from his ride and grins. It’s not a nice smile at all. “What’s wrong? Scared? I thought you were a fearless badass.”

      “That thing is a death trap. I’ve seen you race it.” His chest puffs with pride and I scoff. “Let me rephrase: I’ve seen you wipe out. I’m not getting road rash and trashing this outfit for you.”

      “Can’t have that.” The drag of his eyes down my body is a searing burn. He gets in my face. “Get the fuck on, or I’m making you walk. It’s over four miles.”

      My breath leaves me on a ragged exhale. “Fine.”

      He swings a leg over and waits for me. The rumble of the motorbike tugs at something deep in my stomach.

      Shit. Okay, I can do this. Steeling myself, I bunch my skirt up so it doesn’t snag and climb on behind him. I hesitate long enough that Dante huffs impatiently and grabs my hands, jerking them around his waist.

      “Hold on or you’ll fall off, idiot.”
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      A shocked squeal escapes me as he takes off, the engine of his bike growling. On instinct, my hold around his waist tightens. His bark of laughter is stolen away in a moment by the wind whipping us while we pass the hearse the cheerleaders took. It takes a second to register that I’m basically fondling his abs.

      I hunch down and close my eyes. Blood rushes in my ears, my pulse speeding up. How can he get on this thing every weekend and speed through the tight turns of the bumpy trails with Phoenix? I don’t even think we’re going as fast as he does for a race.

      We take a bend that he leans into for balance and my eyes fly open in panic. A scream catches in my throat. I glimpse the moonlight reflecting off Silver Lake through the pine trees. We’ve left the main road for a path that follows the edge of it. There isn’t a trace of the luxurious estates, McMansions, and huge cabin homes, so I think we’ve left the residential side of the gated community.

      Dante angles his head back slightly, then guns it. My stomach drops and I shriek, clutching him tighter. His shoulders shake with his amusement at freaking me out. I pinch him and he grunts, retaliating by taking the bike through a narrow space between two sapling trees. I dig my nails into his skin when the bike goes airborne for a few terrifying seconds.

      “Dante!” My yell is barely out before we land. The jolt makes my teeth clack. “You’re an asshole!”

      “So uptight,” he barks over his shoulder.

      The sound of music and the tall shadows moving in the firelight are a relief. We’re at the party. Dante’s thrill-seeking torture can stop.

      He parks the bike by a cabin with glow in the dark paint streaked with messages to keep out and beware of the devil. It must be the one he and his buddies selected for the weekend. Other cabins are visible from here, but they’re far enough away to create a sense of privacy, each with their own themed decorations. An arch made out of thin white aspen branches with hay bales and carved pumpkins beckons for us to go through it for the main party.

      I narrow my eyes at the eerie dolls Dante mentioned hanging from nooses in the trees. Several of them bear a likeness to me—one even has black short hair with a white streak.

      “You’re sick.”

      “Like them?” His cruel grin is nauseating. “I did that one special just for you.”

      He points at the one with identical hair to mine. I sneer and stomp in the direction of the aspen arch. The crunch of twigs and leaves behind me tells me he’s stomping after me. The path winds between trees until the music gets louder. The warmth of the roaring bonfire greets me around another copse of trees.

      I have to admit, it looks fantastic. Everyone’s having a great time whether they’re in costume or not. The guys who put this together—Dante, Phoenix, and their crew of deviants—pulled out all the stops. I’ve never been to a party with my classmates, but this is pretty fucking rad.

      The bonfire marks the center of everything. Orange and yellow lights are strung in zigzags above everything. People are roasting marshmallows, drinking, dancing, and running around with sparklers. Someone dressed as Darth Vader is the DJ.

      Dante appears at my back like my own personal inferno. I quickly move away from him and make a beeline for the bonfire. Squinting into it, I tilt my head at the small shapes I find glowing in the flames.

      “Are those little skulls?”

      “Charcoal ones! Aren’t they neat?” Luna Bishop turns away from a beefy football player named Chad and sidles up to me. “I’m sorry about the dolls. Please don’t think I’m awful, I feel terrible. I didn’t realize until after Dante, Lowell, and Easton picked them up from me and Ryder. I kind of get in the zone when I’m creating.”

      I open and close my mouth. Luna isn’t exactly a friend, but she’s not a bitch to me like her bestie Eliana. Luna’s more about fixing crowns and self-love for all.

      “It’s fine. They look good.”

      “Want a drink?” Chad offers.

      “I’ve got it covered.”

      Once again Dante appears behind me, offering a drink over my shoulder like he’s my boyfriend. The move is weirdly…territorial. I peer at him from the corner of my eye, but his attention isn’t on me, it’s on Chad, a challenge in his expression. I don’t take the cup, crossing my arms instead.

      Chad holds up his hands. “All good then. Drink up. This goofy shit is way more tolerable with a solid buzz.” His features scrunch. “Although, I guess you get off on all this Halloween shit.”

      Dante laughs. Luna elbows Chad. He coughs, but doesn’t apologize.

      “Totally,” I say airily and pat my purse. “Brought my favorite vibrator so I can sneak away and take the edge off. It’s vampire-themed.”

      “Nasty little freak,” Dante mutters with a sharp grin before swigging from a bottle of whiskey.

      Chad’s face goes slack. “That’s kinda hot.”

      Before I can tell him he doesn’t have a chance in hell with me, Dante pulls me away. Once again I experience the strange sense of possessiveness from him. I test it by heading for the other side of the bonfire. He stays close, making it clear I’m not here by myself. I don’t get what he’s up to.

      “You want this or not?” He wiggles the cup and some Coke sloshes over the rim. He licks it from his knuckles. “I didn’t spike it, if that’s what’s got your pitch black panties in a twist. Just rum.”

      “No thanks. I’d rather not be under any influence around you. It won’t make you more tolerable.”

      His amber eyes harden and a muscle jumps in his jaw. His features are accentuated by the skull face paint.

      “Suit yourself.”

      He downs my drink and chases it with another swig of liquor from the bottle. I watch, transfixed by the bob of his throat. A drop leaks from the corner of his full lips and I track it as it rolls down his bare chest.

      “You came.”

      The voice startles me out of my trance. Ugh, I can’t believe I was checking out Dante. What is wrong with me? No freaking way would I ever go for that jerk.

      “You,” Dante says with a frown.

      “Daniel,” I supply when it’s clear Dante forgot his name.

      Seriously? We’ve gone to school with him for years. He’s a junior that sits next to me in my poetry class. He’s a little intense and likes to stare, but he writes wicked poems. Again, the perfect reminder that Dante’s a self-absorbed dickhead.

      “My sister is here. Our dad encouraged me to get out of the house, too.” He jerks his chin toward Eliana dancing with her friends by the fire. “He thinks I spend too much time alone.”

      Dante’s frown deepens and he shifts closer to me. There he goes with that possessive thing again. I inch away as subtly as I can, but he follows. Daniel’s gaze bounces between us and twists his fingers in his shirt sleeves. They’re wrinkled as if he’s been doing it a lot.

      Lowell, Dante’s other best friend and partner in homework-stealing crime, is nearby. He can’t keep his eyes off Eliana. He’s not the only one—his friends Ryder and Easton are also fixated on her. The three of them are inseparable. If they all like her, they’d probably have no problem sharing her between them. Uneasiness moves through me at the look on Lowell’s face and I turn away.

      “Are you here by yourself?” I ask.

      Daniel nods, then shakes his head. His eyes flick to Dante, then return to me, gleaming with intensity. “I’m just waiting for her to get here.”

      “Cool. Have a great time.” Dante clamps his long fingers around my wrist and tugs me along.

      “Dude. Fucking rude, much?” I complain as we leave poor Daniel in the dust and head for Lowell.

      “Don’t care.” He tosses a distrustful glance back at Daniel. “I’m not spending my night with that guy waxing poetic about the moonlight gleaming off his crush’s porcelain skin or whatever.”

      “You have very deep-seated aggression issues towards literature. And what’s up with you not letting me breathe without you around?”

      His shoulder hitches and he shoots me a flat look. “It’s a party. The damn party of our lifetimes. Mischief Night and Halloween only fall on a weekend every six years.” He pulls up short before we reach his friends and whirls on me, angling his head close so his words are only for me. “Don’t you want to make that a weekend to remember?”

      “Yeah, it’s cool, I guess.”

      “Come on.” His warm breath ghosts over my lips. “You love this shit. I know you do. Bet you’re wet as fuck because we’re in the middle of the woods at night.”

      Air rushes out of me. Ignoring his lewd remark, I put space between us to cool off my overheated face. “If I hang out with you, will you give me my ID back and stop being weird?”

      The corner of his mouth kicks up and he walks backwards. “If it gets you to party with us, your ID is mine until Sunday morning.”

      My shoulders sag. “Fine. Whatever.”

      I’ll just steal it from him later.

      “Here, man.” Lowell trades bottles with Dante. “Broke into my old man’s liquor cabinet and raided it for the good stuff.”

      “Top shelf. Nice.”

      Dante swigs the dark liquor and hums in pleasure. The sound is downright sinful.

      “Spooky girl.” Lowell eyes me, checking out my legs. He offers a mint tin full of little white tabs while Dante is distracted talking to their friend Ryder. “You want a party favor?”

      “No.”

      “Relax, it’s just E. Makes the lights look nice.”

      “I said no.”

      Movement from the corner of my eye catches my attention and I meet Daniel’s eye. He’s a few feet away, leering at us.

      “Bro, you come on way too strong.” Ryder helps himself to a tab and puts it on his tongue for me to see it perched next to the silver ball piercing. He swallows it down and winks at me. “The lady refused. My bad—” He circles me with a cocky grin, fingers caressing my arm. “—the gothic queen. This look would be a great addition to my portfolio. The bone structure of your cheeks is chef’s kiss. Will you let me draw you sometime?”

      “Ryder,” Dante grits out. He moves between us, putting me at his back while he squares off with his friend. “Lay off. She’s not interested in your classic come on.”

      My stomach dips. Why is he acting jealous?

      While he’s busy, I slip away from them all. I won’t leave without my ID, but I can’t spend the whole party with him. Between the notes, how he treats me at school, and the suspicious change of heart tonight, it’s too much. Something is up with him.

      “Oh, hey!” Luna jogs to catch up with my purposeful strides. “Have you gone down to the lake yet? It’s so pretty tonight with the full moon. Want to walk there with me?”

      As long as it’s far away from Dante. “Sure.”

      “I really am sorry about the dolls.” Luna bites her lip.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’m used to it. People in this town are pretty quick to judge based on appearance. They don’t like anything different from what they consider normal.”

      Her gaze falls to the ground. “Yeah. My parents are the first to tell me that. Dad judged my mom way before he got to know her. They’ve always taught me not to do that. I feel like you don’t get close to anyone at school. If you ever want to hang, or even just want someone to listen, I’m always around, okay?”

      A tiny glow of warmth swells in my chest. I offer her my first genuine smile of the night. “Thanks.”

      Luna was right. The lake is beautiful at night. We stroll to the end of the dock and I crane my neck to admire the huge harvest moon rising over the treetops.

      “Imagine growing up with this as your view from your bedroom window every night,” I mumble.

      “It’s pretty cool.” At my questioning side-eye, Luna tugs on a piece of her teased strawberry blonde hair. “Oh, my parents’ friends have a house here. Well, they’re sort of a big group of family friends—Phoenix’s parents, his cousins, my parents. Anyway, we’ve both spent a lot of time here growing up. Every summer we spend a week together in the cabins on this side of the lake.”

      I don’t know what to say about her idyllic life, so I turn my attention back to the lake. We spend a few minutes there, then walk along the beach that’s nice enough to belong to a vacation resort. She talks my ear off about her art projects and a showcase she wants to enter. I’m content to listen to her talk, my guard finally lowering enough to relax. Luna fumbles with her phone when we circle back.

      “Shit, that’s Eliana asking where I went. We’re supposed to start the costume contest Dante put us in charge of. I’m going to head back, but don’t stay out here by yourself.” She waves and hurries off.

      Instead of going back to the party, I take a path with a sign that says cabins. I want to explore. I pass Dante’s cabin and laugh at one decked out with a Monster Mash song theme.

      “So this is where you snuck off to.” Dante’s voice is smooth with a hint of humor. He leaves the darkness he lurks in, stepping into a patch of moonlight. The skull makeup gives him a more sinister vibe. “Out here, by yourself in the woods.”

      I spin around and lean against a tree. “I just needed a break.”

      His trench coat billows as he saunters toward me. He plants a hand over my head and tips my chin up.

      “Did you? Or were you hoping I’d come find you?”

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      Right when I think he might pull something insane like kissing me, the smarmy flirtatious mask drops. I go cold all over at the truth he hid underneath. His hatred for me burns in his amber eyes.

      “What am I going to do with you? All alone. No one to hear you screaming for help.”

      “Dante.” I don’t like his sinister tone. “Look, let’s go back to the party.”

      “Too late for that.” The smoothness vanishes from his voice, his words taking on a rough edge. “You were always meant to end up like this tonight.”

      Shit. Shit. My heart races. I knew he was up to something. I never should have let my guard drop.

      Is this why he started sending the notes?

      As much as I love Halloween, horror movies, and all things macabre, I’m actually a huge pansy. No one knows I’m terrified of spiders, and find latent ninja skills when I accidentally walk into a web. I was afraid of the dark until I was ten.

      “Dante—”

      Shoving away from the tree, he reaches into the pocket of his long coat and pulls out a wad of dark fabric.

      “I know these woods better than you ever will. Don’t get caught tonight, and you’re free to enjoy the rest of the party weekend or leave. But if I catch you?”

      He doesn’t tell me what the consequence is, but the expression on his face makes me stumble back a step, tripping on my skirt. The thin material rips. His mean chuckle echoes through the empty woods.

      “Run.”

      “This isn’t funny.”

      Dante pulls on a hooded mask with a skull that reminds me way too much of the Ghostface mask in the Scream movies. My favorite horror franchise is a nightmare I’m now living.

      He takes a threatening step in my direction that stops my heart. I bolt, not waiting around to see how serious he is. Fear takes over and the woods blur together in the dark as I race away.

      I never should have come here tonight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            4

          

          
            DANTE

          

        

      

    

    
      A sick satisfaction fills me as I chase Willow through my woods. The fear on her face before she stumbled away is addictive. I’ve never been able to get to her like this.

      After tonight, she’ll never fucking cross me again. She’ll know what happens when she pisses me off.

      I waited until her guard was down, lured her into a false sense of security that she was wanted here. That she was safe from my wrath.

      “Do you think you can hide?” I shout.

      Willow makes a terrified sound like a rabbit scampering from the jaws of the predator about to snap its neck.

      “I know every goddamn inch of these woods, baby. You’re done for.”

      “Fuck you, psycho!” Willow screams.

      I chuckle and track her frantic movements around some boulders. I used to climb these with Phoenix and Luna as kids. My muscle memory kicks in, finding the holds with ease in the dark to scale them, even with the mask on. Keeping quiet once I reach the top, I peer over the edge and the corner of my mouth curls.

      Bingo.

      Willow leans into a crevice between two smaller broken boulders. Her ragged breaths are music to my ears. I could catch her right now, pin her against the rocks. But it’s too soon, too simple. I want her choking on her terror before the night is out.

      The planning for this took me weeks. Lowell, Ryder, and Easton drove out with me to lay my traps. All to tear her the fuck down. To make her feel a fraction of what I’ve gone through since the suspension.

      My teeth grind at the memories and a fresh wave of hatred for her rises. I’ve imagined this moment of payback for so long.

      “Suspended? I see. So you have failed to uphold your end of our agreement. That is a shameful disappointment.”

      I stared at Grandma, feeling the crack of her icy tone as if she’d struck me. I wished she hit me, but she was more cunning than that. Her anger bred itself in cruelty, not physical violence.

      It began that night at dinner. She forced me to sit there every night through my suspension without food while she ate. She allowed me water, but no food, as if I was her prisoner.

      From there, things only went downhill. My home became my hell.

      Willow is smart as hell. I know she gets straight A’s, no problem. She couldn’t take an F on an assignment—no, the bitch had to say something. It barely would’ve affected her GPA. Christ, she probably could’ve made it up.

      I wasn’t given that option. The teacher was one of the few hardasses who didn’t give anything I turned in higher than a D. If I didn’t get an A, I wouldn’t pass.

      Unlike Willow, my grades are shit. I need to pass every single class to get my demented crone of a grandma—my only living legal guardian—off my back. She made me a deal when high school started. I pass and I get to choose what I do after graduation. No failing grades, ever.

      Now the old cunt has my balls in a vice grip because I got caught, and I’ve had to kiss my dream of entering professional motocross goodbye. If I don’t do what she says, she’ll disown me and cut me off.

      It feels like she has already given everything she’s taken away from me. My races now are the last time I’ll get to experience my favorite feeling in the world

      And it’s all Willow’s fault, because she couldn’t handle one bad grade. She had to make a big ass fuss that ended with me and Lowell suspended for plagiarizing our assignments.

      Since the suspension, life at home has been complete hell. According to Grandma, I brought shame to her name with this mark on my permanent academic record. It was enough to invoke wrath I had no idea she was capable of. She was never overly affectionate, but now she’s proven I don’t matter to her.

      She’s never physically abused me. She wouldn’t risk what that could do to her reputation, but she doesn’t have to. She finds other ways to hurt me with her words and the basic necessities she strips away.

      On the last night of the suspension, Grandma studied me over the rim of her wine glass. “I warned you. I gave you my expectations and you promised to obey them. There are no second chances in the real world, Dante. This will be a difficult lesson to learn.”

      It was all she said. Stomach growling from the lack of food, I nodded. I thought it was over and things would return to normal.

      When I got home from school the next day, everything was gone from my room, leaving me only with the bare mattress. Everything I owned was burning in a pile on the back terrace while Grandma smoked a cigarette.

      Shock and rage tore through me.

      “What the fuck?” I yelled. “Why did you do this?”

      “I told you. The lesson has begun.”

      “What lesson?” I sank my fingers into my hair and tugged until the roots stung.

      “I will prepare you for your future as a lowlife on the streets.”

      Those vicious words have dug deeper into my brain every day since then. Bitter old hag doesn’t have a loving, maternal bone in her body, but I didn’t know how bad she could be until I failed her test. To the outside world, nothing in my life has changed, but the truth is everything went to shit the day Willow got me suspended.

      The only saving grace is Grandma hasn’t taken my bike away, probably because after the first time she pulled her psycho shit on me I asked Phoenix to keep it at his place. I tried to tell him what was going on when I stopped having the guys over, but Grandma was a step ahead of me with a contingency plan if I opened my mouth—military school. I haven’t tried to tell anyone else, forced to endure what she dishes out for me.

      I’ve seen Willow’s family, how there’s no doubt they love her no matter what. They were downtown the month before school started. I was at the bakery because Grandma demanded I pick up the order for her 80th birthday instead of her personal assistant. Being her gofer is my job now, and I do it because I’m afraid of what heartless punishment she’ll serve me next. Willow and her parents came in while I was waiting for Grandma’s order. They were all laughs and smiles, her mom giving her a big hug and a kiss on the forehead.

      The hollow ache of longing in my chest is ingrained into my mind from the sight.

      Goth girl is more loved than I am.

      And I fucking hate her for it.

      My teeth clench together hard enough to hurt as I glare through the mask at the top of her head from above.

      “You make it too easy,” I croon.

      She whirls around, searching for me. Her head snaps up to find me crouched above her and her eyes widen. I jump and land with a grunt before her, coat billowing like a goddamn badass.

      Willow flings a handful of earth at me, and I throw an arm up to block the dirt, leaves, and pebbles pelting me. With a growl I take off in the direction she runs in. She’s fast and clever in a pinch, I’ll give her that.

      We’re getting close to one of the traps and a cruel grin stretches across my face. I make calculated dodges to herd her where I want, enjoying every squeak and strangled cry she makes trying to avoid capture.

      When she knocks over the hidden box, she damn near kicks it away with an ear-piercing scream once the contents are revealed. I circle around the clearing between a copse of trees to watch.

      “Get off, get off, get off!” She flails her legs and the bugs become dark missiles soaring through the air in the dark woods.

      The sound of the large roaches I bought scurrying through the underbrush on the forest floor makes her jump around. As she wriggles, her phone slips from her purse and falls. She’s too occupied to notice.

      “Scared yet?” I taunt. “Good.”

      “Fuck you! I fucking hate you!” Willow leaps off the rock she jumped on and sprints away.

      A chuckle rolls through me as I hop off an old log. Crouching by her phone, I pick it up, slip it into my pocket, and follow her.

      Around and around the woods we go. She’s getting tired, but she hasn’t given up yet. When I get close to capturing her, she pulls something to keep me at bay.

      Whether it’s pride or her stubbornness to outlast me, she keeps fighting. It’s calling to something in me to see her like this.

      I like it. I like her fight.

      As I hunt her, my plan shifts. I’m enjoying myself too much. I’m supposed to text Lowell with my signal that I’ve got her before I drag her back to the party. But I don’t need her public humiliation anymore.

      I want this all for myself.

      I want her for myself.

      To torment. To catch. To drive wild.

      I will break her.

      Willow Stewart won’t ever be able to cut me out of her skin the same way she’s embedded under mine.

      No one gets to see her like this except for me.

      A new plan forms as I pause to gauge where we are. There’s a cabin nearby, one that wasn’t claimed by anyone. Once I find where she’s hiding, I’m dragging her ass there.

      “I’m coming for you.” I barely recognize my voice. “Can’t escape me.”

      Her attempts to remain silent end with a fierce yell from her as she charges past me from her hiding spot. I claw at her, snatching her lace sleeve of the hot as hell bodice she has on. It rips and a desperate cry leaves her.

      “No!” Willow swings around and kicks me in the shin before running again.

      Chest vibrating with a growl, I change directions, heading her off by taking a towpath to the head of the trail she’s on. When I cut her off, she skids to a stop.

      Her makeup is smeared in black streaks down her cheeks from tears, cheeks pink in the faint moonlight from exertion. Survival instinct at its most primal. It’s fucking gorgeous.

      The urge to kiss her has me in a chokehold. I picture what I want so clearly—how I’d pin her to the dead leaves and claim those crimson lips. Arousal rockets through me.

      Fuck.

      I want her. I want all of her.

      Willow backs up a step, hands up. My mouth curves and I match her step for step.

      Sorry, baby. There’s no way out of this.

      I charge forward and she curses. She’s not fast enough this time, and I’m playing seriously now. My arms lock around her waist from behind.

      “Get off!”

      Her elbows and nails rain hell on me, but I keep a tight grip on her. All she manages is to rip off my mask. It falls to the ground.

      “Caught you,” I growl in her ear. “All fucking mine, now.”

      “If you don’t let me go, I’ll kill you, asshole! You’re insane for doing this!”

      We stumble around as we fight—me to hold on and her to break free. She almost gets away, gaining enough leverage to slap me hard. My cheek burns with phantom tingles as I gather her to me again.

      “I’m not letting you go.”

      “Dante, you’re crazy!”

      In the struggle, I don’t realize how close we are to the bucket trap until we trip the wire. Most of the fake blood lands on me and the momentary shock gives her the chance to push away. She trips over her torn skirt, falling to her knees.

      Willow looks like a goddamn mess. Her legs are spattered with red between her fishnets and some of it smeared across her chest. My mouth waters with the need to clean it off her.

      I swipe the blood off myself, leaving my chest streaked with a sticky smear of corn syrup and food dye. It seeps down the side of my face from my matted hair. My eyes land on her as I bring my fingers to my mouth and lick the fake blood off them.

      She ruins her one chance to escape because she can’t look away.
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      Lungs burning, clothes torn, and dirt smudged on my hands and knees, I’m frozen on the ground.

      An unwanted heat throbs between my legs at the sight of Dante. He looks unhinged with the fake blood smeared over his bare chest beneath the open trench coat, the dark red stickiness oozing down the side of his face from his hair. His face paint is messed up, only a partial image of a skull around his eye and cheek remains.

      Then his eyes meet mine and he does the unthinkable. He licks the blood from his fingers. Not a quick suck to clean BBQ sauce, this asshole brings every dirty fantasy I’ve had about Billy Loomis to life by curling his tongue around his long fingers obscenely.

      It’s hot. Unfairly hot. Disturbingly hot.

      And I can’t take my eyes off him.

      The air between us crackles with an intense sizzle. It’s a mix of our adrenaline and the inescapable connection we share that makes it impossible to ignore each other.

      “You still gonna run?” He smirks. “Or do you admit defeat?”

      Dante’s words kick me back into gear. What the hell am I doing? I need to get away and I’m screwing up my chance by sitting in the dirt staring at him.

      I should’ve run while he was distracted by getting caught in his own sick Carrie-themed trap instead of forgetting my fear in favor of checking out my goddamn bully.

      With a desperate sound scraping my throat, I push to my feet and run. Every branch, tree, and boulder looks the same in the shadows. Every labored breath sears my lungs and a stitch forms in my side. I’m not the athletic type, but my body screams at me to keep going.

      That's all I can think about. Instead of forming a plan or searching for my lost phone to call for help, I put all my effort into the mantra running through my head: one foot in front of the other. As long as I stay ahead of him, I’ll be safe.

      I keep making all the mistakes I usually yell at horror movie heroines for doing, but now I realize it’s human instinct and fear fighting the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Logical thought is almost impossible.

      The only spare brain space I have left is stuck wondering what the look he gave me while he licked his fingers meant.

      This whole night is fucked up. Dante lured me out here just to hunt me down. We snipe at each other every chance but this… I had no idea he was capable of something this sinister.

      My feet slam the ground with each step. I’m not doing a great job at being quiet, but it’s all I manage in order to keep running.

      A gnarled branch snags my damaged skirt. I’m about ready to rip the damn thing off, but that leaves me in only the velvet bodice and fishnets. Not that the sheer skirt provides a lot of coverage, but something stops me. Instead, when I tear it free with a vicious tug, I encourage the torn fabric to continue to my hip and tie it off at the slit. Now I have more movement.

      I pause for a beat, holding my twinging side while I get my bearings. It’s useless. I have no idea which direction is the right choice, where the party is in relation to where I’ve been circling, or where he is.

      Actually. I strain my ears. I was so intent on getting away, I wasn’t paying attention to him following me. The woods are still and quiet around me. It’s eerie.

      A shadow looms behind me when I make another turn and a scream lodges in my throat as it lunges for me. We both go down when it tackles me. I’m done for.

      Fresh tears prick my eyes as my baser instincts take over. I don’t know if it’s better to play dead or fight.

      I must be a fighter deep down, because I squirm like hell against the weight on top of me.

      At first, I believe it’s a cougar about to eat me and drag my bones back to its den.

      Then it registers that it’s not growling that I’m hearing above the rapid pounding of my heart.

      It’s fucking laughter. Deep, cruel chuckling.

      The faint scent of woodsmoke registers.

      Dante.

      “No,” I beg.

      “Yes. Stop struggling.”

      With a grunt, he gets to his feet while keeping my wrists pinned together. I kick at him. He swings me around, throwing me off balance.

      “Playtime’s over,” Dante grits out. His arm locks around my waist and he half-forces, half-drags me in the opposite direction. No matter how hard I struggle, he doesn’t release me. “I’m tired of playing chase. This time I’m not letting my prey go.”

      “Come on, Dante. This is insane. I know we hate each other, but this is crazy.” My words tumble out of me in a rush. I toss out anything my scattered mind supplies to make him stop. “Why are you doing this to me? What the fuck do you want?”

      “Your pain.” He jerks me and gets in my face, seething. “Your tears.” He licks the dried mascara-smeared tear stain on my cheek and my stomach clenches. “Looks like I got them.”

      “You’re sick,” I spit.

      “All thanks to you.”

      My brows furrow. I don’t get how I’m the reason he’s so fucked up in the head.

      A secluded cabin enters the edge of my vision and I renew my struggling. I claw at his arms and wriggle as hard as possible, aggravating the cramp in my side that hasn’t subsided. Dante might have caught me, but there’s no way in hell I’m going down without a fight.

      “Let me go!”

      “Not a chance in hell, baby. This isn’t over.”

      Dante hoists me up the stone steps and gets the door open. The inside is dim, illuminated only by the pools of moonlight pouring in from the window. There isn’t much inside other than a double bed with a quilt in the corner, a wood stove, and a sitting area with rustic furniture.

      Fear races through me that he might actually hurt me. Out there in the woods, being chased and encountering the callous booby traps designed to terrify me suddenly seems the lesser of two evils.

      “What do you want with me?” I demand with as much steel in my voice as I can muster.

      “I want you to pay,” he growls.

      “Fuck you.”

      I unleash hell on him, managing to wrestle free from his hold. He charges me, flinging my purse away. I fight more fiercely. He grunts when one of my kicks lands. As hard as I fight, he only deflects. It registers belatedly that as much as he’s scared me tonight, he won’t strike me.

      Planting my hands on his chest, I shove hard. He only falls back a step before he’s in my face, herding me until my back hits the wall. My eyes go wide and he smirks. I bare my teeth and release a frustrated noise.

      “That’s right. There’s no way you can get out of this. No one’s coming to save you, either.”

      “You’re a deranged maniac. What is the matter with you? If I go to the police, this is grounds for harassment, maybe assault.”

      “It was a prank. Get over it. You won’t be able to prove anything. Lowell and the guys will back me up. It’ll be my word against yours.” A dark look crosses his face. “Do you know how much pull my grandma has in this town? She’ll fucking crush you if you’re any kind of threat to her.”

      With another angry snarl, I fight against him, hissing insults and curses. He represents everything I hate in this town. The overprivileged getting away with murder. The judgmental assholes. His license to bully me.

      Dante is my nightmare. A devil on the lake.

      In the struggle, neither of us realize it when something shifts from me trying to attack him and him deflecting, to him pulling me so close I could climb inside his chest if I cracked open his ribcage. His hand is in my hair, almost cradling my head, and when one of us releases a ragged pant, the other breathes it in, sharing each breath.

      We both freeze and stare at each other. Dante’s gaze falls to my lips and his fingers curl in my hair. I don’t know if he moves first, or me, but we crash together in a kiss.

      This is so wrong. I can’t stand him. But I can’t stop, and neither does he.

      A moan leaves me when his tongue slips past my lips. He tastes sweet from the sticky fake blood. He crushes his body into mine, pinning me completely to the wall. His hardness digs into my belly. His mouth is demanding, hot and relentless as he kisses me deeply.

      We shouldn’t be doing this. We hate each other. He’s bullied and terrorized me. Yet kissing him is addictive. It’s intense, charged with the razor thin line between hate and lust.

      He tears his mouth away. I nearly pull him back for another kiss by the grip I have on his hair, but he mouths and bites his way down my neck. I suck in a breath as he bites my throat while sweeping his hand down my side.

      I’m powerless to stop him when he pulls my bodice to the side in a deft move, and slips his fingers between my legs like he owns my body. I feel his grin against my skin when he finds I’m not wearing underwear beneath my outfit, only fishnets. I cry out as he cups my pussy, teasing my entrance between the thin webs of my stockings.

      “Look at you, goth girl. Knew you’d be wet as fuck. You’re a little slut for freaky shit.”

      Humiliation burns through me, but what he’s doing feels too good. My clit aches with pulsing heat and I widen my legs so he has better access. A wicked chuckle shakes his shoulders.

      “See, slut. Fucking begging for it.” He thrusts two fingers in me. I whack my head against the wall from tossing it back with a silent, open-mouthed gasp. His full lips skim the column of my throat, biting my pulse point. “Fuck, you feel good.”

      “I hate you,” I grit out.

      The acerbic tone is ruined by the breathy moan that leaves me when his thumb circles my clit and his fingers curl inside me, lighting me up with pleasure.

      “I hate you, too,” he mutters. “Now shut up. I don’t want to hear a word out of you unless you’re begging for my cock to fuck you harder. Got it, little slut?”

      My cheeks burn, but arousal rushes through me.

      “Come here,” he orders.

      Dante’s fingers clamp on my wrist. He whips me around and he pushes on my back to bend me over the foot of the bed. A low rumble sounds behind me, then he smacks my ass. I jolt and kick at him.

      “Dick.”

      He slaps my ass again, squeezing hard enough to bruise. It tears a shocked gasp from me.

      “What did I fucking say about that mouth? Need me to fuck it first so you learn to be quiet?”

      I twist around and my hand lands with a satisfying crack across his face. “I’m not going to play your game.”

      “You will if you want me to fuck that tight, wet pussy. I felt it, baby. You’re all swollen and needy. Aching for my cock to fill you until you scream.” At the strangled noise I choke back, he grabs my hair and turns my head, speaking against my lips. “Answer me.”

      He doesn’t give me the chance to, sealing his mouth over mine. I bite his tongue. He retaliates by nipping my lip.

      But there’s one thing I can’t deny, and a minute later Dante knows it, too. The roughness makes the warmth pooling in my core burn hotter. Arousal coats my thighs. He repositions me where he wants and reaches between my legs, slipping his fingers inside past the fishnets again.

      “Fucking soaked,” he says in approval.

      There’s a rustling of his jeans behind me, then his face presses into me from behind. He groans and my cheeks flush at having his face against my pussy. I gasp when his tongue flicks out to taste me.

      “Bet you’re glistening for me, you filthy little slut.”

      My breath hisses out of me as he yanks the stretchy velvet material of my bodice aside and tears the hole in the fishnets bigger so he has full access. He plants a hand on the bed next to me and the head of his cock rubs up and down my slick folds. Bare. I swallow.

      “Dante—”

      “Are you on the pill?” He doesn’t stop grinding against me. “I don’t really care, I’m fucking you raw either way.”

      “Y-yes,” I choke out, unsure if I’m answering the question or responding to his dirty promise.

      “Good. I want you dripping with my come, and when it leaks out of you, I’m pushing it back in.”

      Arousal throbs in my center at the thought of him marking me in such an obscene, primal way. As much as I hate this asshole, I want that right now. I want him to fuck me with every fiber of my being.

      Maybe I’m the insane one for wanting my bully to fuck me after he spent the night chasing me through the woods for his stupid prank.

      Dante lines up and grips my hips. It’s the only warning I have before he sinks in on one deep thrust. A breath stutters out of both of us, his exhale fanning over the back of my neck. His grip tightens on me as he pulls out and snaps his hips again.

      “Oh shit, baby.” He groans. “Goddamn, your pussy is so tight.”

      My breath hitches as each stroke of his cock sends bursts of pleasure to my nerve endings. He folds his body over mine, changing the angle to one that tears little noises of ecstasy from me. His fingers find the holes in my fishnets and tug, using them as leverage to fuck me harder.

      “Oh god,” I choke out.

      “You like it like that, my dirty little slut? Shit, I’m going to cream in you so good you’ll never get me out of your pussy.”

      I bite down on my tongue as my orgasm shocks me. I clench around his dick and squeeze the bunched up quilt in my hands while I ride the waves. He rumbles in approval, bringing his lips to my ear.

      “Yeah, come all over my cock.” His tone hardens into something demanding. “Tell me how it feels.”

      Gritting my teeth against the pleasure, I growl, “And stroke your ego? Fuck no. I hate you and I’d rather bite your dick off than tell you anything.”

      “Hate me all you want, baby,” he mutters in my ear. “I’m still the one dicking you down so good you’re like a fucking vice around my cock.”

      Dante fists my hair and angles my head back, claiming my mouth with a searing kiss as his thrusts slam into me. A cry tears free from me and he swallows it. I’m helpless to stop it because it feels so good. I don’t want to stop. I want more.

      He inhales sharply as he’s feeding me his tongue, and another low rumble vibrates through his chest against my back. His thrusts stutter and his muscles seize.

      “Fuck,” he drags out.

      Dante’s cock pulses inside me, filling me with his come. The sensation is erotic and it triggeers another burst of pleasure.

      His laugh sounds delirious and he kneads my ass, still buried deep within me. “You come again? Can’t get enough of my cock painting your insides? Yeah, that’s sexy, baby.”

      We both breathe raggedly. He stays inside, seemingly fascinated by tracing his long fingers around the place where our bodies are joined.

      Finally, he pulls out. I feel oddly empty without his dick filling me. I roll over, scoot further onto the bed, and push tangled hair out of my face. He hooks a hand beneath my knee and spreads my legs, fitting himself between them, stretching the material of my bodice out of the way once more to leave me bared to him.

      I watch him warily, teetering on the edge of uncertainty. Will he bring me pleasure or pain?

      He doesn’t meet my eyes. His focus is locked on my pussy.

      A faint sound escapes me as he gathers his come and pushes it back into me with his fingers. He curls them deep within me and I bite my lip.

      “That get you hot, little slut? When I fuck my come back in you?” A feral sound leaves him as he leans down to kiss me. “My little goth girl slut wants more. Come.”

      Dante presses down on my clit and pumps his fingers. I arch into him and cry out as I shake apart for him.

      “That’s it. Come, baby.”

      He kisses me. Unlike before, it’s not as violent and hate-fueled. His mouth moves languidly against mine. He keeps playing with my pussy after my orgasm fades.

      This is wrong.

      This is twisted.

      This is a madness I never want to wake up from.
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      That wasn’t part of the plan. None of this was supposed to happen, but everything went out the window once I tackled Willow in the woods. Hands down, it was the best fuck of my life. Visceral and heady with the same adrenaline-fueled rush I get when I’m on my bike.

      It didn’t take away my hate for her. But there’s an intimacy in what we did that makes me see her more clearly.

      Fuck, it was good. As I play with her like my hand is fucking magnetized to her pussy, I’m battling the need to do it all over again.

      “Do you two need to be alone?” Willow sasses.

      Smirking, I circle her clit with more pressure. My fingers are covered in our come. I keep pushing whatever leaks out back inside her.

      Willow’s breath catches and I watch every shift in her features, changing pressure and technique until I wring another orgasm out of her. She shivers, clamping her thighs around my hand to trap it.

      We exist in a strange bubble at the moment.

      I want more of this. I can’t stop touching her, figuring out the ways she’ll shudder and fall apart. She fascinates me.

      “Tell me,” I order.

      “Tell you what?”

      She’s not as sharp as usual, distracted by what my fingers are doing to her body. Her teeth sink into her lip and her eyes flutter. She’s dancing on the edge of pleasure. I grin because I did this to her.

      My gaze roams over her body arching into every touch, cutting down to where my hand flexes between her thighs. They’re slick, coated in her arousal. “How much you liked it.”

      The smugness in my tone makes her eyes fly open, the haziness clearing.

      “No.”

      “No? I don’t believe that for a second.” I gesture to my dick. “See, your come is all over this.”

      Willow scoffs. “You’re a pig.”

      She shoves my hand away and rolls off the bed, stalking away. Brows flattening in annoyance, I follow her, doing up my jeans.

      “Where do you think you’re going? I’m not done with you yet.”

      When I reach for her shoulder, she shrugs my hand off. “You think I’m happy about this? You’re unbelievable. I hate you so much.” She slashes her hand through the air. “What we just did is never happening again.”

      Indignation rockets through me as I corral her against the wall once more. She grips the lapels of my trench coat. I plant a hand on the wall and get in her face. Her words say one thing, but the way her eyelids droop as she presses her tits against my chest says otherwise.

      “Not again? Fuck that. I want you.”

      Her mouth clamps shut and her blue eyes slide away. Working my jaw, I cup one of her tits, kneading it, teasing her nipple through the thin velvet. She can’t hide how it affects her, the strained noise she traps in her throat while she tugs on my coat.

      I tilt my head and rake my teeth over my lip. A rough sound leaves me.

      It feels like she doesn’t have a bra on. No panties, no bra. Fuck, I want to strip her naked.

      “You wanna know what I think?” At her silence, I pinch her nipple, smirking at the way she tips her head against the wall with a low moan. “I think you fight me because somewhere deep down, you do want me to put you on your knees and feed you my cock to shut you up. You like everything I do to you, but you can’t admit it turns you the fuck on unless you make yourself pretend I’m forcing you.”

      The truth is written all over her face—how aroused she is. I grab her jaw and make her look at me.

      “That right there. That’s what I’m talking about.” My other hand leaves her breast, dragging down her side. I cup her between the legs and she grinds against my hand. The corner of my mouth kicks up in triumph. “So it’s not all for show? The sexy fishnets and all that attitude that drives me crazy? You’re my dirty little whore, aren’t you, Willow? Just waiting for the moment I snap and fuck you.”

      She bares her teeth in response, but doesn’t stop moving against my hand, seeking release. A low laugh huffs out of me.

      “Give me those claws, baby,” I mutter against her temple. “I have no problem telling you how hot it gets me when you fight me back.”

      Another faint moan catches in her throat. She turns her head away and pushes my trench coat off my shoulders. I shrug out of it, kicking it away when it drops to the floor. My cock is hard again. Shit, it never fully softened after fucking her once.

      “I think about those sinful red lips of yours wrapped around my cock when I jerk off.”

      Her head whips back and she meets my gaze. I blink. The confession surprises both of us. I didn’t mean to admit it.

      Her eyes bounce back and forth between mine. “So you figured being the world’s biggest asshole to me was the right way to show you’re attracted to me?” She shakes her head, gaze turning distant. “Now it all makes sense. Pull my hair in public, but secretly whisper sweet words on paper to confuse the shit out of me.”

      My brow wrinkles. I have no clue what the hell she’s talking about. The need to take that mouth is killing me.

      “Get on your knees.”

      The challenge in her eyes and the set of her jaw turns me on aas much as it did to chase her and soak up her fear. This is us—this fucked up lust fueled by fear and loathing.

      “Make me, bastard.”

      I grin at the magic words as the wicked urge takes over. I squeeze her jaw before releasing it, then fist her hair. She gasps and rakes her nails down my chest. I groan at the fire it leaves behind that mixes with heady desire. When I wrestle her to the ground, she spits on me.

      “Save it for when you’re choking on my cock, little slut.”

      The sight of Willow on her knees for me is fucking divine.

      I use the hold on her hair to angle her face back and thumb her lip before pulling my cock out. I pump it while she watches, eyes blazing. When I trace her lips with the tip, my stomach clenches in anticipation of her biting it.

      But she doesn’t. She turns her mutinous gaze up to lock with my eyes and I push my cock past her lips. I exhale at the velvety heat of her mouth.

      “Oh fuck, baby. Your mouth.” I guide her head by my hold on her hair and thrust.

      She gags, then recovers, adjusting to the pace I set. A flush creeps across the tops of her tits above the neckline of the bodice. She peeks up at me again, sliding her hands up my legs. One of her hands cups my balls, her nails applying a hint of pressure in warning if I try to take this too far.

      We’re both on the same page that this is us playing around with what’s turning us on—the illusion that I’m forcing her. That’s all it is. I wouldn’t actually cross that line, and she’d use those nails to hurt me if I did.

      “That’s it, little slut. Suck it. You love this.”

      Her cheeks hollow and I go faster with a grunt. The noises we make are filthy—her garbled gasps between thrusts, the wet sound of my dick plunging in and out of her swollen lips.

      “You’re my pretty little whore, Willow.”

      She flicks her eyes up, leering at me through damp lashes at the dirty names I give her. The sight of those plump lips around my shaft, the mascara-streaked cheeks, and tears leaking from the corners of her eyes when I’m too rough fucking her face are a trifecta. I need to be inside her again.

      “Get up. I want your pussy choking my cock again.”

      My dick slips out of her mouth as I pull her to her feet, tugging her bodice down to expose her tits. Ah, so there was a bra. It’s one of those lacy, barely there bralette things. She might as well have gone braless.

      Her tits are perfect and perky. I pause, leaning down to take a nipple in my mouth through the lace. Her fingers stop fumbling with my jeans to hold the back of my head while I suck on her nipple.

      With a growl, I let it pop free and pull her bodice and bra off. A folded up piece of paper falls to the floor that we both ignore. She claws at my jeans and I step out of them. I leave her stockings, nearly coming from the sight of her standing naked except for her torn fishnets.

      Circling my cock with my fingers, I squeeze it. “You want this?”

      She nods, cheeks pink.

      “Say it.”

      Willow presses her lips together. “I want it. Fuck me.”

      With a grin, I whip her around. She braces her hands on the wall and I line up. We both moan when I enter her with a sharp thrust. Her head tips back on my shoulder and I band an arm around her chest, holding her tits while my hips pump.

      It’s still rough and wild, but we’ve both forgotten the game, too swept up in the pleasure.

      My lips find her throat, trailing kisses up to her jaw. Her pussy fucking flutters on my cock and she cries out as she comes. It’s a feeling I’ll never get tired of.

      No one has ever fit with me so perfectly, matched my dark fantasies, been so goddamn right that I never want to stop. Not until this girl. The one who drives me to madness and pisses me off like no other.

      An odd sensation twists in my chest and it punches a breath out of me. I slow down my pace as the truth barrels into me.

      I don’t want to stop. Now that I’ve had this, I want it. Maybe it’s because I’ve spent the last several months deprived of anything and everything as a consequence of failing my Grandma’s expectations, but I want Willow.

      The fucking irony. She’s the one that caused all my problems, but it’s only when I’m around her that my chest burns like this.

      Blinking without seeing, I stop moving.

      “What’s wrong?” Willow twists to see me, brows raised. She’s gorgeous like this, all mussed up and aroused. She pushes her ass into me. “Come on, don’t stop. I was close again.”

      I bury my face in her neck and pull out.

      “Dante?”

      I don’t answer as I pick her up and carry her to bed again. She gives me a questioning look. I press my lips to hers and she relaxes into me. When I put her down on the bed, she scoots to the middle. I follow her, fitting myself between her thighs. Her legs wrap around me as I glide the head of my cock through her slick folds and enter her again.

      “Feels so good,” Willow says breathlessly, throat bared for me.

      Red marks cover her skin, proof of what we’re doing. It sends a thrill of satisfaction through me to know I’ve left a reminder on her body. We can’t sweep this under the rug when we leave the cabin.

      I slip a hand between us and rub her clit, watching her face hungrily for the telltale signs of her orgasm.

      “I love the face you make when you come.”

      Her cheeks blush a pretty shade of red. I want to make her skin flush that color over and over.

      My fingers tangle in the thin webs of her fishnets and I use the grip as leverage to fuck her harder. She digs her nails into my shoulder and threads her fingers in my hair. She pulls and I groan, almost collapsing on top of her. My pace stutters and my dick throbs.

      With a raw growl, I come, filling her pussy a second time tonight. Her thighs tremble, legs locking me in place like she doesn’t want this to stop either. I use my tangled grip on her fishnets to pull the material taut against her skin, as if there’s any way to bring our bodies closer together.

      When I finish, I collapse next to her with a ragged noise. “Fucking hell.”

      “Yeah,” she echoes.

      I’m too wrecked to move. My chest heaves with each burning breath.

      Willow goes to roll away, but I catch her around the waist and yank her back against my body. She tenses for a beat, then relaxes when I claim her lips with mine for another kiss.

      My thoughts stick on the turn this night has taken. Without the prank, I’d never know this could work between us. She would have remained a secret fantasy that pissed me off.

      But now I know something that will live in my mind rent free—Willow Stewart is my perfect match.
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      The reality of my predicament hits me once I’ve caught my breath. I feel like Alice down a rabbit hole, trapped in this insanity, because I’m lying naked in bed with Dante while the sweat cools on our skin after he made every dark desire come true. The asshole bully who fucked me within an inch of my life—twice—in this cabin he dragged me to.

      He made me face a truth I’ve been denying. Obliterated every lie I told myself to reject what I wanted.

      But it doesn’t change what he did before that tonight, or what he’s been doing to me with those notes. I have to know.

      This time when I get up, he lets me. He’s unapologetic about his nudity while I search for my clothes. I find my discarded bodice and shimmy into it, forgoing the bralette. My thighs slide together at the thought of my ripped fishnets barely covered by the velvet. I check to make sure that it’s not visible as I put my sheer skirt back on.

      It’s not. Only me and him will know.

      Once I find my boots, I shove my feet in them. I probably look like a hot mess with the state of my outfit, but whatever. If someone asks what happened, I’ll tell them a psycho chased me through the woods. It’s an accurate recounting.

      The note I tucked in the bralette catches my eye and I snatch it up with a huff.

      Was the dangerous cougar in the mountains really a metaphor for you all along, Dante?

      I grab a dish towel from the kitchenette area. Running warm water on it, I use it to clean the dried fake blood and dirt from my skin.

      Dante watches from bed with hooded eyes, one arm folded beneath his head. I tear my attention away from the way it makes his arm muscles bulge.

      He still has the fake blood caked on his skin and it’s doing strange things to me. Better if I don’t look while I demand he tell me the truth.

      “Why did you prank me?” I stare at a painting of the lake hanging on the wall.

      He sighs and gets up, closing the distance between us. “Because I was pissed at you. Let it go.” He caresses my arm and kisses my neck, pressing the heat of his naked body against mine. “This is a better outlet for our aggressions. Hate sex is hot.”

      I push him away. “Okay, but for real.”

      Rolling his eyes, he finds his fitted boxers and tugs them on. “It’s over. I won’t mess with you anymore. Just leave it.”

      “You’re even crazier than I thought if you believe I’ll just forget everything without an explanation.”

      “So I chased you around and scared you.” His gaze moves over my shoulder, turning distant and full of more ire than he’s ever directed at me. “That’s nothing.”

      I shake my head in disbelief. “The psychological warfare you’ve been playing hasn’t been enough yet, so you had to do all this on top of those fucking creepy notes you keep leaving me?”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “This, Dante.” Patience running out, I shove the crumpled paper in his face. “I’m talking about this.”

      Brows furrowed, he takes it and reads it. His jaw hardens. Those amber eyes narrow, losing any hint of the mischief usually dancing in them as he skims the page. I don’t know why he’s so absorbed in it when he wrote the damn thing. The least he could do is give me a solid explanation now that it’s in the open and I’m calling him out on his crap.

      “None of this would have happened if you just kept quiet about your essay,” he mutters.

      My brows fly up. “Oh sure, next time my homework assignment that’s worth a big chunk of my GPA for the semester is stolen and submitted without my knowledge, I’ll just keep quiet. I told you, I don’t have a trust fund as a safety blanket. I can’t afford the colleges I want to apply to.”

      He balls up the note and tosses it on the bed. “That failing grade destroyed everything I had going for me.”

      “Please, it’s not like you had a scholarship lined up. Or needed one, given the silver spoon. You’re not exactly what I’d call academic.” I cross my arms. “You care more about partying as much as you can and racing dirt bikes. How is one more lazy grade hurting you?”

      Dante rakes a hand through his hair and growls in frustration. “You don’t get it. You’re smart. Your parents love you, even when you dress like you do.” His eyes take on a wild edge of dispair. “You’ll never know what it’s like for your own grandmother to tell you every day what a fuck up you are. For her to admit she wishes my ‘gold-digging whore mother’ never got knocked up with me. To have her take away everything. Not just my dreams, everything. She stripped my room and left a bare mattress. That’s fucking it.” A terrible, humorless smile crosses his face. “Told me to get used to my future because I’d be living on the streets. She swore she’d cut me off if I screw up anymore. So go ahead, keep telling me how perfect my life looks from the outside.”

      I gasp in shock at his tortured confession.

      He takes a heaving breath and stares at me with wide, horrified eyes. Once he started, it all poured out of him. I don’t think he’s told anyone what things are like for him.

      He’s hidden this from all of us, even his friends. He’s not the spoiled rich boy I thought he was. Why would he hide this? He needs help.

      I crush the well of sympathy that opens up in my chest. “Dante…”

      “Oh, fucking save it. There’s no taking it back now.”

      His misplaced anger reignites mine. All the agony he’s put me through is because of the abuse he faces at home. How could I know what would happen to him? All I was worried about was failing because someone stole my work. He never stopped to think of what it could mean for my future.

      “Why didn’t you just ask for help if you were struggling with the essay assignment?” I yell. “I would’ve helped, but no, you have to ridicule me for being different.”

      “I didn’t know it was your paper! All I knew was that it was a quality paper that I could pass with. Then you ratted me out.”

      “That is such an asinine reason to hate me!” I scrub my face and glare at him. “I didn’t know, either. I had no idea it was you or Lowell that had my stolen paper. All I did was prove my essay was mine. It wasn’t until you were both suspended I made the connection.”

      He nods slowly, features twisted in fury and mortification. Maybe he’s angrier with himself for being more honest with me than he meant to be than he is at the reason he believes he’s justified in hating me.

      I’m done with this. Done with him.

      As mad as I am with him, I don’t forget what he said about his grandmother. My stomach twists at the injustice he’s faced. Even if she’s not hitting him, it’s still abuse. It’s not right. No one should live like that, no matter what kind of person they are.

      With a frustrated noise, I grab his jeans from the floor and rifle through them. My phone is in his pocket. He found it when I lost it. I shoot him an incredulous glare. Taking my ID, I fling the pants at him, find my purse, and storm out of the cabin.

      Dante doesn’t stop me.

      I check my phone on my way back to the party. It’s after midnight now, officially Halloween. There are no missed messages. No one is aware I’ve been missing, or the nightmare I’ve been through.

      I grab the first person I see. “Hey, do you know what time the next hearse leaves?”

      “They’re done for the night, I think. Everyone’s here.” The girl shrugs and staggers off to make another drink.

      Shit.

      My only option is walking back to the gate to leave. Over four miles. A weak laugh leaves me. The twinges in my overworked muscles feel like I’ve ran twice that tonight, and that was before two rounds of wild sex. Maybe it’s the adrenaline crash. I thumb my phone, considering that Mom is probably asleep by now.

      Luna waves me over. “There you are! You missed the costume contest. Come on, we’re making s’mores. Ryder brought weed-laced chocolate.”

      She doesn’t blink at the state of my clothes. I guess it is Halloween, it’s not shocking to see someone going around in torn up clothes if it’s part of a costume. I chew on my lip.

      “Okay.” I accept a piece of chocolate from Ryder, ignoring his lewd wink.

      “Here, Eli. This one’s for you.” He drapes an arm over Eliana’s shoulder with a smirk. “Sugar-free.”

      She scrutinizes the piece he offers, peering up at him in suspicion. “Thanks.”

      The cheerleader turns away from him to make her treat. Lowell and Easton watch closely.. Maybe a little too intently. A shiver runs down my spine at the anger in their expressions. It’s not unlike the way Dante looks at me.

      “Here.” Luna pulls my attention. “You have to sandwich your marshmallow between two pieces of chocolate, then the graham cracker. It’s better that way. My mom’s secret.” She looks up with a wide smile. Her gaze shifts over my shoulder. “Dante! Come have a s’more.”

      I twist to find him striding back from the cabin, sharp jaw clenched, hands shoved in the pockets of his trench coat. He cleaned off most of the fake blood, but missed some. The last of the face paint has been wiped away, too.

      My stomach dips at the sight of him. I whirl around and focus on roasting my marshmallow in the flames with the long skewer.

      If I’m staying, the new plan is to keep away from Dante and forget everything that happened. His stupid prank. The awful truth he confessed to me.

      Most of all, what we did in the cabin.
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      After she stormed out, I sat there in stunned silence. I couldn’t believe what I’d let slip—what I fucking admitted to her.

      No one knows about my grandmother’s inhumane ultimatums and her tight leash, not even Phoenix after my failed attempt to tell him—though, I think he might suspect. His dad is a therapist. If he found out, he’d have CPS all over Grandma’s ass, but she’s still the one in control of the money. I don’t want anyone to know how messed up my life has become.

      This whole weekend is going to shit.

      When I blinked out of my stupor, Willow was long gone. I needed to get back, or I was in danger of wrecking the cabin to take out the frustration simmering beneath my skin. I got myself together and headed out.

      At the last second, I grabbed the note she left behind.

      Every trudging step I took back to the party made my teeth grind. I’m pissed off and questioning everything that just went down.

      Now I’m standing three people down in front of the bonfire, roasting fucking marshmallows. All I want to do is go over to her and pull her back into the shadows with me. The note sits in my coat pocket, crinkling every time I move to remind me it’s there.

      The rush of protectiveness I felt for her when I read the message has me off-kilter. I can’t get it out of my head. I don’t like what it said, or the feeling it gives me like I need to find out who the hell sent it and make them pay.

      I didn’t leave Willow that stalker note, or any others. She believes I’m behind them. I get her reasoning—we’re constantly at odds with each other and messing with her is what I do best. But these aren’t from me.

      So who?

      My suspicious gaze moves around the party. If she gets them at school, it could be anyone here this weekend. Her creeper could be among us right now, watching her without her knowing where they’re lurking. I dismiss half of the potential suspects right away, including Phoenix and Luna.

      I look at Lowell. He’s one of my best friends and I know he was annoyed with Willow for getting us suspended. Easton and Ryder talk shit about her, too. My head tilts, attention darting between them and the direction of their gazes. Eliana. They’re too absorbed in their beef with her to bother with Willow.

      Lips sliding together in uncertainty, I come to a dead end on ideas of who could be behind it.

      Like a magnet, my eyes are drawn to her. Her hair hides most of the evidence of what went down between us, but in the firelight I can make out the hint of the hickeys I left on her throat. The scratches she left on my body tingle. Her tentative smile falls as soon as our gazes collide.

      Whatever. Let her deal with her own shit. I need to forget about her.

      Even if the sounds she makes when she comes and the feel of her body against mine are now seared into my mind forever.

      The fleeting thought that we could have what we did in the cabin was just me thinking with my dick. It could never really work.

      I grit my teeth and glare into the flames.

      My grandmother is right about me. I’m a worthless fuck up.

      A hand slams down on my shoulder and squeezes, jolting me out of my dark thoughts. “Man, you need a drink. You’re bringing down the mood. It’s Halloween. Have some fucking fun.”

      Lowell smirks at me and offers the bottle of whiskey we shared earlier. It’s nearly empty. I swipe it and tip my head back with a deep pull from the bottle that finishes off the remaining alcohol. Phoenix and Easton chuckle from their spots on a bench made of hay bales behind us. Ryder hollers like the heathen he is.

      “That’s what I’m talking about,” he cheers.

      I ignore the smooth burn and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, then chuck the bottle into the fire. It makes a satisfying sound when it breaks.

      “Where’d you go, Dante?” Eliana asks.

      Lowell and Ryder both stiffen beside me at her sultry tone. She shoots them a glance and steps into me, putting a manicured hand on my chest beneath my coat.

      “I was in the woods.”

      She pouts. It accentuates her plush lips and the fake blood trickling from the corner of her mouth. “You missed my big win. I got voted best costume.”

      “People just like looking at your legs in your cheer uniform,” Lowell says. “Undead vampy cheerleader isn’t the best costume here tonight.”

      Eliana glares at him. A beat later, her features relax into a smug, bitchy expression.

      “Look all you want.” She holds his gaze, then flicks her attention to include Ryder and Easton. It’s not clear whether she’s talking to one of them or all three of them. “You’ll never know what they feel like wrapped around your waist.”

      A muscle jumps in Lowell’s jaw when he clenches it and balls his fists.

      I take her in with a sweeping look. All she did was powder her face and use makeup to pull off the vampire cheerleader look. It’s not original. Willow’s sexy velvet bodice beats this out hands down, even if her outfit is shredded from chasing her through the woods.

      Annoyance surges through me. I need to stop thinking about my goth girl.

      “It’s classic,” I lie, almost believing that I care.

      “See. Thank you.” Eliana fluffs her hair.

      “He doesn’t want you, El. None of us do. Stop being so fucking desperate all the time. You keep throwing yourself at us, but we’re not biting.” Her eyes shine at Lowell’s caustic tone. His scowl remains locked on her, but he addresses me. “How was the freak show?”

      My shoulders tense at the nickname I started. A pit burns in my stomach. It takes effort to keep my feet planted on the ground.

      They know about the prank I set up, but they don’t know how far I deviated from the plan.

      “A real scream queen,” I mutter. “When the roaches scattered from the box, it scared her real good. Her shrieks echoed off the treetops. Hitchcock would be proud.”

      Lowell chuckles, keeping his unwavering attention on Eliana for her reaction. “No, I mean when you fucked her.”

      The chatter of the party dies around us. The stares of everyone are heavy.

      “We walked by the cabin you were in earlier and heard her.” Lowell gives Eliana a savage grin. “I like a screamer, maybe I’ll fuck her next.”

      She flashes him a hurt look.

      I move before I’m aware of what I’m doing. With a growl, my fist smashes into Lowell’s face. All the pent up frustration pours out of me as I deck him again.

      Shouts and tugs on my shoulders barely register.

      “Jesus! Enough!” Phoenix catches my arm before I throw another punch and locks it behind me. “You good?”

      Panting, I swing a glare around. Ryder stands between us with a complicated expression. Eliana and Easton are on either side of Lowell, holding him back. For all she was bitching at him before, she cups his face, touching the split lip I gave him. He jerks his head to get her off and grumbles something to her that makes her hunch in on herself and stride away.

      Gritting my teeth, I nod. “I’m good.”

      “What is up with you lately?” Phoenix asks.

      “Nothing.”

      The red haze fades away when he lets me go. I scrub my face, my knuckles stinging. I examine them with a grimace. The skin isn’t cracked, but they’re red. Probably will be bruised by morning. Great.

      Lifting my head, I find Willow watching, her brows pinched. A squirming feeling moves through my chest, and my heart gives a faint tug when she follows Luna to the other side of the bonfire.

      “Here.” Phoenix hands me another skewer with a fresh jumbo marshmallow. After a few minutes of me brooding, he sighs. “All that talk about making this the most epic weekend ever, and you’re sulking? Come on, man, you’ve been looking forward to this party for months. You know what my dad would say.”

      I hold up a hand. “Don’t, dude. Don’t psychoanalyze me by proxy. I tried therapy. Didn’t help.” I tap my temple with sharp jabs. “Couldn’t unscramble this mess.”

      “That’s because you have to actually find one you’re comfortable talking to. They can’t do shit for you if you just sit there glaring for an hour every time.”

      It would take way more than a professional to unload the shit weighing on me.

      “Thanks, Dr. Phil.”

      He lifts his palms in surrender. “Just what my dad says.”

      “What does he say about your repressed love for your best friend?”

      Phoenix gapes at me like he doesn’t have a goddamn clue what I’m talking about. Damn, my brother is a hopeless case.

      “Twenty bucks says he doesn’t figure it out for another six months,” I say to the people hanging around us.

      He casts a confused glance around until it lands on Luna and the guy she’s spending her night with.

      I laugh and one of our other friends elbows me. I feel lighter until my gaze shifts to Willow. The amusement dies off. Everything comes rushing back.

      Phoenix and Luna will get the happy ending eventually, but not me.

      “Screw this.” I toss the new marshmallow in the fire and watch it burn. “I need to go smoke a joint. I have it in my cabin. P, you coming?”

      Phoenix tears his mercurial gaze from Luna standing at the other end of the bonfire. She’s roasting another marshmallow and laughing with that meathead, Chad.

      He takes a reluctant step away from the fire to follow me, but he goes rigid when he looks back at Luna. The guy grabs her ass and she’s laughing with her hands nudging at his chest.

      “Not coming,” he mutters before changing directions.

      Jealousy ignites inside me. My friend gets to be a white knight, but not me. I’m the opposite, the asshole who is only good for tearing a girl like Willow down. No matter how perfect we could’ve been together.

      Working my jaw, I stalk into the darkness by myself.
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      Everywhere I turn at the party, there are reminders of Dante, or my nightmare himself looking my way. Each time our eyes meet, my heart gives a pathetic twinge.

      I didn’t like the way I felt when I saw Eliana cozying up to him, and felt even weirder when he jumped to defend me against what his friends said about me.

      What is wrong with me?

      I can’t like him. I don’t want to like him.

      Without meaning to, I seek him out at the other side of the fire. The dancing flames paint his handsome chiseled features in sharp relief. He’s in a thousand yard staring contest with the burning logs framing the bonfire and I wonder if he’s regretting what we did. As I study him, I also wonder how the hell anyone could treat a family member the way his grandmother treats him.

      A sympathetic frown tugs at my mouth. I’m his only outlet for what I imagine is a lot of pressure built up and thrust on his shoulders because his home isn’t a safe space. I don’t know how he manages to keep his friends in the dark about what’s really going on with him.

      I’m still annoyed about the pranks and the notes, but knowing what the root of his problem is, it’s hard to hold on to my anger as tightly as I have since he started lashing out at me.

      Maybe there’s a way to make up for the failed essay before graduation. If it’s cleared from his academic record, his grandmother would have to stop being horrible.

      Shaking my head to clear Dante from my thoughts, I try to enjoy the party. Luna’s actually pretty cool, although I could take or leave Chad. He doesn’t seem like the type of guy Luna would go for.

      Case in point, he’s finally managed to make a move on her. I curl my lip at the way he grabs her ass and speaks too low for me to hear in her ear. She laughs, but there’s a line of tension in her shoulders as she nudges at his chest in a silent request for space.

      “Chad, could you let go now?” she asks evenly.

      “Come on, babe. You’re killing me. All this flirting.” He leers at her. “A man needs some action. You keep giving me the look.”

      “What look?” A hint of incredulity creeps into her calm tone.

      Reading her body language, I prepare to grab the nearest drink, throw it on the guy, and help her shove him off, but Phoenix shoulders past me.

      “Hey!” he barks. “Get your hands off!”

      “Phoenix!” Luna twists in Chad’s arms. “Wait, he wasn’t—”

      It’s impressive how quickly he gets between them, drawing her behind him protectively. She curls her fingers in the back of his hoodie.

      “What the hell were you doing?” he demands.

      “Chill, bro. I don’t see your name stamped on her ass. She’s my date tonight. You can’t piss on her as your territory if she’s not your girlfriend or you’re not fucking her.”

      “Hey!” Luna shouts.

      Phoenix narrows his eyes and punches Chad. It’s an impressive punch that lays him out with one hit. Luna seems unsurprised, but I jump. A couple of Chad’s football buddies come over, but they aren’t quick to jump to his defense with him knocked out and Phoenix looming over him.

      “Don’t hurt him,” she says. “He’s just drunk. He wasn’t going to do anything. I had it all under control.”

      “He disrespected you,” he growls in a dangerous tone.

      “I…” A complicated mix of emotions crosses her face. She blows out a breath and addresses the football team. “Can you guys take him to your cabin and make sure he’s alright? There’s ice in a cooler by the one we set up for a medical station.”

      We all watch as they do as she says, carting Chad away. Phoenix flexes his fists and grits his teeth, standing over her like her guard.

      “I need to talk to you.” He catches Luna’s wrist in his grasp and leads her away.

      “I’ll be back in a bit, Willow,” Luna calls to me apologetically.

      Once they’re gone, I swallow. I’m left alone. People have been shooting me surreptitious looks since Lowell announced to the whole party what happened in the cabin. I almost laugh. For once I’m not being judged for my personal style, but because I’m going down as the slut of the party for sleeping with Dante.

      Girls shoot me jealous looks and guys eye me like a piece of free meat.

      Ugh. I don’t want to spend the rest of my night being stared at. I put my skewer in a bucket of used ones, intending to go find an empty cabin to chill in.

      “Here.” Daniel appears at my side, startling me.

      “Daniel.”

      He offers a drink. After staring at it for a beat, I take it with a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes. I feel a bit like I’m under a microscope from the way he stares at me until I take a sip. My nose nearly scrunches—I don’t like vodka or juice, preferring rum and Coke.

      Like the drink Dante made.

      No. That needs to stop right now. I can’t keep comparing every guy to Dante.

      At least it’s weak. Daniel’s cheeks tinge and he peers into his cup like it will tell him the answers to the universe.

      “Thanks.” An awkward silence blankets us and I cast around for something to talk about. “So, your poem was cool in class today. I liked the imagery.”

      Daniel perks up. “You did? I was inspired by yours. Everything you write moves me.”

      Keeping my polite smile in place becomes difficult. He doesn’t hold up the conversation. After a few agonizing minutes of silence, he mumbles something I don’t catch and walks off.

      With a sigh, I dump the drink Daniel gave me and head down to the lake edge to get away from the party again. It’s peaceful out here.

      Before long, it becomes clear that a peaceful place to think is the last thing I need. My thoughts return to the cabin with Dante more than once until I’m irritated with myself. Why can’t I stop thinking about it?

      A twig snaps. My heart skips a beat. I didn't realize someone was following me, but I sense their presence behind me. The slightest hint of woodsmoke touches my nose and my shoulders shake with a quiet laugh.

      Dante.

      It’s ridiculous how being alone with him fills me with a warm glow.

      Does he feel how the weird connection between us has pulled tighter tonight? At the bonfire he kept to himself, but maybe he saw me leave and came after me. We can’t ignore this. It’ll be better if we talk. We’ll work out our issues and I’ll help him with what he told me if he promises to stop leaving me notes.

      The corners of my mouth curl as I turn around.

      “Let me guess, you caught me slipping away, so you came out here to pull another pr—” The rest of my sentence catches in my throat and I pull up short when I don’t find Dante lurking behind me.

      It’s Daniel.

      Disappointment twists my stomach.

      “Willow,” he says.

      His voice is strange. Like it’s charged with an electric current. Serial killer-esque, if I’m being honest.

      “Daniel, hey. Sorry, I thought you were someone else.”

      “Him?”

      The way he sneers it makes my heart skip another beat. “Him who?”

      “Don’t play coy. I know you don’t with him.” He takes a step and I retreat warily. “You have to know, he’s no good for you.”

      “I don’t know who you’re talking about,” I lie. “Want to go back to the party?”

      Daniel shakes his head vehemently. He keeps advancing on me. Chills rush over my skin and my uneasiness bubbles to the surface.

      “He doesn't see you like I do, Willow. None of them do. But I see you. I watch you all the time.”

      I gulp. “At school?”

      “I always watch you,” he says with an unsettling reverence. “Always. I leave you notes.”

      “Notes?” I interrupt. “You’re the one leaving me those notes?”

      Daniel nods with a hum that makes every hair on my body stand on end.

      Holy shit. It wasn’t Dante trying to mess with me. All this time it was Daniel.

      Freaking me out. Stalking me.

      The notes have been everywhere—all over school, in my car, in my house. Bile rises in my throat and a splash of water has me craning my neck. My boot is at the edge of the murky water. He’s herded me to the edge of the lake.

      “And you came tonight.” He sighs happily. “We can finally be together.”

      I look around for an escape. “Listen, I’m not—”

      “Willow.”

      Daniel’s features collapse into a vicious scowl and he whirls around.

      A breath stutters out of me. I’ve never been so relieved to hear Dante’s voice.
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            DANTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This guy is bad news. I knew there was something off about him once he came up to Willow when we got to the party. No matter what, I won’t let him hurt her.

      The urge to get her away from him surges through me. It pisses me off that he’s the cause of the fear on her face. The same fear I controlled a couple hours ago.

      Only I can terrify her.

      “Willow doesn’t want to see you,” the guy snaps.

      Daniel. That’s his name. She told it to me.

      “Why don’t we let Willow use her words and tell me herself if she wants me to fuck off or not.” I carefully close the distance between us, flicking my gaze past Daniel’s shoulder to her.

      I was out here to smoke, sitting on my favorite rock back in the trees when I heard voices. I caught what Daniel was saying to her as he cornered her. That he’s the bastard leaving her the notes that bother her so much—the ones she believed I was slipping her as a mind game. It’s clear as fucking day she’s freaked out.

      My gaze shifts to meet hers again. I give her a reassuring nod and she swallows. It’s okay, I mouth. Her nod is jerky and she releases a shaking breath.

      My heart squeezes, then the damn thing feels like it cracks open. It hits me square in the chest that what I feel for her isn’t pure hate. It’s grown into something new. It’s not love, but it could become that. I love fighting with her, but only because the way she challenges me makes me feel alive, ignites these addictive flames in me.

      Willow is my race in the woods, speeding through the rough trails, heart pounding.

      I want that feeling with her all the time. To be the only guy she fights, just so we can make up after.

      No one else will take her from me. No one else will ever lay a damn hand on her.

      “Go away!” Daniel snarls. “She doesn’t want you. She’s supposed to love me!”

      Willow flinches when he throws his arms out to block her from me, forcing her back another step into the lake.

      Goddamn it, I hate that he’s scaring her.

      And I’m not having it.

      He thinks he has a claim over her? This guy is delusional.

      Daniel whirls around and traps her in his arms, snuggling into her despite the way she struggles and chokes on a strangled protest.

      A feral growl leaves me. I dart forward and grab him, tugging on his clothes. He pushes and shoves, letting out an awful yell when I punch his side. He won’t let go of her.

      Everything in me revolts. I have to stop this. Need to protect her from this deranged lunatic.

      “Get off!” I growl.

      “No! No, no, no!”

      He snaps, going berserk. All three of us stumble around in the shallows of the lake. My feet sink into the mucky, imported sand mixed with the silt from the lake. I grunt, trying to gain better leverage to separate him without injuring her.

      “Dante!” Willow gets out before Daniel pushes her away, making her fall to her hands and knees in the water.

      A humorless grin crosses my face. With her out of the way, I’m not worried about hurting her. I punch Daniel in the nose, enjoying the crunch of bone.

      He buckles after one solid hit, crumpling to his knees. My fury isn’t satisfied and I tackle him, sending waves rippling out as I trudge into deeper water, towing him by my grip on the collar of his shirt. His eyes bug out and I wrestle his head beneath the water. His fingers claw uselessly at my wrists, thrashing the water. I’m stronger than him.

      I decide if he lives or dies for what he’s done to Willow.

      “Don’t—oh my god, don’t, Dante.” She clamps a hand on my arm, glistening eyes searching mine, wet lashes clumped together. My chest tightens and she pulls me back to reality. “We have to call security.”

      I hold him under for another second, then drag him out with a rough noise. Leaning into his face as he chokes, I narrow my eyes. “If you ever come near her again, I’ll finish the job. Don’t even fucking look at her. You no longer exist to her. Understand?”

      Daniel nods through his sniveling, turning away from my glare.

      The water splashes as Willow scrambles out of it and fishes her phone from her purse. A shuddering exhale leaves her, fresh tears leaking from the corners of her eyes.

      “Yes, we’re at the lake. Okay. Okay, thank you.” Hanging up, she turns to me, attention falling to where my fists grip Daniel’s clothes. There’s no way I’m letting him run away. “They’re sending someone out.”

      “I’ll handle it. Are you okay?” An unfamiliar anxiousness tinges my tone.

      I need her to be fine. She wrings her hands and nods. The tension in my muscles relax and I mirror her nod.

      Dragging Daniel out of the lake, I take him to the dock. Willow follows. Each of our steps squelch from waterlogged shoes in the sand. It makes her giggle.

      “Really?” I lift my brows.

      “I think I’m a bit punchy.” She raises her own brows to match my expression.  “You know, strung out from one too many adrenaline crashes tonight.”

      I duck my head. “Yeah. Fair.” My boot nudges Daniel none too gently. “Move over to the post.”

      When he does as I say, I take the life ring from the hook and use the length of rope to secure his arms behind him to the wooden post. Once I’m satisfied by the knot, I place a hand on the small of Willow’s back and guide her out of his line of sight where I can still keep an eye on him. I want her as far away from him as possible.

      “He won’t bother you again.” I swipe damp hair from my eyes.

      “Your hand.” She reaches for it, examining my busted knuckles with a frown. Blood oozes from the cuts. “The skin is broken.”

      “Hazard of talking with your fists.”

      She scoffs. “You’re so reckless.”

      My response is interrupted by flashing lights. A security truck pulls up through the trees and the guard comes over.

      “He’s over there.” I motion to Daniel. “Escort him out and ban him from the premises.”

      “Do the police need to be contacted for a report to press charges?”

      I look at Willow. She shakes her head. As the guard collects Daniel and takes him away, she steps closer to me. I wrap an arm around her shoulders. Any remaining anger I harbored towards her vanished the second I realized she was in danger. All that’s left is this tug from an invisible rope in my stomach when I’m around her.

      “Are you seriously okay?”

      It’s all I care about. This feeling expanding in my chest won’t chill out until I know she’s safe.

      She gives me a wry smirk. “Do you mean after a stalker came out and then attacked me, or do you mean after what you did to me?”

      “Both.” I blow out a breath. “The prank was stupid. What you said in the cabin—you were right. I’m sorry I took things out on you.”

      She tilts her head, studying me. I want to kiss her. I grab her hip and dip my head, voice deepening.

      “But I don’t want to take it all back.”

      “No?”

      “No. Call me twisted, but I enjoyed our foreplay.” My grip flexes on her hip and she leans into me with a shiver. “I think you did, too. Or you wouldn’t have fucked me.”

      Her damp lashes skim her cheeks. They turn pink. I’m right.

      “Then when I saw that guy all over you… I knew I wanted you to be mine more than anything. I wanted to protect you.”

      She bites her lip. “And earlier, when you punched Lowell?”

      “Yeah.” I tip her chin up and trace her lip. “You’re mine, goth girl. Only mine.”

      Her blue eyes darken with want and she slips her arms inside my coat, around my waist. The urge to take her back to the cabin and prove she’s my girl all over again rushes up.

      “I’m sorry, too.”

      My brow wrinkles. “That doesn’t sound like a thank you for saving your ass from another psycho.”

      Willow laughs and traces her fingertips over my spine. “I believed you were the one behind the notes. I could take you being mad at me, but I hated you so much for being a dick to me all the time and leaving them for me. But it wasn’t you. Why didn’t you say anything when I showed it to you?”

      I answer her with a kiss, capturing her lips with mine. She makes a soft sound and presses closer. A low rumble vibrates in my throat as we kiss.

      Willow shivers. I wrap my arms around her chilled body and rub her back through the thin, wet material clinging to her skin.

      “You’re cold. Want my coat?”

      She laughs, plucking at the lapel. “It’s soaked, too.”

      “We could go back to our cabin,” I suggest, threading my fingers into her hair. “Start a fire, warm up.”

      Humming, Willow kisses me again. For the first time in months, I’m not harboring so much anger it chokes me, not worried about whatever hell awaits me at home.

      All I care about is this girl I’m kissing in the middle of the night at the edge of the lake.
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      Kissing Dante is a rush every time. He makes me feel with an intensity I’ve never experienced before. This feels right.

      As much as we’ve clashed together, I can’t imagine being with anyone else the way I was with him tonight. Being that free and raw. Wild.

      Dante is the only one who reaches inside my walls to pull out the deepest parts of me. He’s right, I am his. I’ve been his, because no one affects me like he does.

      I moan as his tongue slips into my mouth.

      Chuckling, he speaks against my lips. “I want you again.”

      The warmth spilling into my center agrees, an aching need building at the thought of his hands on me again. I slide my thighs together and brush my lips over his sharp jaw.

      “Why not start out with a date, pervert.”

      Dante smirks. “Done. But this weekend doesn’t count. I’ll pick you up next Friday.”

      I bite my lip around a smile. “That easy?”

      “I don’t play around when I want something.”

      “What do you want to do, see a movie? I hope you don’t plan on taking me to your race and calling that a good first date.”

      His smirk stretches into a smug grin. “It’ll be a surprise.” He steps back and offers me his hand. “Let’s go back to the party. We’ll dry off faster if we’re by the fire.”

      Back to the party, holding his hand? My stomach dips. He’s serious. This won’t be a secret we hide in the woods or in secluded cabins. He wants me by his side.

      “Hey, it’s after midnight.”

      “Yeah?”

      “That means it’s my favorite day of the year. Halloween.”

      “It’s mine, too. Happy Halloween.” He gives me a wicked look that sends hot and cold chills over my body.

      I take his hand and his smile steals my breath.

      We return to the party. A few people seem surprised, but what shocks me is how many aren’t. Maybe because of all the little ways he was possessive of me tonight. We did arrive together. He got me drinks, got angry with anyone who gave me trouble.

      Those actions might have been part of his original plan to throw me off by the time he got me alone, but it made a statement.

      The heat of the fire is welcome against my face. I let him pull me close and huddle into his side.

      “Better?” he murmurs, grazing his lips over my forehead.

      “Much.” I gesture to myself. “This might look badass, but velvet isn’t that warm, and fishnets are more for aesthetic purposes.”

      “Ones I approve of.” He slides his hand over my ass. “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “I was just thinking about that hole I ripped in them. And that you’re not wearing any underwear.” I laugh at his tortured groan. “We can go back to the cabin. There’s firewood there. We’ll share body warmth. It’s a safety measure.”

      I laugh harder, leaning into his side. He tugs me close, kissing my neck.

      “How many variations does your costume have?” Eliana snarks.

      The effect of her attitude is ruined by the way she sways, eyes glassy. She’s wasted.

      But her question means someone actually noticed the state I was in when I came back earlier. “What do you mean?”

      “Is it supposed to be some avant-garde statement to have your outfit shredded, then soaked?”

      “If you didn’t notice, I’m drenched too.” Dante flaps his wet coat and gives her a cocky grin. “We went for a little swim.”

      She folds her arms. “This is a party. No one cares about your attention-seeking performance.”

      “I appreciate the view,” Ryder says as he strolls up with his hands in his pockets. He smirks at Eliana’s bitchy scoff and makes sure she’s watching when he checks me out. “Very much.”

      Eliana’s expression shutters and her arms tighten around herself.

      “Hey, back off.” Dante puts himself in front of me. “That’s my girlfriend you’re hitting on.”

      I blush as he turns around, takes my face in his hands, and claims me in front of everyone with a sultry kiss that leaves me dizzy. I smile into it, kissing him back. The coyote howls and cat-calls people at Silver Lake High use to signal someone getting some sound around us. I break away and hide my face in his chest.

      “Get used to it, baby,” Dante rasps. “I’m not letting you go.”

      A happy laugh bubbles out of me, muffled into his firm body.

      He lowers his voice so only I can hear him. “I’ve caught you.”

      Yes, he has.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            DANTE

          

        

      

    

    
      1 Week Later

      

      Willow’s house looks nothing like her. Not that I expected a house as gothic as she is, but it’s inviting. It’s blue with a stacked stone portico and a fall wreath made of tiny pumpkins on the door. I wait out front, leaning against my dirt bike.

      The door opens and she attempts to shoo her curious mom back inside with an exasperated expression, peeking to see if I notice. I do, my grin wide as hell.

      “Okay, bye,” Willow repeats pointedly. “I’ll see you later.”

      Her mom waves to me and I lift my hand, my leather jacket creaking. It makes my heart twinge, but I push my grandmother from my mind as my girl approaches. When she’s with me, things aren’t as hard.

      I can’t wipe the grin off my face. She has on a slouchy black crop top over high waist black jeans with skull hands that look like they’re holding her tits. I wish those were my hands. She clears her throat when my attention remains on her chest.

      “You two need to be alone?” she sasses.

      I take her hips in my hands and guide her close enough to kiss. “Always, baby.”

      “Hi,” she murmurs.

      I greet her by sealing my mouth over hers. She kisses me back, then tugs on my jacket.

      “My mom is totally watching us make out through the window.”

      “Kinky.” She punches my arm and I chuckle. “Ready?”

      “I can’t believe how often you make me ride this thing. I’m convinced it’s not street legal.”

      She accepts the helmet I give her and gets on behind me. A week ago she was too self-conscious to hold on right, but now we’ve busted past those hang ups. She locks her arm around my waist, right where they belong.

      “I’ve shown you the license.” The engine revs as I turn the ignition and pat her thigh. “Honestly, I just love having your legs wrapped around me. Every time you squeeze because of a bump or a tight turn, I love knowing I’ve got you right where I want you.”

      She slides her hand down my abs. “Adrenaline junkie.”

      “You know it.”

      “So where are we going?”

      I angle my head back to peer at her slyly. “Told you, it’s a surprise.”

      “If it’s where you guys race, I’ll be disappointed.”

      My mouth curves. “Better not disappoint you then.”

      The ride to the pick your own farm doesn’t take long. Willow’s excitement is palpable when she hugs me tighter once I pull in. The painted sign lists a pumpkin patch, a corn maze, and fresh made cider.

      As we get off the bike, I sling an arm over her shoulder and murmur in her ear. “How do you feel about a quickie in the corn maze?”

      She smirks. “Play your cards right and hunt me down, and you just might get your wish.”

      I bury a groan into her hair. “Fuck, that’s hot, my dirty girl.”

      Willow rakes her teeth over her lip, as affected as I am by the prospect of repeating the game. The thought of chasing her down is already getting me hard.

      I take her hand. “Get your mind out of the gutter, baby. Let’s go find some pumpkins.”

      She rolls her eyes in amusement.

      Dating her is awesome. She listens and makes me laugh with her sassy commentary. I thought I saw her before, but she’s shown me more of herself in the last week than she ever has. I keep catching her looking at me with a pleased look like I’ve surprised her, too.

      Anyone who has a shitty comment about her deals with me. No one crosses me. Especially not Daniel, who turns and scampers in the opposite direction when either of us see him in the hall. Willow told me he transferred out of her class and the only notes she receives now are the ones I’ve been writing for her and hiding. Instead of crumpling them when she finds them, she catches my gaze with a gleam in her gorgeous blue eyes that makes me want her every second of the day.

      While we explore the pumpkin patch hand in hand, we both point out ones that look like people we know. I buy her cider and kiss the taste of it off her red lips.

      When I chase her through the corn maze, her laughter and challenging glances twine around my heart. We find a secluded spot where no one will find us, and I swallow every sound she makes as I make her come undone. Twice, because that’s our style and I can’t get enough of her.

      It’s getting dark by the time we leave the farm.

      “What do you want to do now?” I ask.

      I’m not ready to part ways with her yet.

      Willow gives me a soft smile. “Is there a race tonight?”

      A thrill shoots through me at the thought of her watching me do my thing. “I thought you hated all that.”

      “But you love it. You want to go pro. We reject what we don’t understand.” She puts her hand on my chest, over my heart. “So show me.”

      Something glows in my chest, filling me with warmth. It’s something that’s been missing from my life because it nearly snuffed out thanks to my grandmother.

      Willow reignites it, bringing it roaring back to life with those simple words.

      I once thought we were oil and water, lit by a match. The truth is we were made for one another.
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        They are challenged just to see how far their loyalty will go.

        They are pushed to their limits in order to prove their devotion.

        They are willing to show their commitment.

        Nothing except their life will suffice.

        Limits will be tested, and morals forgotten.

        A Lord can be a judge, jury, and executioner. He holds power that is unmatched by anyone, other than his brother.
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      I kneel in the middle of the darkly lit room along with twenty other men. My hands are behind my back, secured tightly with a pair of handcuffs. My shirt is torn, and blood drips from my busted lips. I’m panting, still trying to catch my breath while my heart beats like a drum in my chest. The blood rushes in my ears, and I’m sweating profusely.

      We were dragged out of our beds in the middle of the night to serve. Classes at Barrington University start in two weeks, but we already have to show our loyalty to the Lords.

      “You will always have to prove yourself,” my father once told me.

      “You were each given a task,” the man calls out as he paces in front of us. His black combat boots slap against the concrete floor with each step, the sound echoing off the walls. “Kill or be killed. Now how many of you can fulfill it?”

      “I can,” I state, lifting my head to stick my chin out in the warm and sticky air. Sweat covers my brow after the fight. It’s rigged. You are to lose. The point is to wear you down. See just how much you have to give. How far you can go. I made sure to win mine. No matter what it took.

      He smirks down at me like I’m fucking joking. “Ryat. You seem so confident in yourself.”

      “I know what I’m capable of handling,” I say through gritted teeth. I don’t like being second-guessed. We were each raised for this—to be a Lord.

      Wealth got us here.

      Yet our determination will separate us by the time it’s over.

      The man looks at the guy on my left and nods. The guy walks behind me and yanks me to stand by the back of my shirt. He undoes the cuffs, and I rip the shredded material up and over my head before dropping them to my sides when what I really want to do is rub my sore wrists.

      Never show weakness. A Lord does not feel. He’s a machine.

      The man steps up to me with a knife in hand. He holds it out handle first to me, his black eyes almost glowing with excitement. “Show us what you can do.”

      Taking it from him, I walk over to the chair bolted to the floor. I yank the bloody sheet off the chair to reveal a man tied to it. His hands are cuffed behind his back, and his feet are spread wide and secured to the chair legs.

      I’m not surprised I know him—he’s a Lord. Or was. The fact that he’s restrained tells me he’s not anymore. But that doesn’t change my orders.

      Kill without questions.

      You want to be powerful? Then you realize you are a threat to those who want your position. In order to succeed, you don’t have to be stronger, just deadlier.

      The man shakes his head, his brown eyes pleading with me to spare his life. Duct tape is placed over his mouth—those who spill secrets will be silenced. He thrashes in his chair.

      Walking behind him, I look down at his cuffed wrists. He wears a ring on his right hand; it’s a circle with three horizontal lines across the middle. It stands for power.

      Not just anyone would know what it means, but I do. Because I wear the same one. Everyone in this room does. But just because you get one doesn’t mean you’ll keep it.

      I reach down and grab his hand. He begins to shout behind the tape as he tries to fight me, but I remove the ring easily and walk back around to stand in front of him.

      “You don’t deserve this,” I say to him, placing it in my pocket. “You betrayed us, your brothers, yourself. The payment for that is death.”

      When he throws his head back and screams into the tape, I press the knife to his neck, right below his jawline. His breathing fills the room, and his body strains, waiting for the first cut.

      A Lord does not show mercy. Blood and tears are what we demand from those who betray us.

      I press the tip of the knife into his neck, just barely puncturing his skin enough for a thin line of blood to drip from the wound.

      He begins to cry, tears running down his already bloody face.

      “I uphold my duty. For I am a Lord. I know no boundaries when it comes to my servitude. I will obey, serve and dominate,” I recite our oath. “For my brother, I am a friend. I shall lay my life down for thee or take it.” I stab the knife into his right thigh, forcing a muffled scream from his taped lips before yanking it out, letting the blood soak into his jeans while it drips off the end of the knife onto the concrete floor. “For we are what others wish to be.” Circling him, I run the tip down his forearm, splitting the skin like I did his neck. “We will be held accountable for our actions.” I stab him in the left thigh and tug it out as his sobbing continues. “For they represent who we truly are.”

      Jerking on the collar of his shirt, I rip it down the middle to expose his chest. The same crest that’s on our rings is burned into his chest. It’s what we are given once we pass our trials. Grabbing it with my right hand, I slide the blade through it with my left, cutting it from his body.

      He sobs, snot flying out of his nose as the blood pours from the gaping hole in his skin. His body begins to shake while he fists his hands and thrashes in his chair. I throw the skin to the floor to rest at his feet. A souvenir for later.

      I walk behind him. The only sound in the room is his cries muffled by the duct tape. I grab his hair, yanking his head back, and force his hips off the chair. His Adam’s apple bobs when he swallows. I look down into his tear-filled eyes. “And you, my brother … are a traitor.” Then I slice the blade across his neck, splitting it wide open. His body goes slack in the chair as the blood pours from the open wound like a waterfall, drenching his clothes instantly.

      “Impressive.” The man who handed me the knife begins to clap as silence now fills the room. Walking over to me, I throw the bloody knife up in the air catching the tip of the blade and holding it out to him.

      He comes to a stop and gives me a devious smile. “I knew you’d be one to watch.” With that, he takes the knife, then turns and walks away.

      I stand, still breathing heavily, now covered in not only my blood but a fellow brother’s. Lifting my head, I look up at the two-way mirror on the second-floor balcony, knowing I’m being watched and knowing that I just passed my first test with flying colors.
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SOPHOMORE YEAR

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RYAT

      

      

      The rain falls from the sky, soaking my clothes and making them stick to my skin. I kneel in the middle of the ring. Water mixed with my blood swirls on the ground around me.

      I take a second to catch my breath and regain a little bit of strength because the rain makes it harder to connect. My opponent stands opposite me with his fisted hands up, covering his face as he bounces from foot to foot like he’s a fighter getting paid millions to show off to the world for a pay-per-view fight.

      I guess, in a way, it is a show. Just not televised. And there is no pay-out. Your reward is you get to keep breathing.

      “Get up!” he yells at me. “Get the fuck up, Ryat!”

      Smiling, I make my way to my feet and drop my hands to my sides, letting him think he has me. As if I’m that fucking weak not to fight back.

      He charges me, and I step to my left at the last second as he drops his shoulder. I kick my leg out, tripping him. He lands on his face, sliding in the puddle of water, and the crowd hollers.

      “Tell me, Jacob. Just how bad do you want to die?” I ask and hear the others laugh at my question.

      An audience is always needed. Your fellow brothers must witness your devotion. Otherwise, it doesn’t exist.

      He gets to his feet and spins around to face me. Growling, he shows me his teeth before charging me again. This time, I don’t move out of the way. Instead, I meet him head-on with my fist. The blow knocks him back, and blood flies from his mouth. My knuckles split from the force.

      Lifting my hand to my mouth, I lick the blood and rain off them. “Tastes like victory,” I mock.

      Wiping the blood from his mouth, he stumbles, eyes blinking rapidly. I clocked him pretty good. “You …” he chokes out. “You …”

      “Ryat,” I remind him of my name since he seems to have forgotten.

      He charges me once again, this time much slower than the last. Sidestepping him, I lift my arm and let him run into it himself. My forearm hits him right in the Adam’s apple, knocking him off his feet and flat on his back.

      He rolls over, coughing and grabbing at his throat. I take the chance and kick him in the face. The force throws him onto his back as blood gushes from his busted nose.

      I fall to my knees, straddling him. My hands wrap around his throat, cutting off his air.

      His hands slap my arms, feet kick, and hips buck underneath me, but he doesn’t have a chance.

      As my grip tightens, his eyes bulge. “You will not beat me,” I growl.

      When a Lord fights, he fights to the end. There can only be one winner. Only one left standing. And I refuse to be anything but.
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      I enter the house as quietly as a church mouse. The order was simple.

      I was given a location, a name, and a picture.

      Take him out.

      I make my way down the hall and push open the door on the left. Reaching up, I place my finger to my lips to tell Matt to be quiet. He’s like a fucking bull in a china shop. We were given a partner for this assignment to see how we work with others, but I prefer to be on my own. Not only do I have to watch my back but now I’ve also got to watch his as well.

      Matt nods once, running his hand down over his face before gripping the gun with both of his hands, holding it down to his side. Matt and I have been friends for three years now. Ever since we moved into the house of Lords and started Barrington University. But that doesn’t mean I want to work beside him. I just do better on my own.

      I enter the room, seeing a man and woman lying on a bed with the sheets pushed down to their waist. She’s naked, her big paid-for tits on full display. A tattoo of a rose underneath her right one. The guy lies on his stomach, hands shoved under his pillow. I’m sure there’s a gun under there at all times. He probably sleeps with his finger on the trigger.

      Walking over to the side of the bed, I place the barrel of my suppressor to his head and pull the trigger, getting it over with. I could draw it out, but why take that chance? Too many things can go wrong.

      The woman stirs, and Matt goes over to her side of the bed, ripping the covers off her even more. She’s completely naked.

      “Matt,” I hiss. “Let’s go.”

      He pulls the knife from his back pocket, flipping it open. “She …”

      “Is not on the list,” I whisper-shout. We don’t deviate from our orders.

      He reaches out and grabs one of her breasts, making her shift and let out a moan.

      I round the end of the bed, coming up behind him, and point the end of my suppressor at his head. “Get the fuck out of here. Right now,” I demand.

      He chuckles, lifting his hands in surrender. “Just having a little fun, Ryat.” Turning around, he faces me, but I keep my gun pointed between his blue eyes. “Aren’t you tired of doing what the Lords say? Don’t you want some pussy?”

      My teeth grind. “There are rules for a reason.” I’m not saying they make sense, but I’ve come too far to break them now.

      “Fuck the rules,” he snaps, loudly making her shift onto her side. Reaching down, he undoes the buttons on his jeans, followed by his zipper. “I’m going to fuck her. You can do whatever you want with your cock.” He rips his belt from his jeans and turns to face her.

      A shrill scream makes both of us jump. She crawls across her dead husband and runs out of the room.

      “Son of a bitch,” Matt yells, running after her.

      I roll my eyes. This is why I prefer to work alone. I follow them into the hallway to find Matt standing at the banister. I come up beside him, placing my gun down at my side with one hand while the other grips the railing. Looking down over it, I see the woman facedown on the first floor with blood slowly pooling around her onto the white marble floor.

      I turn to look at him and demand, “Did she fall, or did you push her?”

      “She fucking fell,” he snaps, immediately defensive.

      I shake my head, teeth grinding. “Come on. Let’s get this mess cleaned up.”
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      The back of my knees are hit, knocking me down onto them. I grind my teeth to keep from making a sound at the impact the concrete has on them.

      The hood is ripped off my head, and I blink, looking around to adjust my eyesight. I’m in the center of a room. Seats filled with men dressed in thousand-dollar suits circle the large space. You wouldn’t know they’re all killers if you saw them on the street. The room is filled with power. Some are senators, while others are CEOs of multibillion-dollar companies. A Lord is made to feed off of another. It’s like anything else—someone has to be at the top, and another has to hold up the bottom. But still, powerful nonetheless. After graduation, we’re each strategically placed where we fit best in the world.

      What looks to be a birdbath sits in the middle with a small fire going.

      “Restrain him,” someone calls out.

      I’m shoved face-first to the floor. My arms are yanked behind my back and handcuffed. I growl as I’m jerked back to a kneeling position. A belt is wrapped around my neck and is pulled from behind while a boot presses into my back right between my shoulder blades.

      I bare my teeth, trying to breathe with what little breath I have.

      “Ryat Archer, you have completed all trials of initiation. Do you wish to proceed?”

      “Yes, sir,” I manage to growl out.

      He nods, placing his hands behind his back. “Remove his shirt.”

      Another man comes up to me and cuts the collar of my shirt, then rips it down the center. He leaves it hanging off my shoulders and walks away.

      I fight the restraints, and the man behind me pulls tighter on the belt, shoving his boot farther into my back, cutting off my air in the process. I fist my cuffed hands as the guy places a hot iron into the fire.

      “A Lord must be willing to go above and beyond for his title. He must show strength and have what it takes.” He pulls the hot iron from the fire and turns to face me, the end burning red. “If you shall fail your position as a Lord, we will take what was earned.” He looks over to his right and adds, “Silence him.”

      A hand fists my hair, yanking my head back to stare up at the black ceiling. If I was able to breathe, I’d growl at the motherfucker who is touching me. A small cloth is shoved into my mouth, and I bite down on it, knowing what’s coming.

      “Ryat Archer, welcome to the Lords. For you shall reap the benefits of your sacrifice.” Then the hot iron is pressed to my chest, searing the crest to my body.
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RYAT

        

      

    

    
      I walk into the empty office, looking out through the floor-to-ceiling windows behind a set of couches. The city lights up the night. It’s one in the morning and my first time here.

      Making my way down the hallway, I knock on the last door.

      “Come in,” a man calls out.

      Entering, I close it behind me. A man sits behind a desk in front of the floor-to-ceiling windows. A single lamp glows from the corner of his desk, and I wonder if this is so people won’t know he’s in his office at this time of night. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

      “Have a seat, Ryat.” He gestures to the chair across from him.

      Doing as I’m told, I cross my arms over my chest. My senior Lord ceremony was two weeks ago. Classes at Barrington University start next week. For three long years, I’ve proven myself to the Lords. And now I’m one of them. But this morning, I got a call to be seen by a fellow Lord. It’s not uncommon but definitely had me curious as to what the fuck he wants.

      He pulls a picture out of the pocket of his suit jacket and slides it across the table. “Here is your first assignment.”

      Picking it up, I look it over but quickly lift my eyes to him once again. “What about her?” I ask.

      “She is to be yours.”

      My gift—A chosen one.

      Freshman year, we all took an oath, knowing that we all might not make it. During our senior year, we are rewarded for our servitude. We’re allowed to take more than one chosen one. We can share her with the Lords if we’d like. It happens a lot. I don’t know how many damn orgies I’ve watched over the past three years. There are no rules for us once we take on a chosen. Only for the women. If they accept, which they have to willingly take the oath to belong to us—then they are ours. If a friend wants her for a night, we have the power to say yes or no. But if they are caught stepping out, they are punished. Humiliation is key.

      I snort and throw the picture down. “No, seriously.”

      He just stares at me.

      I look away, running my hand through my hair. “She doesn’t belong to me.”

      “She does … for now.” The man nods once.

      She’s a junior this year at Barrington. I’ve seen her around but never spoken to her. No reason to. Like I said, she doesn’t belong to me. Releasing a sigh at his silence, I pick it back up. She stands in the middle of a parking lot next to her white Audi R8. Staring down at her cell, she’s oblivious that someone is watching her, taking pictures of her. She wears a pair of low-cut jeans and a white T-shirt. Her dark hair is down, the wind blowing it in her face.

      “This has to be wrong,” I say, shaking my head. “She is …”

      “Are you denying a direct order?” he asks, tilting his head to the side.

      I grind my teeth. “No. It’s just …”

      “Good.” He stands, ripping the picture from my hands. “Do what must be done and make it happen.”

      Nodding my head, I stand as well. “Yes, sir.” Then I turn and exit his office, knowing that I’ll do whatever must be done.

      Blakely Anderson will be mine!
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            BLAKELY

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m practically running down the hallway trying to find my first class. Books in one hand, my schedule in the other. My purse has fallen off my shoulder and sits in the crook of my arm. Coming to where I think I’m supposed to be, I stop at the door, and my shoulders fall.

      Room 125

      I’m supposed to go to room 152. “Ugh.” I throw my head back and mutter, “Son of a bitch.”

      This is my junior year at Barrington University, so you would think I’d know the college by now, but I don’t. This place is the size of a large city, covering over three thousand acres. It has over twenty buildings that hold classes, plus apartments and houses. They don’t have dorms here. That’s not acceptable for the rich.

      I spin around to head in a different direction but hit a brick wall. The impact throws me back onto my ass. The books go flying along with my paper and purse.

      “Watch where you’re fucking going!”

      I look up from the floor to see a man standing in front of me. Emerald eyes so dark, they’re almost frightening glare down at me. His dark brown hair is trimmed shorter on the sides and the longer pieces on top are unkept, giving it that messy I just rolled out of bed look. He’s got a straight nose, and there’s a tic in his chiseled, smooth jaw. He’s dressed in dark denim jeans that hug his thighs, and a black T-shirt shows off his broad shoulders and muscular arms with tennis shoes. Ryat Archer stands there looking every bit pissed off as he does every second of every day.

      “Sorry,” I mutter, pushing my glasses back on my nose. I was running too late this morning to take the time to screw with my contacts. They hate me.

      Reaching out my hand, I wait for him to grab it and help me up.

      He uncrosses his arms and shoves his hands into the front pockets of his jeans, letting me know I’m on my own. His eyes drop to my chest, and he tilts his head to the side as they continue down over my stomach and bare legs. Slowly, he takes in my T-shirt and jean shorts. My breathing picks up, and fear creeps along my spine like a spider crawling on my skin. He looks at me like I’m a problem he needs to take care of. Something in his way to conquering the world.

      The hairs on the back of my neck rise while my nipples harden when his gaze lands between my legs. Everything in me is telling me to run. Any other woman would, but I stay sprawled out on the floor like an idiot. The air gets thicker, making it hard to breathe, which just makes my tits bounce when I manage to suck in a deep breath.

      He takes a step forward, the tip of his shoe knocking into mine. “There are animals that roam these halls. If you’re not careful, one will catch you.” Those threatening eyes reach mine once again, and he smiles down at me. It’s not any friendlier than his glare. Instead, I get this feeling he wants to rip my throat open with his perfectly white teeth—a million-dollar smile comes to mind.

      I swallow nervously, my mouth all of a sudden dry. “I …”

      “Blakely? God, Blakely?” I hear a familiar voice. “Why are you on the floor?” Matt comes up behind me. Bending down, he places his arms underneath mine and lifts me to my feet. “What happened?”

      I don’t answer. Matt is picking up my books, purse, and schedule while I just stand here staring at Ryat like a deer in headlights. His eyes haven’t left mine since he delivered the threat. I fully understood it. This is what you expect from Barrington.

      Cruel.

      Evil.

      God complex.

      This is what happens when children grow up getting anything and everything they want. And I’m not talking about a teddy bear from the store. No, I’m talking about that one-of-a-kind two-million-dollar car before they even have a license.

      “Everything okay here?” Matt asks.

      I look down to see he’s left my books stacked on the floor by our feet. My eyes go to Matt, and he’s got all his attention on Ryat. They’re not friends. Not anymore, anyway. They were once, but something happened and let’s just say they hate each other now.

      “Blakely?” Matt snaps my name, making me jump.

      Instead of answering him, my eyes shoot to Ryat once again.

      Ryat arches a dark brow at me, his green eyes still boring into mine. They're less threatening now and more playful. This is a game to him. Is everything okay here? “Yeah,” I answer Matt.

      I don’t know Ryat very well, but I’m aware of his reputation. You don’t want to be on his shit list.

      Ryat blinks, breaking contact, and looks over at Matt. Wiping the smile off his face, Ryat steps into him. I hold my breath as Matt cowers. “Keep your bitch on a leash.” He then looks over at me, his eyes quickly running over my body once again, making my breath quicken. “Otherwise, one may assume she’s a stray.” He puts his attention back on Matt. “And well, let’s just say you of all people should know that someone may choose to take her from you.”

      With that, he reaches up and shoves Matt into the wall, then walks past us to carry on with his day.

      “What the fuck?” Matt hisses, pushing off the wall and watching Ryat walk away without even bothering to give us a second glance.

      “Blakely?” He places his hands on my shoulders. “Did he push you down?” His hands run down over my arms.

      “No … not exactly.” I continue to watch Ryat. The hallway isn’t crowded by any means, but even if it was, you’d still be able to spot him. He’s about six-three and two hundred and fifty pounds of muscle.

      “Did he touch you?” Matt growls.

      Ryat pulls his cell out of his pocket and starts texting before he takes a right down another hall. Disappearing out of sight.

      “Blakely?”

      “What?” I snap, turning to look at Matt now that Ryat’s completely gone.

      “What the fuck happened?” he demands. “Were you talking to Ryat?” His eyes narrow on me in suspicion.

      Of course. Now Matt is mad at me. Another man threatens his relationship with me, and it’s my fault. Always is.

      “Nothing.” I push him off. “What happened between you two?” I demand, crossing my arms over my chest. They live in the same house—House of Lords. They’re both members of the L.O.R.D.—Leader, Order, Ruler, and Deity—a secret society made up centuries ago by men to feed their misogynist and egotistical attitudes. I only know what very little Matt has told me over the past three years, which is practically nothing. Their oath keeps them from talking about it.

      “How the hell should I know?” He shrugs.

      I eye him skeptically. “You saying you have no clue why he hates you?” I find that hard to believe.

      “Ryat is an asshole,” he adds as if I didn’t already know that.

      Yes, but he completely avoided my question. “Whatever. I’m late to class.”

      I leave him standing there to go on with my day and manage to find the right room. Making my way up the stairs to the top row of the auditorium classroom, I sit down on the end next to my best friend since kindergarten and rub my elbow. It hurts after I fell on it.

      “Where were you?” she asks.

      I nod. “Got caught up.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Let me guess, Matt?”

      “Something like that.”

      “Hey, look what I found.” She reaches into her bag and pulls out a piece of paper. Unfolding it, she sets it down on my desk.

      “What is it?”

      “Our first official college party of junior year. And it’s Halloween night,” she squeals.

      I pick it up and read over it. It’s a black piece of paper with The Ritual written across the top in white letters. From what I know, the Lords do this every year. I’ve heard girls talking about it here and there, but whenever I ask Matt about it, he shuts me down and says they’ve been sworn to secrecy.

      “It wouldn’t be a secret society, Blakely, if we told everyone what goes on, on the inside,” he once said to me, and I rolled my eyes.

      I begin to read over it.

      I vow.

      You vow.

      We vow.

      The Ritual is what one must do in order to become a chosen.

      A chosen must be willing to surrender in all that they do.

      I look over at her and raise a brow. “Is this shit for real?” Does she even know what this means? I’ve never actually seen a flyer about it before with rules listed. I just thought it was a stupid rumor that some girls started to feel wanted. Some will do anything to get some dick.

      She nods. “I hope so.”

      Rolling my eyes, I look back at it.

      A chosen is protected under the Ritual. Any and all must treat them as such.

      “No.” I wad it up and throw it back at her. “That’s stupid. Or fucked up. Either way, you know I can’t go.” Matt would kill me if I showed up at the house of Lords.

      “Matt can’t tell you what you can and can’t do, Blakely,” she argues.

      I ignore that and focus my attention on the professor at the front of the room as he starts to get everything ready for our class. I start thinking about what Ryat said in the hallway. He called me a stray. Said that someone may choose to take me away. Which is stupid because he knows I’m with Matt.

      “Wait?” I say a little too loud and sink down into my seat as the kid to the left shushes me. “Give me that back,” I whisper.

      Running my hand over it, I try to flatten out the wrinkles the best I can on my desk. “Who chooses?” I ask her, my eyes scanning over it.

      “I’m not sure.” She shrugs, leaning over and looking at it too.

      The girl in front of us turns around and glares.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      Her eyes drop to the paper, and then she spins around, throwing her hair over her shoulder. I pull out my cell and send Matt a quick text. I know he doesn’t have a class this hour. He was going to hang out at the library for a little bit this morning.

      
        
        Me: What does it mean for a Lord to choose someone?
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      We exit class, and I pull out my cell once again to see if Matt has responded. He read it immediately but has yet to reply. I sigh, placing it in my back pocket.

      Sarah starts hanging on my arm. “Come on. Let’s go,” she whines. “We’re running out of time to actually have fun. It’s junior year. We spent all summer at home in Texas. We swore this year would be different. That we would actually go and do things. It’s just a Halloween party. What could it hurt? Not like we already have plans.”

      “I …”

      “Are you guys talking about The Ritual?” The girl who sat in front of me asks.

      “Yes,” Sarah answers.

      “Well, I wouldn’t go if I were you.” She clutches her books to her chest. “It’s evil. Vile. Demented. Just some guys on a high horse who like to fuck around with women.”

      “How so?” I ask, interested. Something about how Ryat worded it to Matt has my curiosity piqued. You can’t take something that doesn’t belong to you.

      “James Crawford.” She states the name like we should know who that is.

      We don’t. “Who is that?”

      “He was a senior at Barrington a few years ago. He chose Whitney Minson as his. Well, once she performed the vow ceremony …” She trails off, her eyes going from side to side to see if anyone is listening to her. When satisfied no one is paying attention, she steps in closer to us. “He tied her facedown on his bed, naked, gagged, and blindfolded. Left her there all day while he went to his classes. He had cameras all over his room with a live feed of it on his phone. He was showing all the guys throughout the day. Then once he went home, he fucked her, which he also recorded and sent the video to her ex-boyfriend, who she had dumped before she took her vow to be his.”

      “Damn. Savage. I like it.” Sarah laughs.

      The girl’s eyes narrow on her. “It was disgusting,” she spits out.

      “Then what?” I ask. I feel like there’s more to that story there.

      “Well, she belonged to him. She was his chosen one,” she says, all but rolling her eyes.

      “Meaning?” I urge, still not understanding this chosen shit. “Someone can’t just decide to have you,” I state the obvious. “Women aren’t fucking property.”

      Dropping her voice to a whisper, she says, “The Lords can do whatever the fuck they want. Their oath promises them that.” Then she turns around and practically runs off like it’s a sin to be seen with us.

      “Oh, we’re going,” Sarah says matter-of-factly.

      “Ritual? Vow ceremony? Sounds like some fucked-up shit.” I shake my head.

      “Matt’s a member. How bad can it be?” She laughs. “He’s a pussy.”

      When I look up, Ryat walks by with two other guys that I know by Gunner and Prickett. Fellow Lord members. They’re totally oblivious to everyone around them, deep in their own conversation.

      My hands fist, wrinkling the paper once again. The words he said to Matt … what the girl just said to us. I’ve known they took an oath—a stupid one at that, but I don’t know what all this chosen shit is about. I guess I’ve just never paid that much attention to what goes on behind the doors at the house of Lords. The members are required to live there because it’s not near campus.

      Making up my mind, I take off down the hall. I pass by, then turn around and stop in front of them, making all three come to a halt.

      “Well, hello sexy.” Gunner, the one on the right, smiles at me, his baby-blue eyes dropping to my bare legs.

      “Bitch, remember?” I ask Ryat, who stands in the middle, crossing my arms over my chest. He had referred to me as Matt’s bitch, but he knows my fucking name.

      The corners of his lips turn up, giving me a smirk, looking more playful than before. “I see the pathetic boy toy still hasn’t put that leash on you.” His stunning green eyes drop to my neck, and he shakes his head while making a tsking sound. “Can’t say I didn’t warn him.”

      Heat rushes up my body, and I feel my face going red with embarrassment. Why did that feel like another threat? And why does my heart begin to race at the thought of being his prey?

      “Free game?” Prickett, the one on the far left, asks.

      My eyes snap to his. “Excuse me?” I bark. Pretty sure it’s the first time I’ve ever heard him speak. I don’t talk or hang out with any fellow Lords. Matt is the only one I know on a personal level. He’s always kept me as far away from them as possible, and I never minded that.

      “They always are,” Ryat answers him.

      “Well, who do we have here?” Sarah asks, sliding up next to me.

      “Sarah.” Gunner lifts his hand to rub his chin while his eyes devour her. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Seems so.” Her eyes drop to his crotch, and I roll mine.

      “What did you mean by someone else choose me?” I ask Ryat, sticking my hip out.

      All three men stiffen, and their eyes narrow on me. He steps forward, his body entering my space. I suck in a shaky breath as he reaches out, taking a strand of hair and tucking it behind my ear. His fingers gently brush my skin, and I shiver at the contact. He bends down, his green eyes boring into mine as he whispers, “Why don’t you ask Matt why he’s not allowed to choose you.”

      I pull away, taking a step back, and frown. “He’s my boyfriend.” What does he mean Matt wouldn’t be able to choose me? And what the hell is he choosing me for?

      “Keep saying that like it means something,” Ryat says, making the others laugh.

      I yank Sarah away from them, not really sure what I planned to accomplish by that. But I’ll definitely be talking to Matt about this.

      As we’re walking down the hallway, she looks over her shoulder to glance back. “Ryat is staring at your ass like he wants to eat it.” She chuckles.

      “Yeah … well, that won’t be happening.”

      

      
        
        RYAT

      

      

      I watch the brunette stomp her way down the hall, getting as far away from me as possible. Blakely is exactly what I expected her to be. Long dark hair and big baby-blue eyes hidden behind her black-rimmed glasses. She looks so innocent with a Barbie doll face and sun-kissed skin. Great fucking body. Big tits, considering how small she is everywhere else, with a bubble ass. Can’t be taller than five-three without hooker heels on.

      I know who she is. I also know that it doesn’t matter that she’s promised to Matt. He’s done something to piss off the Lords and lost his chance at her being his chosen.

      Prickett thinks she’s free game, but that’s the furthest from the truth.

      She’s mine.

      It wasn’t a coincidence that she ran into me this morning. I put myself in her way and waited for her to look up and notice me. I’ve been following her ever since I was told to choose her. Learning her schedule and the places she goes when not on campus. She lives a very boring life, for sure.

      I was, however, surprised that I liked the way she looked, staring up at me from on her ass. Vulnerable. Easy prey.

      “That’s Matt’s girl? They're still together?” Gunner asks, pulling his cell out of his pocket.

      “He seems to think so.” She won’t be for long.

      “She had the flyer in her hand,” Prickett states.

      “I saw.” By the way it was wadded up, I think it’s safe to assume she’s not coming. My comment about strays and choose to be taken must have piqued her interest. Good. I want her asking around and finding out just who I am. I’m definitely more of a man than Matt. All she has to do is ask him.

      “Dude, she’s got to be a virgin.” Gunner laughs. “Sure you want to fuck with that? Take someone with some experience.”

      “Doubtful,” I mutter.

      I know she and Matt have never had sex, but that doesn’t mean she hasn’t fucked someone else. But that would be the icing on the cake, wouldn’t it? If I took his woman and fucked her before he ever had the chance. Plus, it just makes her ten times more interesting. And my cock even more desperate for her.

      “She’s on the list,” Gunner adds, scrolling through names on his cell.

      I already knew she was on there. Blakely Rae Anderson is to be chosen. Just not by the guy she expects, but definitely the better choice.
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      “Matt?” I call out as I spot him in the library sitting at a table. And what do you know? He’s texting away on his phone. “You better be responding to me.”

      “Shh.” He shushes me, standing up. “Keep it down.” He grabs my arm and yanks me down an aisle where we’re alone. “What are you doing? Don’t you have class right now?”

      “Why are you ignoring me?” I demand.

      “I’m busy, Blakely,” he growls, stepping away from me.

      “Not too busy to talk to someone else apparently,” I hiss.

      “I’m not doing this right now.” He runs his hands through his dark hair. “I don’t have the time …”

      I grab his arm, but he just shoves me off. “Why can’t you choose me?”

      He glares down at me, his jaw hardening, and steps into me, pressing my back into the bookshelves. “What did you just ask me?”

      I swallow and place my hands on his chest, trying to push him back a step. Matt is a big guy. He lives to work out. His physical appearance is very important to him. He played football all through high school. I’m too weak and small to even make him budge. “Why can’t you choose me?” I ask, softening my voice. “What does that even mean?”

      “I’m only going to say this once,” he growls, stepping even closer. Placing both hands out on the bookshelf behind me, he cages me in. “Drop this. Right now. It does not concern you.”

      Why is he avoiding this? How bad can it be? “But Ryat …”

      “I don’t give a fuck what that piece of shit says, Blakely. Stay the fuck away from him. Stay away from the house of Lords.” He pushes off the bookshelf, stepping back. “And go to fucking class.”

      

      
        
        RYAT

      

      

      I sit in my chair with Matt to my right. We haven’t spoken one word to each other since last night. We were given one hit and ended up killing his wife as well.

      The door opens, and I sit up straighter.

      “What the fuck happened?” James demands.

      “The job was completed,” Matt snaps, immediately going into defensive mode just like he did with me at the house last night.

      The moment we made the call that we finished the job, we were brought back to the house of Lords and sent to this room where they’ve made us wait. Which is never good. I’ve seen men come in here and never walk out.

      “You killed his wife,” James argues. “She was to stay alive. I don’t know how you see that as a job completed.”

      Matt growls. “She got in the way.”

      “Is that true, Ryat?” He looks at me. “She got in the way, and you had to terminate her as well?” Arching a brow, he waits for my answer.

      I just stare at him, crossing my arms over my chest. I’m not a fucking rat, but I’m also not going to lie for Matt. He stepped out of line. We have rules that we have to abide by. Otherwise, what in the fuck are we doing here? I’m not killing for sport. I do what needs to be done. Period.

      James sighs, running his hand down his face. Clearly stressed. “You’re on probation, Matt.”

      “What?” He jumps to his feet. “What the fuck, James? You know that’s bullshit!”

      “I know that you killed a very important bitch!” James snaps, getting in his face. “And now I’ve got to clean up your mess!”

      “Who the fuck was she?” Matt demands.

      “That’s none of your business!” James shouts in his face.

      “You just said she was important,” he argues.

      “Get the fuck out of my office, Matt, before I strip you of your Lord title!” he screams, pointing at the door.

      Matt spins around and shoves the chair over before he storms out, slamming the door behind him.

      I push up off the armrests and turn to exit as well.

      “Wait, Ryat,” James growls.

      I turn to face him, and he plops down behind his desk. “I need to know what happened.” He links his fingers together on the surface.

      I say nothing.

      “Goddammit,” he hisses, leaning back in his seat. “You have to give me something.”

      “I did what was required of me. He’s dead,” I say simply.

      He nods once. “So, Matt killed the woman.”

      I look away from him and grind my teeth. They already suspected it was Matt, but I just confirmed it. This is why I don’t fucking talk.

      “I’m not sure what to do, Ryat,” he states.

      I look back at him, and he tilts his head from side to side, contemplating his next move. “I could put you on probation as well.”

      I fist my hands, not really all that surprised. I figured they’d punish me in order to get me to talk. Then he reaches over and pushes a button on his office phone. “Send him in.”

      The door opens behind me, and I see a man walk in. I don’t know him personally, but I’ve heard of him. His list of bodies is a mile long. A sadistic son of a bitch. He killed three of his brothers his senior year. Everyone in the house of Lords feared him. He’s a legend, really.

      “Ryat Archer?” He reaches out his right hand to me.

      “Yes, sir.” I do the same and shake it.

      He gestures for me to sit back down in my seat, so I do. “What is this about?” I ask, looking back and forth between the two men.

      “Well, son …” He sits on the leather couch, unbuttoning his black suit jacket. “I’d like a favor from you.”

      I lean forward, placing my elbows on my thighs. This is how they’ll get me to talk? Threaten to put me on probation and then ask me for a favor? In return, I ask to no longer be on probation. “And what will I get in return?”

      He throws his head back, laughing, making his body shake. Then he looks over at James. “I like this kid.”

      “Told you,” James says cryptically.

      “The Lords are all about accommodating their brothers who are willing to go above and beyond.” He leans back, getting comfortable. “So, Ryat … the real question is, what is it that you want?”

      

      I sit in my car, tucked back in the parking lot of Blake’s apartment complex. It sits right off campus.

      The first thing you are taught when becoming a Lord is that you do your intel. You think of every scenario that gives you an advantage to win.

      The light flips on in her bedroom, and I sit up straighter when she walks past her window. Stopping on the corner, she reaches down and lifts her shirt up and over her head. My cock grows hard instantly as I watch the motion causing her hair to fall down over her back.

      It doesn’t matter that I can just see her shadow. It’s good enough. For now.

      Walking out of sight, I see another light come on in an adjoining room. It must be her bathroom. It’s even harder to see through the stained glass, but still enough to make out the side view of her large breasts. The curve of them and her flat stomach followed by her great ass.

      “Fuck.” I unzip my jeans and pull out my dick. Spitting on my hand, I slowly start to stroke it, imagining I’ve got one hand in her hair that’s shoving her mouth on my cock.

      She steps in what looks to be a shower, and I see water spraying onto her body. Closing my eyes, I pick up the pace with my hand and see her on her knees inside the shower. Her pretty blue eyes looking up at me while her parted lips just beg to be fucked.

      “Whatever my girl wants,” I pant, my hips bucking in the driver’s seat.

      I wrap my hands into her wet, dark hair and slide my cock inside her hot, wet mouth and begin to fuck it. “Blakely.” I moan her name, my hand picking up the pace.

      My balls tighten, and my breath quickens seconds before I come in my hand. “Fuck!” I hiss, reaching over and grabbing a T-shirt off the passenger seat to clean up my mess.

      Looking up at her window, I see the light to her bathroom turn off, then the one to her bedroom.

      Taking a deep breath, I lean my head against the headrest, trying to calm my racing heart.

      “Soon, Blakely. Soon.” I won’t have to use my hand or imagination.

      I’ll have her mouth, pussy, and ass to use.

      I will fucking own her.

      

      I exit the room and start walking down the hallway to my bedroom. Shoving the door open, I slam it shut to find Matt sitting on the side of my bed. “Get the fuck out.” I walk past him toward my bathroom.

      He jumps to his feet. “What in the fuck did you tell James?”

      Spinning around, I shove his chest. “I didn’t say shit!”

      He stumbles back and then shakes his head, giving a rough laugh. “You should have my back.”

      “And you should have known not to fucking touch her!” I shoot back.

      “If you would have let me fuck her …”

      “You mean rape her?” I correct him. “Fuck, Matt! What in the hell were you thinking?” Abstinence is part of our oath. Until our senior year when we are granted a chosen. If I had told James that he was going to rape her, he’d for sure be stripped of his Lord title.

      Matt runs his hands through his hair, letting out a frustrated breath. “I don’t know, man. Blakely and I have been fighting …”

      I snort, interrupting him. “You’ve been fighting with your girlfriend, so you decide to disobey an order with the Lords? They’ll kick you out!”

      “I’m fine!” He waves me off. “What did James have to say to you after I left?”

      He only mentions James, which means he doesn’t know another man was brought in to speak to me. “I didn’t rat you out,” I say.

      “Well, what did you fucking say?” Matt snaps.

      “That’s none of your damn business.” I turn my back on him, ending this conversation.

      He grabs my shirt and yanks me from the bathroom back into my bedroom. I swing, my body twisting, and my fist connects with his jaw. “Don’t fucking push me, Matt!” I growl, clenching and unclenching my hand, feeling it already starting to swell from the hit.

      Rubbing his jaw, he steps up to me, chest to chest, and I bow mine, ready to knock his ass out when he speaks. “If I find out you fucked me over, I’ll end you, Ryat.”

      I smile at that. “I’d like to see you try.”

      With that, he spins and exits my room, slamming the bedroom door on his way out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            BLAKELY

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a Friday night, and I’m lying in my bed watching a horror movie on Netflix while scrolling through my social media page. Not seeing anything interesting, I close out the app and turn up the TV, thinking over my time here at Barrington University.

      I haven’t run into dipshit anymore. But Matt’s been acting weird ever since I stormed into the library demanding answers. That he didn’t give me. He’s always bringing up Ryat. Every day, he asks me if I’ve seen or spoken to him. When I say no, he says okay, but I can see it in his eyes that he doesn’t believe me. And it’s starting to bother me. I’ve never cheated on him before. Never even flirted with another guy. The fact that it’s got him questioning my loyalty is pissing me off.

      I’ve been the one begging him for sex, and he’s the one who turns me down. Always telling me that he promised my parents we’d wait for our wedding night. That’s bullshit. Who the hell waits these days? We’ve fooled around, but he always stops it before it goes too far, leaving my body begging for more.

      “We’re going,” Sarah states, entering my bedroom and plopping down on the end of my bed.

      “But …”

      “No buts.” She shakes her head. “We’ve done nothing but stay in, and I didn’t leave Texas just to stay home all the fucking time. Plus, Matt is out of town.” She winks at me.

      He went home for the weekend. I wanted to ask why he didn’t invite me, but I also didn’t want to see my parents, so I kept my mouth shut. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You can let loose and have fun without him accusing you of wanting to fuck Ryat.” She’s overheard several of our arguments over the past couple of months. The walls in our apartment are too thin. Or maybe we just fight too loud.

      “Please.” She resorts to begging when I remain in bed just staring at her. “Just this one time … It’s Halloween.”

      It’s been a while since I’ve had a girls’ night with her. Matt’s not a big fan of Sarah. He says that she’s too flirtatious with everyone. He’s been very vocal about his hatred for her over the years. When we’re all back home in Texas, he’d always show up or make plans for us with his parents, so I’d have to cancel mine with her. She never seemed to get mad at me for that. Funny, how I’m just now noticing that he would do that. “Fine,” I growl, throwing the covers off. I do want to get out and have some fun. “We find out what this chosen shit means,” I add.

      “Yes!” She jumps to her feet. “I’ll go get dressed.” Storming out of my room, she yells over her shoulder, “Wear something slutty.”

      I laugh, entering my closet.

      An hour later, we’re pulling up to an open gate outside the house of Lords. It’s about fifteen minutes from Barrington’s campus. It was a hotel back in the day that was given to them. All members must live in the house during their duration of college. Matt moved in his freshman year. You’re not welcome to be here unless they are throwing a party. Otherwise, the gate is closed, and the property is off-limits.

      Two men stand on either side of the gate dressed in black cloaks and white masks. They have what looks to be like black stitches over their lips and crosses for eyes.

      A building comes into view at the end of a long and curvy drive. The renovated hotel stands four stories tall with large windows. Its white brick with black shutters makes it look designed for the rich. Six columns are decorated with black garland wrapped around them from top to bottom. A big blowup white ghost is on the porch. A black cat stands on the opposite side. Spotlights are placed strategically on the ground to illuminate the site of the party.

      It has a large roundabout with a pond in the middle with a fountain on either side, and a white arched walkway across the center. Men and women stand on it with their drinks, some smoking cigarettes.

      “Not very many are dressed up,” Sarah comments, looking around.

      Pulling into a parking spot to the left, we get out of the car. “Are you sure we’re invited?” I ask.

      “Of course.” She waves me off. “Everyone is. It’s a Halloween party.”

      “But Matt has never let me come here.” Not even during the parties. He said even though I was off-limits, he didn’t even want me around the members. I never knew what he meant, and when I asked, he would get mad, blow up at me, then avoid me for a few days.

      You can hear “Make Hate To Me” by Citizen Soldier blaring from the inside of the house.

      Both glass doors are wide open, and we step inside. The marble floors, expensive décor, and artifacts make my mouth fall open. Now, I’ve grown up around money. My father owns a multibillion-dollar business. My mother isn’t nearly as wealthy as my father, but she’s known around the world for her swimsuit spreads. That’s how they met. He saw her picture once and flew halfway across the world just to buy her coffee. They were married three weeks later. I was conceived on their honeymoon. Either my mother wanted to tie him to her, or my father did. Either way, after they had me, they were done. I always begged for a sibling. Not like it would have taken time out of their days. I was raised by nannies and tutors. But this is on another level.

      Everything is white as snow and polished to perfection. The walls are painted white with black and white pictures. The one on the wall to my left is a large picture of the Eiffel Tower. I’ve been there several times, and I’ve never seen it prettier than in this photo. Straight ahead is a grand staircase covered in black carpet with a matching banister. At the second floor, the platform opens up, giving the option to go left or right. The upper level is also open in the middle, allowing you to look up at the high ceiling where chandeliers hang down to the first floor. I see multiple doors, which must lead to some of the rooms. An elevator in the left-hand corner must take you to the third and fourth floors.

      Halloween decorations litter the house like the porch.

      “This place is amazing,” she whispers in awe.

      “Phones, keys, and ID.”

      We both turn to the right to see a man standing behind a concierge desk. He wears a black mask with X’s over his eyes and stitches for lips along with a black cloak. Similar to what the two guys at the gate were wearing.

      “Phone, keys, and ID,” he repeats loudly, holding out two baggies for us.

      Walking over to him, I take them. “Why?” Sarah asks.

      “Because those are the rules. Either drop your shit in the bag or get the fuck out,” he barks, handing the kid next to us a bag. He doesn’t think twice about digging his belongings out of his pockets and placing them in the bag. He zips it up and gives it back.

      The guy in the mask writes on it and then places it in a cubby behind him on the wall.

      “Come on.” She bats her eyes at me. “What could it hurt? It’ll be fun.” Then she starts placing her things inside of hers.

      “Right?!” What could it hurt? This is what I wanted to do. Get out and get some answers.

      Handing him back the bag, he hands us two pieces of paper. “Write your name on the tag and place it on your shirt.” Then he clicks the pen and hands it to me.

      Bending over, I write my name and then give it to her to do the same with her name tag.

      “This is wild. I’ve never been to a party like this.” She grabs my arm and starts bouncing up and down excitedly. “Is this for a prize?” she asks him.

      He throws his head back, laughing. We can’t see his face, but the angle gives us a clear view of his Adam’s apple moving from his laughter. “This is the start of The Ritual,” he states once calming himself.

      “What is that exactly?” I ask because I still haven’t gotten a direct answer.

      “Don’t get too concerned. I doubt you two have anything to worry about,” he answers cryptically and then dismisses us, moving on to the next set of girls who just walked in.

      “Let’s go find some alcohol.” She drags me through a hallway and into a kitchen. The room is large with industrial-size stainless steel appliances. To the right, it has a bar area where people currently occupy.

      It looks like any other Halloween party. Some dressed up, but most aren’t. The only difference is some are dressed as the guy up front—masks and cloaks. “Who are these people?” I whisper-shout in her ear over “Needles” by Seether.

      She shrugs. “If I had my phone, I’d google it.”

      Something tells me Google isn’t going to know shit about the situation we’ve found ourselves in. Ritual? Sounds churchy to me that involves blood and a sacrifice. I wonder if it’s the Lords that are dressed differently. It’s no secret at Barrington who the members are as far as I know. You don’t hear much talk about them, but all I know is what Matt has told me, which isn’t much. I just always assumed they were like a fraternity.

      Going over to the island, I see what once was a cheese platter but does not consist of any. Instead, it contains pills of various colors and shapes. I recognize some as Xanax, Percocet, and Adderall. Things my mother will pop every now and then when she’s either stressed or has a headache.

      “What do you want?” Sarah asks me, looking over the drinks lined up.

      “I’ll have a rum and Coke, please.”

      She nods her head and starts to pour me a drink. Once done, she makes herself one. We tap them together and cheers. Taking a drink, I cough. “Dear Lord.” I hiss in a breath. “Trying to kill me?”

      She laughs. “No. But a good liquor coma sounds good.”

      She was in rehab twice while in high school. Her mother came home during our freshman year to find her passed out on the floor in her own vomit. She took some Oxy. She’s not suicidal, but she wanted them to see her. When that didn’t work, she went to a party, got drunk off her ass, and wrapped her father’s one-of-a-kind car around a tree. She didn’t even have her license yet.

      Obviously, rehab wasn’t any help. I think her parents were just glad she left for college after senior year. She was someone else’s problem kind of attitude.

      “Come on. Let’s go see what this place is all about.” She grabs my arm and pulls me out of the kitchen and through a hallway. We step into an open room. I’m guessing it was once a ballroom with high cathedral ceilings. The walls vary in shade from white and gray. The black granite floor has white vines running through it. It’s gorgeous, just like everything else I’ve seen so far.

      The music is louder here. A DJ is set up in a corner at the front of the room, and he too wears a black mask and matching cloak. A long table seats every bit of twenty-four, but only one side is occupied. Twelve people sit side by side, all wearing the same black masks and cloaks overlooking the room.

      “What the fuck?” I whisper in her ear over “Like Lovers Do” by Hey Violet.

      “I like it.” She nods quickly, taking a drink. “Mysterious.”

      It can’t be that bad, right? Not if Matt is involved. He’s a Polo and loafers while playing golf kind of guy. Not a mysterious, I’ll chase you down in an alley and kill you type of vibe. “It’s like a cult,” I mumble to her. “If they try to brand our asses, we run for it.” Fuck the keys, cell phone, and ID. I can get new ones.

      She laughs like I’m joking.
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      Two hours and three drinks later, I’m pretty fucking drunk. Sarah’s damn near gone. We’re laughing and dancing to “Mad Hatter” by Melanie Martinez.

      I get this spine-chilling feeling and stop dancing. I quickly look around, but I can’t focus on anything. My hair slaps me in the face, and I shove it back behind my ear the best I can. Only for it to fall back in my way.

      “What?” She notices and stops dancing. “You going to get sick?”

      “No. I …” My eyes stop on the table at the front of the ballroom. It sits high up on a platform, giving the ones seated there a clear view of the crowd. Two of them are now standing behind it, facing one another. Their hand movements let me know they’re in a deep conversation. One on the very end is typing away on a phone. Makes me wonder why we had to give ours up. The one in the middle. It’s a man. I can tell by the way he’s sitting. He’s laid back in his seat with his right hand up, resting on the side of his mask. It causes the sleeve of his cloak to slide down, and I can see the black and silver watch on his wrist. The flashing lights hit it, almost blinding me.

      The one sitting next to him leans in and must say something because the guy’s mask moves up and down as if he’s agreeing.

      Those feelings return, making my breathing pick up as I stare at him. Bringing the drink to my lips, I go to take a sip, but I’m hit from behind, knocked forward, making me spill it down my face and shirt. “What the fuck?” I spin around.

      “Sorry … Blakely?”

      I blink up at another guy dressed in a black cloak and mask. “How do you know …?”

      He rips his mask off, and I stare up at a set of wide blue eyes. They instantly narrow on me as I blink. “Blakely?” He growls. “What are you … What are you doing here?”

      I can’t speak. Instead, my eyes go to the bleach blond he’s still holding onto. She clings to him like the typical drunk girl who can’t stand on her own.

      “What in the fuck is this?” Sarah demands, stepping forward. “Who the fuck is this bitch?” She’s always been an angry drunk. Senior year of high school, she got trashed, punched her ex-boyfriend in the face for not having any gum. The cops were called, parents showed up. It was a nightmare.

      “Hey,” the girl whines and then laughs. “I’m his girlfriend.”

      “No!” Sarah snaps, yanking my arm, and pulls me forward. More alcohol rolls over the rim of my cup and onto my clothes. “This is his fucking girlfriend.”

      She frowns and looks up at him. “Huh? Baby, what’s she …” Hiccup. “Talking about?”

      “Nothing,” Matt tells her.

      Sarah laughs, but it holds no humor.

      His words snap me out of my trance. We started dating my freshman year when I moved here to Pennsylvania from Texas for college. We knew each other in high school, grew up in the same city, but I wasn’t allowed to date then. Not until you’re in college, Blakely. That’s when you’re old enough to understand a relationship, my mother had said.

      I’ve remained a virgin for him. I’ve begged him to fuck me, and every damn time, he’s turned me down. Here I am, twenty years old, and the only thing I’ve fucked is a dildo that I’m not even sure how to use and a vibrator that I keep plugged into the wall when I feel like screaming for a release. He fucked Gabby Simmons his sophomore year in high school. His number kept climbing after that. And it looks like it hasn’t stopped.

      He steps forward. “Blakely …”

      I grab Sarah’s drink out of her hand and toss it into his face. Thankfully, it had more than mine. He gasps, and his girlfriend cups her mouth, softening her laugh.

      “Fuck,” he growls, running his hand down it, wiping off the excess alcohol before shoving his damn mask over it like I’ve got more to throw at him.

      “This is over,” I tell him.

      “Blakely …”

      “Enjoy,” I tell her, interrupting him with a big fuck-you smile and walking off.

      Making my way to the kitchen, I stop at the island. Placing both of my hands on the edge, I bow my head. My sweaty, tangled hair falls to cover my face, and I sniff, trying to calm my breathing. I will not cry here. This will not be the last time I see him. I’m stuck here until he graduates at the end of this year.

      “Here.” Sarah pushes my hair back with her free hand, and I see she has a new drink for me in the other. Smells like it’s vodka this time. I take it and throw it back, not caring how much gets on my already wet shirt. “He’s shit anyway, girl. Fuck him. Well, not literally. But you know …” She trails off.

      What will my parents say when I come home for the holidays, and they ask why he’s not with me? How will I explain this? It’s practically an arranged marriage without the ring and signed contract. Maybe that’s why he’s cheating. Because he knows no matter what, I have to end up with him. Two families forming one. “Do you think this is why he never let me come here?” I ask her. “Because he’s been with her the whole time?”

      She looks away and sighs, thinking the same thing I am.

      Is this why he has been questioning me about Ryat? They say the one accusing you of cheating is usually the bastard stepping out. How long has he been with her? Weeks, months, years? It could be any of those answers.

      She didn’t look familiar. But Barrington is massive. She might not even go there. He’s made her his girlfriend? He didn’t even acknowledge me when Sarah corrected the girl that I was his girlfriend. Have I never even been?

      “Fuck him!” I hiss.

      “Yeah!” She gives me a drunken smile. “Let’s go back out there and dance some more. Okay? Show that piece of shit what he’ll miss.”

      “Okay,” I throw back some more of my drink and then set it down, not wanting to wear any more of it.
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      I sit back, watching Blakely through the two holes in my mask make her way back to the dance floor. The chair vibrates my ass from the speakers being right behind us while “Numb” by 8 Graves plays. My right knee bounces with anticipation.

      I choose you!

      I’m guessing that the fact she threw a drink in her piece of shit boyfriend’s face while another girl was hanging all over him means he’s no longer in my way.

      Makes things a little easier for me. Not like I’d let that motherfucker stop what I plan on doing. His fuck up is my gain. She’ll willingly allow me to take her as mine. Never underestimate a woman hell-bent on revenge. She’ll do anything to make an ex regret what he didn’t appreciate.

      I didn’t think she’d show, but it couldn’t have gone better if I’d planned it. Her here while Matt’s with Ashley. He never would let Blakely come to our house. Didn’t want her seeing what goes on. How the Lords operate. Kept her as far away from the members as possible. He knew that she wasn’t his guarantee. Not until after graduation anyway. He’ll marry her because that’s what his father told him to do, and she’ll hate him because he’s shit.

      A solid foundation for a marriage, if you ask me.

      Blakely throws her hands up and sways her hips to the music, causing her wet shirt to rise. I like the fact that she didn’t dress up in a costume. It screams I don’t give a fuck what the occasion is.

      My eyes drop to her pierced belly button and run down her exposed skin to where her jeans sit low on her hips. I run my tongue along my teeth, wishing they were her body.

      “Three hundred and twenty-five so far,” Lance speaks into my ear.

      I nod but say nothing. It’s amazing what boring rich kids will do for a little excitement. As the seniors at Barrington this year, we’re upholding a century-old tradition by throwing this party to kick off the school year.

      The Ritual is a game the Lords made up to pass fucking time.

      Imagine having more money than you could ever spend. More than your grandkids could ever spend. More than your great-grandkids … well, you get the point.

      Somewhere, something has to give. After graduation, you begin your new role in the world as a Lord and settle down with some bitch who’ll fuck the pool boy any chance she gets. She’ll have the nannies raise your ungrateful children while you’re flying around the world working, fucking a one-night stand in your penthouse suite that you met in a bar and won’t care to remember her name.

      Yeah, I’m cynical. Love doesn’t exist. Convenience does. Most of us are already set to marry that certain person who will make our lives a living hell. There’s a reason the rich stays rich—agreements are set in place before we even come along. Empires are combined to remain indestructible. Contracts signed, promises spoken, and alliances made to ensure our futures remain on top.

      My eyes find her again just as she turns around and walks off the dance floor. “Watch the floor,” I say, getting to my feet.

      “Got it.” Chance waves me off.

      I step down off the platform and make my way through the crowd. I watch her push open a door and stumble inside. She exits immediately. My girl is drunk off her ass. I’ve been watching her ever since I saw her step onto the dance floor. At one point, I knew she felt my stare.

      She opens another door and quickly looks away mumbling, “Sorry,” to whoever she just witnessed fucking inside by the way her cheeks redden.

      I smile.

      Stumbling, she places her hand on the wall to keep herself from falling into it. Looking into the next room, she steps inside, and I do the same. What are the odds? It’s my room.

      Closing the door behind me, I flip on the light.
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      “Sarah…” I spin around, expecting her to have followed me, but I freeze when I see one of those mask-covered men standing in the room with me. “Oh, uh ...” My eyes go to the door as I take a step back, stumbling into the footboard.

      He steps into me, and I suck in a breath as he lifts his hands to push my hair back. I watch wide-eyed and half-paralyzed as he lowers his hand down over my shirt, pressing the material softly to my chest. He gets to my breasts and tilts his head to the side. The pressure of my bra rubbing on my nipple makes it harden.

      I gasp when he rips off my name tag. He wads it up in his hand and tosses it to the floor, landing at our feet.

      “Matt …?” I swallow, my tongue heavy.

      The figure shakes his head, and I whimper. Why do I believe it’s not him? And why don’t I care? “I’m sorry …” I lick my numb lips. “I shouldn’t have … I’ll leave.” I stumble over my words as I go to walk around him.

      But his hand comes out, wrapping around my waist and pulling my back to his front. “I’d rather you not,” he whispers roughly into my ear.

      I try to think if I’ve heard his voice before, but the song “Killing Me Slowly” by Bad Wolves is too loud, and my mind is foggy.

      A chill runs up my back, making me shiver. Without permission, his free hand yanks my shirt up, and then I feel his warm hand on my stomach. My heart races as his hand makes its way up my rib cage and to my bra.

      I swallow nervously, and my thighs tighten when he slides his hand under my bra and up over my sensitive breasts. I should be embarrassed for two reasons. One, he’s a stranger, and two, my chest is wet from the alcohol spilled on it. But that’s not the case. As I lean my head back on his chest, a moan escapes my numb lips. I lick them just in case I’m drooling. I’ve imagined what it would feel like to be touched. To know what it’s like to be sexually wanted for so long. I wish I wasn’t so drunk, so I could really take it in.

      “I was watching you earlier,” he admits shamelessly into my ear. “He’s over you, baby. Let me help you get over him.”

      His words once again tell me it’s not Matt. But he saw us? Was that why I felt like I was being watched before I found Matt with that girl? It was him? “I …”

      “Shh.” His hand around my waist lowers to my jeans. His fingers softly run back and forth along the top of the material, making my body break out in goose bumps. “Will you let me help you?”

      My head is swimming, the room tilting. My heart is racing, my body on fire. All of a sudden, everything is hot. Getting undressed sounds like an amazing idea. I nod and breathe, “Yeah.” Why not? I’m single now. Matt has someone. Why can’t I? It’s not like I loved him. It’s the fact that he was fucking cheating on me when he wouldn’t even fuck me.

      “Stay right where you are,” he orders. “Understand?”

      Swallowing the lingering taste of vodka from that last drink, I answer. “Yes.”

      He lets go, and I watch him walk out from behind me and over to the door. He locks it, then turns to face me.

      I look up at him. He’s got a white mask on that looks like something from American Horror Story. It’s got black lines through it in various places to make it look like it’s cracked. The eyes have black circles around them, and the lips are filled in the same color. For some reason, it’s not as frightening as it should be. Maybe that’s the alcohol talking. I’ve never done something so bold before. So reckless. Something that is a hundred percent my decision.

      My mother would throw a fit if she knew I was drunk at this party, let alone locked in a room with a stranger who hasn’t shown me his face.

      Stepping into me, he lifts his right hand and once again runs it down my face and neck, pausing on my pulse. It’s racing. My breathing ragged. I feel like I might pass out soon. Dropping his hand, he walks behind me again, and I hear a drawer open and close. Then darkness covers my eyes.

      I lift my hands to remove it. “What …?”

      The material falls to my feet, and my arms are grabbed and yanked behind my back. Then I’m bent over the side of the bed. I’d scream, but my breath gets caught in my throat. He holds my wrists crossed with one hand while I hear his belt being undone. Then it’s wrapped around my wrists, binding them tightly.

      “Stay,” he growls before I feel the loss of his body pinning mine down.

      I’m panting, my body shaking as I wait here like an obedient dog. Seconds later, that material is placed back over my eyes, taking away my sight, and I feel it being tied in a knot, securing it in its place.

      He grabs me by my hair, yanking me to stand, and I cry out, surprised it didn’t rip the blindfold off. “You can take it off when I’m done with you.” His voice is rougher than it was a second ago. Almost angry.

      It makes my legs tighten and pussy throb. I moan in acceptance for whatever the stranger wants to do with me. My body has been screaming in silence for years for someone to touch it. To have their way with it. I can’t satisfy it. Not like I crave. Imagine having to scratch an itch that you can’t reach no matter how hard you try. Or trying to scream underwater for help, knowing that no one can hear you.

      Countless times, Matt turned me down. I once tried to seduce him on the golf course, and he yelled at me when we got back to his parents’, telling me it was embarrassing how I rubbed my ass against him while his friends were only a few feet away. No one was paying any attention to us, and it’s not like I was naked. I was wearing a skirt. All he had to do was lift it up and touch me.

      The man slaps my ass, making me jump and cry out. “Answer me,” he demands in my ear.

      Did he ask me a question? I try to rack my drunk brain but come up with nothing, so I just say, “Yes.”

      His hands come around the front of my jeans, and he unzips them.

      “Yes,” I repeat again just in case he didn’t hear me the first time as the song changes to “Guest Room” by Echos. Knowing that I’m going to agree to whatever the fuck this stranger wants from me. Show me what my body was meant to do because I feel like I’ve been missing something.
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      I toss her onto the bed, lying on her back. She cries out when she lands on her restrained wrists. I yank my mask off and drop it to the floor. Then I remove her heels before pulling her jeans down her legs.

      “Yes.” She moans, arching her back.

      I remove her underwear as well and place them in my pocket. She won’t be getting those back. Crawling onto the bed, I spread her legs while running my hands up her thighs. They shake, and she’s panting. I imagine her like this with Matt, and my fingers dig into her skin. I hope the bastard saw me following her off the dance floor.

      Whimpering, she gets my attention, and I let up on her. I lean down, spreading her legs wider, and look over her pussy. It’s clean-shaven and glistening already, making my mouth start to water instantly. Running my thumb over it, I spread her open and lower my face, licking her shaved, pretty cunt.

      Her hips jump, and I hold them down in place.

      “Oh, God …” She trails off.

      She’s wet, so I slip a finger into her easily. It’s warm and so fucking tight. I pause as Gunner’s words come back to me from the other day. “Blakely,” I say, pushing a second one into her, making her hiss in a breath.

      She arches her neck, lips parted, and whimpers. “Yeah?” Too drunk to even realize I called her by her name.

      “Have you ever been fucked?” I ask her, removing my fingers and pushing them into her again while twisting them to where they turn inside her reaching upward. Slowly taking my time. I don’t want to hurt the poor girl. Not yet. But once she’s my chosen, all bets are off.

      This is what the oath is for—restraint. It’s about thinking things through and outliving our opponent. Wear them down. Show no mercy. We are stronger than them.

      “No.” She bucks her hips.

      “Fuck!” I growl before sinking my teeth into her thigh and making her flinch on a soft cry. My cock is so fucking hard, it’s pressing painfully against the inside of my jeans. For three years, I’ve done what was asked of me. I can’t break that oath now. I just have to wait a little longer.

      Removing my fingers, I replace them with my tongue and lick her wet pussy, making her moan. I do it again and throw her legs over my shoulders to get a better hold on her writhing body while I show her why I’m the better choice for her.

      Matt is going to hate me because I’m going to fuck his future wife. She will be my chosen, and I will use her in more ways than she ever knew possible. I’ll leave scars he’ll have to look at every day, knowing I once fucking owned her.

      
        
        To be continued …
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      I looked over at Aiden and rolled my eyes.

      “There is no way in hell I’m wearing that to the party.”

      “Why not?” He grinned and looked down at the Scream costume that would cover me from head to toe. “I think you would look hot in it.”

      “You think she’d look hot in anything.” Caitlyn moved around the rows of Halloween costumes and pulled one from the rack. “His opinion doesn’t count.”

      “This is true.” Aiden grinned at me, and I couldn’t stop smiling at the way his deep dimple appeared on his right cheek. Once upon a time, I used to daydream about tracing that small crevice with my tongue, but Aiden and I were so far beyond that now. He was my best friend and completely off limits. 

      And the two of us agreed a long time ago that we would never cross that line. Not only would it be weird, but it would also ruin everything.

      But it seemed to slip my mind when I made that agreement that he would still be as handsome after as he was before. Actually, I think he only became more handsome after we made each other forbidden. 

      “But that doesn’t mean that every guy at the party needs to see you half naked.” His gaze ran down my body, and I could have sworn there was a trace of jealousy in his eyes. 

      “You don’t care when other girls run around half naked.” I crossed my arms and stared up at him. I knew he could probably see the same jealousy shining back at him, but I couldn’t hide it. I was forced to constantly watch him with whatever girl he was currently interested in, and I no longer had the capability to pretend that it didn’t bother me in some way. 

      His light brown hair was somehow disheveled while being perfectly styled at the same time, and it was falling into his handsome face. He didn’t stop to push it back before he reached out and wrapped his hand around my bicep.

      He tugged me toward him until my chest bumped into his. “You’re not other girls, and I know what all those guys are thinking when you wear something like that.” He nodded over to the skimpy baseball player costume Caitlyn was inspecting.

      “It doesn’t matter what they’re all thinking.” Caitlyn shoved the costume into my arms and broke Aiden’s touch from me. “All we need to know is what Cam is going to think about her.”

      “Oh, dear god.” Aiden ran his hand down his face and groaned in frustration. Cam was a year older than the three of us, and he wouldn’t even know I existed if it wasn’t for Aiden. They were friends, teammates, roommates, and more importantly, step-brothers.

      Two hot as hell step-brothers. 

      “She has a point.” I held up the costume to my body. It would hardly cover anything. “Do you think Cam would think I looked hot in this?”

      “Cam’s an asshole.” Aiden was still staring down at me, and I knew talking about Cam bothered him. It always did. He had warned me away from his step-brother more times than I could count, but I didn’t know if it was out of true concern for me or simply because the thought made him jealous. “It shouldn’t matter what he thinks.”

      “He’s an attractive asshole though.” I laughed at the sour look on his face and patted his chest as I passed by him.

      “He looks just like me.” He grumbled behind me as he followed me down the aisle. “Most people think we’re real brothers.”

      I picked up a sexy nurse costume before putting it back down. “Yes, Aiden. We know. You’re just as hot as he is.” I teased him, but it wasn’t a lie. 

      “Thank you.” He grinned his cocky grin that I knew drove girls wild, me included, and pulled two costumes off the rack before tucking them over his arm.

      “You’re such a baby.” I grabbed a couple costumes of my own and headed in the direction of the dressing rooms. Aiden trailed behind me, and he didn’t stop until he walked into the dressing room with me and closed the door behind us.

      He took a seat on the small bench and leaned back against the mirror as he crossed his leg over his knee. He looked so damn comfortable as he stared at me, like there was nowhere else he was meant to be. 

      “You could have waited out there. You know?” I hung my costumes on the wall before pulling my t-shirt over my head. I was wearing a black lace bra, and I knew that he could practically see everything beneath. 

      “I could have, but the view isn’t as good out there.” He grinned and it made my stomach tighten in a stupid way, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Whatever.” 

      Aiden had seen me half naked so many times before that it almost didn’t phase me anymore. Not until he looked at me like he was now. Like he was starving to death as his gaze ran over my body.

      I knew that I was reading too far into it. That my body was reacting to something that wasn’t really there, and I pulled the witch costume over my head before I could do something stupid.

      Caitlyn was right. I was into Cam. I had been into him for a long time, but I didn’t usually talk to Aiden about it. Because my crush on Cam was different from what I felt for Aiden. Cam was hot. He was a bad boy, and half of our student population had a crush on him.  Aiden knew that too. He knew that I was attracted to Cam just like everyone else, but we still didn’t talk about it because I didn’t want to make things awkward. Especially when they shared a dorm room, and I was over there constantly.

      I jerked my shorts down my legs before straightening out the tiny skirt of the costume and stood in front of the mirror. “What do you think?”

      “Does it come with a cloak or anything?” Aiden’s gaze was glued to the top of my thighs that were clearly visible from the skirt.

      I gave him a death stare before pulling the dress over my head with a huff and trying on the next. He chuckled but watched me the entire time, and it felt like I could physically feel his gaze roaming over my skin. I hurriedly pulled the tight red dress down my body and tucked the devil horns into my hair. 

      “Well?”

      “What kind of mask are you going to wear?” He cocked his head to the side as he inspected my costume. “You do remember this is a masquerade, right?”

      “It’s a college party in the middle of the woods.”

      “Thrown by the Delta sorority. Trust me when I tell you that they will make sure everyone follows the dress code.” He lifted one of the costumes in his lap and handed it to me. “Here, this mermaid costume has a mask.”

      I pulled the short emerald green skirt from the bag and pulled it over my hips before shaking them from side to side. The skirt was covered in fringe and sequins that shook with every move of my hips.

      Aiden laughed and reached out and ran his fingers over the fringe. “I think this is the one.”

      “You haven’t even seen the rest of it yet.”

      “Don’t need to.” He wrapped his hand around the back of my knee and pulled me closer to him. He spread his knees wide as he pulled me between them. My legs shook from his touch, and I knew that he could feel it beneath his touch. He looked up at my face before his gaze dropped back to my chest. He ran his tongue over his bottom lip almost absently as he stared at me. “This one is perfect.”

      “What are you going to wear?” I took a deep shuddering breath and tried to ignore the gentle movement of his finger on the back of my knee. He was barely touching me, but I could feel that one simple movement all the way to my core. I clamped my thighs together to try to stop the constant ache that happened whenever I was around him. 

      “I’m not sure yet.” He looked back up at me, and I could have sworn his eyes were darker than before. “Cam picked us up costumes.”

      “Then how am I going to know which one you are?” I put my hands on his shoulders to stop myself from falling forward.

      “That’s half the fun.” He grinned and stood without giving me a moment to back away. His body grazed mine inch after inch until almost every part of me was touched by him. “I have to head to practice though.”

      “We’ll meet you there, then?” I pushed my thighs together harder as I asked the question. Aiden was so much larger than me, a good foot taller and so much wider. He was built for the football field, as was Cam, and the two of them barely paid attention to anything else.

      “I’ll be the one in the mask.” He winked before leaning down and pressing a soft kiss to my forehead. I closed my eyes and drank in the feeling of his lips on my skin. He didn’t say another word as he opened the dressing room door and disappeared out of it.
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      I could feel my heart racing as we climbed out of Caitlyn’s car at the edge of the woods. We could see the bright bonfire lighting up the trees and the rows and rows of cars parked at the forest edge, but I had no idea what to expect.

      Delta’s Halloween Masquerade was a thing of legends, but no one really talked about what happened inside. Aiden included. He had attended last year with Cam, but he refused to give me any of the dirty details. The only thing he told me was to make sure I wore sensible shoes.

      Which I did.

      I had on the tiny mermaid skirt and the purple shell bra along with my purple chucks I just so happened to have in the bottom of my closet. My hair was curled in long brown waves and held back by the delicate mask that hid half of my face. It was covered in seashells and glitter, and I had to give it to Aiden, it was absolutely perfect.

      Caitlyn grabbed my hand in hers as we headed toward the loud music. She was dressed as the skimpiest black cat I had ever seen, but she was beautiful. She was always beautiful. 

      We passed by rows of trees as we stepped down a dirt path that was peppered with small roots. We stepped over each of them as the path led us further into the woods. It got darker and darker, the only light that of the bonfire and what looked like candles, and a chill ran down my spine as we finally pushed off the path and into the clearing. 

      There were people everywhere, all of them wearing masks, and most of them congregated around three kegs on the edge of the trees. 

      There was something about tonight, something about this party that caused an electric buzz to surround us, and I could almost taste it on my tongue. Something that I hadn’t felt before, not like this. Not so strongly. 

      Thrill. 

      “Wow.” I breathed and looked over at Caitlyn. Her smirk is extra mischievous, and I knew that just by that one look, my best friend would be up to no good tonight. Being the great friend that I was, I one hundred percent supported her behavior. 

      “I know. Can you believe we’re here?” She squealed, pulling me closer to her. 

      Honestly? No. 

      Tonight was something that most of us have only heard of. If the sorority found out anyone was running around repeating anything about their secret masquerade, heads would roll. Literally. People knew better. This party, this night, was revered by many and those of the past set the precedent. 

      If we fucked up tonight, we would never be invited to another one of their parties again. Hell, the only reason we were invited in the first place was because of Aiden. 

      He had laughed when he came to my dorm and saw the pitch black coded invite hanging from our fridge. 

      I didn’t care if he made fun of us though. We wanted to be here, and we would’ve done anything to make it happen.
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      I stared down at my phone before quickly looking back up at Blair. 

      Where are you?

      I watched as she looked around the party, and I knew that she was looking for me. I had told her that I would find her, but it felt so good to just sit back and watch her. Because she had no idea where I was or which one of these masks hid my face beneath. 

      She was so damn beautiful, and every other guy here knew it too. I could see them all watching her, Cam included.

      Fucking Cam. 

      If I had to listen to her talk about Cam one more time, I was likely to kill him. It didn’t matter that he was my step-brother and one of my best friends. She was more. She had been since the moment I met her. 

      Watching you. 

      She looked down at her phone before her head popped back up. Her gaze bounced around the growing number of people at the party before they paused on me for a brief second. Her gaze ran from the top of my head to my booted feet before she looked away slowly. She didn’t know it was me. 

      I was dressed head to toe in black, the same as Cam, and both of us wore a wolf mask that covered the top half of our faces. The only difference was that mine was gold while his was silver. 

      I can’t find you. 

      I grinned down at my phone as I read her words. That’s the point of a masquerade. Isn’t it?

      If I was closer to her, I knew she would probably be biting her bottom lip as she read my message and got frustrated with me. But I was frustrated too. 

      I stayed fucking frustrated around her because I was desperate to touch her, taste her, fuck her. Everything about her was tempting and potent, and my attraction to her had become treacherous. 

      We had agreed to be friends, hell, she had agreed while I nodded my head and agreed to whatever she wanted at the time, but I couldn’t take it anymore. I couldn’t just be her friend. I knew it was my fault. I should have never let her see me as anything other than what I am. Yes, I’m her friend, but I’m also a man. And I’m a man who wants everything she has to offer. 

      When I was in the dressing room with her earlier, it took everything inside of me to teach her that fact. She blinked down at me and I saw the way her stomach trembled and her nipples tightened as I ran my fingers over the back of her knee. Regardless of what she said, Blair wanted me as badly as I wanted her. 

      I just had to make her realize that.

      This isn’t funny, Aiden. Where are you?

      I stood from the old dried out stump I was sitting on and moved in her direction. I was only a dozen or so feet away from her when I spotted Cam out of the corner of my eye. He was closer to her than I was, and I didn’t need to see beneath his mask to know that he had his sights set on her.

      I watched as he ran his fingers over the small of her back as he looked back at me with a smirk on his face. 

      He knew how I felt about her, and he also thought I was too big of a pussy to do anything about it. He also knew of her little crush, and from the look on his face, he was using it against me.

      She turned, looking back over her shoulders, and grinned up at him. He brought his face close to hers, and I watched as her back straightened as he whispered something in her ear that I obviously couldn’t hear.

      I was going to kill him.

      She nodded her head and slipped her fingers into his. 

      I didn’t let the two of them out of my sight as she held onto his hand and let him lead her to the edge of the woods. There wasn’t an ounce of hesitation in her steps as she followed him. 

      He moved them to the shadows, just outside the edge of the party, but anyone who wanted to see them still could. So many were already watching them, curious as to who was behind their masks and what secrets they kept hidden. 

      Cam took a seat in an old leather chair that sat at the edge of the trees. There were several sprinkled throughout the small clearing, along with several small tables and enough candles to burn down the whole damn forest. The sorority went all out when it came to this party, all of their parties really, but the masquerade went beyond all the others. 

      I leaned against a tree and tucked my hands in my pockets as I watched them. Cam pulled Blair down onto his lap, and as he whispered to her, I knew that she had to know who he was. She sat across his lap with both of her legs hanging to one side and her thighs clamped tightly together. 

      Cam ran his fingers over the seam of her closed thighs, and she loosened them just the slightest amount. She wanted him. She wanted him to touch her, to pleasure her. 

      He whispered in her ear, and I had no idea what he was saying but I could picture it. He was probably asking her exactly what she wanted. Telling her how badly he wanted her. 

      She nodded her head against him and wrapped her hands around his shoulders as she turned more to face him. He slid his thumb over her jaw as he stared up at her before his gaze flicked to mine. 

      Then he closed the gap between them and pressed his mouth to hers. 

      A rage I didn’t know I was capable of feeling overwhelmed me, and I wanted to kill my stepbrother. I wanted to break every single one of his fingers that were currently touching my girl. 

      She fell into him as if she belonged there, her body molding to his, and the urge to pull her from his lap was overwhelming. 

      His hands moved back to her thighs, and he tightened them around her soft skin that was on full display. She didn’t hesitate as she allowed him to guide her movements, and she lifted off him slightly only to come back down with one of her thighs on either side of his. 

      He continued to whisper to her between running his mouth over her ear, her neck, and her mouth. She was falling for every move he made, and I knew her well enough to know how turned on she was. 

      I had seen that look on her face before when she was looking at me, but we had never acted on it. I had never gripped her in the way Cam was now. 

      She rolled her hips against him almost as if she couldn’t control her movements, and Cam encouraged her. He gripped her hips with his hands and helped her move against him. 

      I couldn’t take another second of it. 

      I moved closer to them still. I was close enough to hear the small whimpers that escaped her mouth, but not close enough for her to know I was there. 

      Her skirt was scrunching up against her thighs, and I stood behind her and watched as she rolled her hips against his. Over and over she chased the thrill of feeling him against her pussy. 

      He was watching her move against him as he leaned back in the chair and held his hands against her supple hips. His gaze flicked to mine, and I knew that he was more than aware of how badly his touch on her was bothering me. This was what he wanted. 

      He was fucking with my head so I would react, so that I would finally take what was mine. 

      And I was going to. 

      The sound of my heavy boots hitting the ground echoed in my ears as I pushed toward her. She didn’t stop her movements against him. Not as I stood directly behind her or as my chest pressed against her back. 

      The only indication that she noticed me at all was the sharp inhale of her breath. 

      I wrapped my hand around her throat, her rapid pulse beating frantically beneath my rough fingers, and she finally turned her head away from Cam to look up at me. 

      There was a deep ache in her eyes, a desperation for a release, and I was going to give it to her. I was going to fuck her until the only name she could taste on her lips was mine.
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      A chill ran down my spine as I stared up at him. He wore the same mask as Cam, there was only a slight color difference that I could barely make out in the firelight, and even though I couldn’t see the color of his eyes, I knew that it had to be Aiden standing behind me. 

      His hand tightened on my throat and my eyes felt like they were going to roll back in my head. It was too much, the feeling of him behind me and Cam in front of me. I had never done anything like this before, I hadn’t even come close, and I felt like I was going to drown in the greed I had for both of them.

       I leaned my head back further, desperate for something I couldn’t even name, and Aiden didn’t hesitate. He closed the gap between us, his hand tightening further as if he was trying to keep himself in control as he ever so slowly ran his tongue over my bottom lip. I jerked forward in Cam’s lap, the feeling of Aiden’s tongue going straight to my pussy, and I heard Cam’s deep chuckle.

      Cam’s hands tightened on my hips and forced them forward into a movement that had me groaning against Aiden’s mouth. Aiden pressed his lips to mine, drowning out of the sound, and his kiss was almost bruising. I opened my mouth, giving him control, and he took it. 

      One of the fingers on my neck lifted to tilt my head more in his direction as his tongue caressed mine. My hips jerked forward, and I whimpered into his mouth as I kissed him harder. His mouth was mesmerizing, but my real weakness was for his commanding hand on my throat.

      He released and tightened it almost unintentionally as he kissed me, and I became desperate to feel it harder against me. To feel any part of him harder.

      Another hand moved to my jaw, turning me back to face Cam, and I blinked up at his dark smirk. Aiden hadn’t removed his hand from my neck, but Cam didn’t care. He wrapped his hand around the back and pulled me forward until I had no choice but to press my lips against his.

      His kiss was lazy but somehow eager at the same time. He shifted beneath me as he kissed me, and Cam slowly dropped his hand from my throat. The absence of his touch was poignant and had me scrambling to find him again.

      I pulled away from Cam, and he smiled as he held a black bandana in his fingers in front of me. I searched his eyes trying to understand before I watched Aiden’s hand wrap around the dark fabric. Cam lifted my mask from my face just before Aiden pressed a kiss to the back of my neck.

      Chill bumps broke out down my back, and I pressed my hands into Cam’s chest to help me feel like I wasn’t falling. Aiden’s fingers caressed my temple before the bandana slipped over my eyes. Darkness obscured my vision, and I couldn’t see a thing. I tightened my fingers in Cam’s shirt as a spike of fear or lust took over.

      “You’re okay.” Aiden’s voice was right next to my ear, and I jumped at the deep sound. 

      “Do you like this?”

      I was so disoriented that I wasn’t sure who asked the question. I shook my head because I didn’t know how to answer. I didn’t know if I liked this or if I should be pushing them both away. Actually, that was a lie, I didn’t know if I was allowed to like it.

      “You sure?” There was a whisper in my ear, and this time I knew it was Aiden. “You don’t like the two of us touching you like this?”

      When I didn’t immediately answer, I felt his hand, someone’s hand touch my bare stomach. I trembled beneath the contact as they slowly slid down my stomach and over where my skirt was bunched against my thighs. They didn’t hesitate as their hand slid beneath my panties and brushed against my pussy.

      “So fucking wet.” Aiden. That was Aiden. He was the one touching me. I felt another rush of moisture just at that thought alone. He slid his finger through my pussy, pushing the wetness around until he gently circled my clit. I whimpered, unable to control myself, as his next words hit me. “Are you sure you don’t like this, baby? You know.. they say three’s a corwd but judging by how wet you are on my fingers, I’d say you fucking love it. I’d say that the three of us together is a fucking party.”

      He pressed harder against my clit, and I called out his name. His growl of approval was a low rumble in my ear as his fingers sped up.

      I was pulled forward again, my lips pressed against Cam’s, and he bit down on my bottom lip before moving his mouth down my jaw.

      His mouth was a flurry of soft kisses, rough bites, and a lapping tongue. Every move was in contrast with the last, and I didn’t know what to think or feel. But I knew that it was doing something to my body that I had never experienced before. I rode Aiden’s hand, moving quicker and quicker as I chased the orgasm I could feel building inside me, and the feel of Cam’s hard cock beneath me was overwhelming. 

      He nipped at my earlobe before pressing his lips to my ear. “Do you feel how hard I am beneath you?” I nodded my head frantically as he continued. “I bet your pussy is so fucking tight.” Hands tightened around my ass, and I assumed they were his.

      I heard laughter echo somewhere behind us, and I startled and turned my head in that direction of the sound. One of their hands stopped me before I could turn fully.

      “Don’t pay them any attention,” Cam whispered in my ear just as Aiden’s hand left my panties.

      I whimpered at the loss of his touch before I heard his soft chuckle. It was only a second later that his hands moved to my hips, and he lifted me off his stepbrother. I instinctively wrapped my hands around his shoulders as he wrapped my legs around his waist, and I turned my head from side to side blindly trying to figure out where he was taking us as he began to move. 

      “Where are we going?” My voice trembled.

      “Further.” That was Aiden’s only answer, and I didn’t know if he meant further into the woods or further with each other.

      I didn’t care either way. I just knew that I needed him or Cam or both. I needed one of them to take away this searing ache inside of me.

      All I could hear was the sound of leaves and sticks snapping beneath their feet, the sounds of the party disappearing. Aiden stopped and his hands on my ass adjusted as he sat me down. The hard wood beneath me bit into the skin of my ass, and I was almost certain that I was sitting on a stump of some sort.

      Aiden backed away from me, my hands falling from his shoulders, and I reached out blindly. My hands didn’t touch either of them, but I knew they were there. I could feel them both watching me.

      I reached up for my blindfold but stopped at the sound of the word “no” falling from Cam’s lips.

      “Leave it on or this stops.”

      My fingers shook as I slowly lowered them from my face. 

      “Show us.” My head turned to the right at the sound of Aiden’s voice. “Show us how you touch yourself.”

      I shook my head as my thighs trembled. “I can’t.”

      “Yes. You can.” This was Cam. “Show us how you touch your pussy when you want to get off. Do it, Blair.”

      I took a deep, shuddering breath as I brought my hand to my panties and slid my fingers beneath. I clamped my eyes shut even though I couldn’t see a thing.

      I was so wet and my fingers slid against my skin effortlessly. I pressed my middle finger against my clit, taking the edge off the burning need inside of me, before I started to move my fingers against it.

      “That’s it.” Aiden’s voice sounded so rough as he spoke.

      I pressed my other hand into the wood beside me, grasping onto the rough surface for some sort of stability as I widened my legs. I knew that they were both watching me, and I couldn’t control the way my body reacted to that thought.

      I heard leaves crunch directly in front of me but no one touched me. They were there, closer to me than they had been before, and my hand moved faster and faster.

      “Who do you think about when you touch yourself?” Aiden asked from in front of me, but then Cam’s voice sounded like it came from the same direction. “Is it me? Or is it your best friend, Aiden? Whose name do you call out when you come?”

      “Both.” I was honest and frantic, and I gasped when I felt someone’s fingers grab my panties on both sides of my hips.

      The fabric ripped before I could even realize what they were doing, and a rush of cool fall air hit my center as I cried out. 

      Rough hands pushed against my inner thighs, opening me completely to them, and they didn’t give me a chance to think about what was happening before they moved closer, a tongue lapped at my fingers.

      I jerked my fingers away, startled by the caress, but they didn’t stop. I didn’t know who was kneeling between my thighs, but I reached out and ran my fingers over his jaw as he pressed his soft tongue directly against my clit. My hips jolted forward against his mouth, and he took the opportunity to suck my clit into his mouth.

      “Oh, God.” I threw my head back and pressed my palms into the wood behind me.

      Both of my thighs were lifted and rested over his shoulders as he began to eat me like he was fucking starved. The fact that I didn’t know who was between my legs, that it could have been either one of them right now eating me, was fucking with my head.

      “Aiden,” I called out for him, but neither of them replied. The only change was from the one between my legs. His hands tightened around my thighs, his fingers digging into my flesh, and he rolled his tongue against me with so much pressure that I knew I wasn’t going to last much longer.

      I stared down at where I knew he kneeled before me, and the urge to pull off my mask was overwhelming. But as soon as that thought crossed my mind, a hand buried in my hair. The fingers were rough and demanding and pulled on my hair until I was forced to look up.

      Lips met mine in a kiss that was far more rushed and passionate than earlier. This wasn’t a calculated seduction. This was a kiss of a man who was as close to the edge as I was.
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      A deep thrill ran down my spine. 

      I was absolutely out of my mind. Allowing this to happen, to be thoroughly devoured by two men, neither of whom I could tell apart at the moment. That fact only seemed to turn me on more. I had no idea which one of them was devouring my pussy while the other was devouring my mouth. 

      But I knew that they were equally as good at each task. 

      Every soft swipe of their tongues, nips of their teeth, suck of their lips clouded my mind further and further with a haze of pleasure that felt like it was consuming me. 

      I was drowning in lust, and it was the reason I didn’t care whose head was between my legs, cloaked in the darkness, shadowed by the trees in the middle of the forest. 

      All I knew was I wanted more, and whatever this was, whatever was happening to my body, I was desperate for it.

      “You want more, Blair?” 

      I sucked in a deep breath as I contemplated my answer. Neither one of them stopped their assault on my body as I was attempting to think, and the only answer that kept rolling through my mind was yes. But going further would change everything. Going further, crossing lines we never even toed before. But the reality was that we already had. 

      I had no idea how I would ever look at either of them the same knowing what we’d done and the parts of me they’d seen. The parts of me that they had touched and kissed. 

      After a few seconds of my silence, a deep growl came from between my legs before Aiden said, “You can’t lie to us, Blair.” His voice was deep and low and laced with so much greed. “The proof is in your pussy on my tongue. You want this just as badly as we do.” 

      His words caused me to shiver in anticipation. He was right, and I was a fool to ever think that I could walk away from this. I couldn’t. 

      Not anymore. 

      “I-I...” I stuttered, flustered and on the spot even though it was so dark beneath my blindfold that I still couldn’t see either of them. 

      “You’ve never been shy about what you wanted, Blair. Don’t start now.” He pressed a soft kiss to my pussy, causing me to jump, before he spoke again. “We’re giving you the choice. Have us both. No consequences, no repercussions of what tomorrow will bring. Take it if you want it. Tonight... anything goes.” 

      Anything goes. Tonight’s the nights of thrills. The wicked have come to play. 

      Instead of answering him, I pulled the mask from my eyes and blinked open my eyes to stare at both of them. Aiden rose from his knees and stared down at me, and I knew that he was misreading what I was trying to say. 

      He reached his hand out for me, but I ignored it and dropped to my knees before both of them. My answer was evident by my actions. I wanted this, just as badly as they did. 

      The damp, cool earth on my bare skin beneath me, I took a deep, shaky breath before gathering every ounce of courage inside of me and lifting my trembling hand to Aiden’s stomach then Cam’s. Touching them both felt forbidden, but exhilarating at the same time. 

      Aiden reached down and covered my hand with his. He must have been able to feel me shaking beneath his touch because he reached down and used a finger to lift my chin, brushing his thumb along my bottom lip affectionately before he said, “Suck my cock like a good girl, Blair.” 

      Oh, god. I pressed my thighs together because the ache between them was too much. 

      Shakily I undid Aiden’s jeans, flicking the button open and slowly dragging the zipper down. While I was working on Aiden, Cam moved behind me and slowly wrapped his hand around my throat before leaning down. I could feel his hot breath against my ear as he whispered, “I want you to take his cock down your throat until I can feel it against my hand, Blair.” 

      I nodded against his hold, his dirty, filthy words making me wetter by the second. I could feel my want dripping down my thighs, completely delirious with need. My hands shook as I yanked at the waistband of Aiden’s boxers, brushing against his straining erection, inciting a sharp, guttural hiss from his lips. 

      The sound was so erotic, I felt my clit throb in response. I wanted that sound again, over and over, in sync with mine. 

      This was crazy. Aiden was my best friend, and we decided long ago that we would never cross this line, yet here we were doing the unthinkable. 

      But it didn’t feel real. We were in this dark forest with his step-brother's hand against my throat and his dark eyes staring down at me. 

      Slowly, I tugged his briefs down until his cock bobbed free. I sucked in a shocked breath. Holy fuck, he was so much bigger than I expected. Long and thick, the veins winding up to a blunt, wide head that’s purple and angry, seeping pre cum. 

      I wrapped my fist around him and worked his cock, slowly, spreading the bead of cum around his broad head with the flat part of my thumb. Cam’s hand was still on my throat, and he guided me towards Aiden’s cock. When the head of him slipped past my lips, I used my tongue to trace around the sensitive spot underneath. 

      Cam continued to guide me onto Aiden’s cock, pushing my head down further until I felt him hit the back of my throat causing me to gag slightly. When I did, Aiden groaned. 

      “Fuck yeah. Just like that, baby.” 

      His hands threaded into my hair, yanking at the strands each time I sucked him deeper. 

      I felt Cam’s fingers slide down my back, over my ass to my pussy, where I was drenched. The second he parted me and glided his thumb over my clit, I bucked against him. I was so turned on, so sensitive that only a few more strokes of his finger would have me over the edge. 

      His hand left my throat and he pushed me down as Aiden dropped to his knees in front of me. I dug my fingers into the grass beneath me. Now completely on my hands and knees with Cam behind me, and Aiden fucking my mouth, I felt so overcome with desire. 

      Cam’s finger slid into my pussy before he slowly added another. He moved them in out and out of me slowly before he began fucking me at the same pace as Aiden while still rubbing slow circles on my clit. I cried out around Aidens cock, but my mouth was so full the sound was muffled. My eyes began to water as his thrusts picked up. Each time he fucked my mouth, he pushed me back against Cam’s fingers, deeper and deeper. 

      “You’re so beautiful with my cock in your mouth. Fuck.” Aiden hissed, hitting the back of my throat again. I gagged around him, and he held himself there, as deep as he could. His hands threaded into my hair again, seated deep in my throat while he lazily thrust in and out. 

      Never in my life had I been so turned on. So willing to give them anything they wanted.

      Cam’s thumb pressed against the tight ring of my ass and I froze. No one had ever touched me there before. It felt foreign... but erotic, and I found myself pressing back against his touch. 

      “Mmm. Should we fuck you here too?” He pressed harder, letting the thumb slip just barely inside my ass. “I think you’d come even harder. Could you imagine how fucking tight my cock would feel inside here?” 

      I tried to focus my attention on Aiden and his cock, but the pleasure was too intense. I felt like I could blackout at any moment as all the sensations bombarded me.  

      “I’m going to come,” Aiden groaned, picking up speed as he fucked my mouth. Hot tears wet my cheeks. The pleasure peaked as he stilled and groaned, cumming down my throat. I swallowed it greedily, until he was spent, and he pulled from my mouth sloppily.

      Cam chose that moment to assault my clit, sending me over the edge. My orgasm hit me so hard that my arms gave out beneath me. Aiden caught me before I hit the ground as I came around Cam’s fingers. My entire body shook with pleasure, so hard that Cam’s free hand came to my waist to hold me in place. My limbs were no longer working, and the only thing holding me up was the hands of Cam and Aiden. 

      When my orgasm finally subsided, I fell limp in Aiden’s arms, and he held me against him. Cam stroked my calf affectionately, and while I was spent and exhausted from bolt after bolt of pleasure consuming me… I still wanted more. 

      “Not what you expected when you came here tonight. Was it?” Cam said teasingly before pressing a kiss to the back of my thigh. I jolted at the contact.  

      Aiden laughed, and I snuggled further into his chest. Both of them were still wearing their masks, but a small part of me worried that someone had seen what happened.

      “We can keep going… if that’s what you want,” Aiden said softly, and Cam nodded. 

      “It’s your decision.” 

      I sat up in Aiden’s arms and nodded. “I want this.”

      “Are you sure?” Cam rose from his spot next to us. 

      “I am. I... I didn’t expect this to happen.” I swallowed as I gathered the courage to say what I was going to say next. “I’m still kind of shocked, but I know what I want, and I want you. Both of you.” 

      “C’mere,” Cam whispered hoarsely, entwining my hands with his and yanking me toward him. His lips came down on mine hard, so hard that I tasted the bite of metallic. I had never seen Cam like this, but God, it was enthralling. He kissed me like he was starving, and in a way, I was too. I had wanted this for so long. 

      Dreamed of it. Slipped my fingers between my thighs and came with his name on my tongue. And even though I would’ve never admitted it. Aiden’s too. 

      Only now, this fantasy was a reality, and one that I didn’t think I would ever be able to live without again. 

      I was wanton for them. 

      With one hand, Aiden popped the silly bra made of seashells, allowing my breasts to spill free. They felt heavy and aching. Cam leaned forward and captured my nipple in between his teeth and tugged gently. I felt the bite all the way to my core. The throb between my legs seemed in sync with the race of my heart. Aiden’s hand snaked around to my front while Cam sucked and bit at the sensitive peaks. His fingers parted me and slid inside my already drenched pussy. 

      For them. Both of them. 

      I felt his erection digging into my back, and realized there was no going back. This was it. 

      His lips brushed against the back of my neck causing me to shiver, then kissed along the path of my bare shoulder and back up to nip at my ear lobe. Using his foot, he spread my legs further apart, allowing him to press against my wetness. 

      “Fuck, Blair. You’re coating my cock. So fucking wet,” he murmured before dragging the head of his cock through my pussy. Thrusting lightly, he ground against my clit. Over and over until I began to tremble. 

      “Don’t come. Not until I say. I’ll be the one to tell you when to come on his cock,” Cam grunted, palming his own cock now, watching Aiden thrusting against my clit. 

      Holy shit. 

      “Be a good girl, and I’ll give you what you want, Blair.” 

      I moaned as I felt my orgasm beginning to blossom, but I bit down hard on my lip trying to stave it off. Metallic twinges flooded my tongue as I bit, not realizing how hard I was trying to keep from coming. 

      They knew exactly what they’re doing, and they were loving every damn second of it. Torturing me. Using me. 

      “Please,” I begged. I needed more. 

      “You want me to fuck you, Blair?” Aiden’s hand slid up my throat as he jerked me back against his chest. “Beg for it like a good girl, and I’ll give you my cock.” 

      “Fuck me, Aiden. Please.” 

      The second the words left my mouth, Aiden pushed inside of me and thrust forward, sinking as deep as he could go, seating himself to the hilt inside of me.

      I was so full. Fuller than I had ever been, and my eyes never left Cam’s as Aiden began to fuck me. Hard, punishing thrusts that I swear were so deep I could feel in my stomach. Cam unbuttoned his jeans and freed his cock from the waistband of his briefs before wrapping a large fist around his cock. 

      So thick and girthy my jaw widened as a moan slipped past. He worked himself watching Aiden fuck me, and the thought alone was enough to almost have me falling apart around Aiden, but I willed myself to stop. To follow their directions and be obedient. Something about their dominance made this entire situation more intense. 

      He was fucking his fist all while his stepbrother fucked me. 

      It was lewd and carnal, and the most erotic thing I’d ever experienced. 

      Aiden pulled out of my body only to drop to the ground, and pull me on top of him. Still facing Cam, I slowly sank down on his cock. I could feel him even deeper than ever before in this position, and my pussy clamped down around him. 

      “I need to come. Please,” I pleaded. Tears stung my eyes as the pleasure became unbearable. I was going to come whether they allowed it or not. “Cam.”

      Aiden’s grunts became louder as I slammed down faster and harder, riding his cock with everything I had. I looked back and his mouth was parted in pleasure, his eyes squeezed tightly shut as he palmed fistfuls of my ass. I would likely be bruised tomorrow, but if he stopped I would murder him. Everything about what he was doing felt too good. 

      “Come.” Cam barked. One simple word, and it set me off like a firework. 

      Shattering, coming so hard I saw stars behind my eyes. The most powerful, intense orgasm of my life. I felt it all the way to the tips of my toes. Every atom of me burned for these men.

      Moments later, Aiden slammed up inside of me, forcing me down onto his cock as he spilled inside of me, groaning so deep and loud it sent a bout of aftershocks through my body. 

      I blinked forward as I tried to make sense of what just happened, but Cam still stood in front of me with his hard cock in his hand. 

      Aiden pulled me off of him, onto his chest and turned me to face him before dropping a kiss to my forehead. It’s… sweet, and sensitive after the moment we shared. It’s the Aiden I know and love. Cam reached out and pulled me to my feet before I could realize what was happening, and I could feel the evidence of Aiden still inside of me, still sticky on the inside of my thighs. 

      “Turn around,” Cam said, pushing me to my knees, without pause. I fell to my hands and knees in front of him, and seconds later he was slamming inside of me. 

      “Fuck,” he hissed. Grasping my hips, he pounded into me. Aiden reached forward and ran his fingers over my nipples that seemed to sway with each thrust of Cam’s hips. 

      “Is this what you wanted, Blair? Both of us, fucking you? Giving you all of our attention?” Cam groaned, fucking me harder with each syllable. He was wild in a way that I had never seen him before. His hand found my hair, and he pushed me down into the grass as he fucked me, his eyes met Aiden’s above me.

      The two share something that I wasn’t privy to. It seemed like they shared a lot of things that I didn’t know about. 

      Reaching down Cam’s thumb found my clit and he rubbed hard, quick circles, and fucked me brutally and deep. 

      “Come, Blair. Come around my cock like the dirty girl you are.” 

      His words sent a shiver down my spine, and I exploded. Crying out, my hands fisted into the grass as another orgasm consumed me, body and soul. The stars swirling behind my eyes never dimmed as I squeezed my eyes shut and fell into a state of bliss. Cam grunted before seating himself deep inside of me and letting go. I felt his hot spurts of cum inside of me, and then his strokes became slow to lazy, barely moving moments, pulling every ounce of pleasure from me. 

      When he pulled from my body, I felt empty. Aiden must have sensed it, because he picked me up from the ground and wrapped his jacket around me tightly, pulling me to his body. Cam cleaned himself up then joined us both, putting his thumb under my chin to pull my head towards him. 

      “Nothing changes. Tonight was about freedom, and you deserved it as much as we did.” 

      I nodded even though I didn’t truly understand what he was saying. 

      All I knew was that I would never forget tonight, even if the three of us never spoke of it again. 

      I only hoped that what we just shared hadn’t completely and totally fucked everything up.
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      I walked into Aiden and Cam’s dorm, and my fingers trembled. I hadn’t seen either one of them since Halloween night, and that fact was simply because I had been avoiding them.

      I didn’t know what to say or what to do. I had fucked my best friend and his step-brother.

      Just saying that in my own head made me cringe. I didn’t know if it was embarrassment or shame or because I hadn’t been able to think about anything else since it happened.

      I could still feel their touch all over my body. I could still hear their wicked words.

      “Hey.”

      I looked up to see Aiden leaning back on his bed with his arm tucked beneath his head. He was watching me like I was going to break, and I didn’t know if it was because he felt as awkward as I did or if he was simply gauging where I was at.

      “Hey.” I tossed my jacket down on the foot of his bed and stood there awkwardly. Normally, I would have already been on the bed beside him. I would have cuddled up into his arms like it didn’t matter.

      But it mattered now.

      Everything did.

      “What are you doing?” He cocked his head to the side before patting the spot on his bed next to him. “Come here.”

      I climbed onto his bed and pulled my knees to my chest as I leaned against one of his pillows. He was watching some old horror movie that I didn’t recognize, and I bit down on my bottom lip as I stared at the screen.

      “You’re being awkward.”

      I turned my head to look at Aiden, and he was staring up at me with a soft smile on his face.

      “No. I’m not.” I shrugged. I totally was.

      “Yes. You are.” His hand wrapped around my arm and he pulled me toward him until I had no choice but to lay against his side.

      His body was warm and hard beneath me, and before, that feeling would have comforted me. Now, it did nothing but make me feel comfortable. Nothing about him did. Not his scent or his soft chuckle as I forced my thighs together to stop the roaring ache that hadn’t seem to leave since the other night.

      “I just…” I hesitated because I had no idea what to say. Aiden was my best friend, but right now, he felt like a stranger.

      “You just what, Blair?” He wrapped his arm around my back and tugged me closer to him. He ran his nose along the side of my neck before stopping just above my ear. “You just don’t know how to act now that I’ve fucked and sucked this perfect pussy of yours.” His hand cupped my pussy through my shorts as if to drive his point home, and I whimpered at the contact.

      “You’re my best friend.” It was pathetic, but it was the only thing I could think of to say. It felt like the only thing that mattered. 

      “You’re right.” He nodded against me, but his hand tightened between my legs. “But we both know this goes way beyond that.”

      I nodded my head because he was right. There was no way we could go back to what we were before this. We would never be the same.

      “So, what now?” My voice trembled along with my thighs.

      The door opened behind us and closed with a loud click. I startled at the sound and looked back to find Cam leaning against the door watching us. His dark eyes traced over my body with a look that proved he already knew it well, but he didn’t say a word.

      Aiden pressed a soft kiss to my jaw, bringing my attention back to him as his hand tightened and loosened between my thighs. “Whatever you want.”

      

      
        
        The end… for now.
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            PRE-PARTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Halloween Night.

      A night of crowds, chaos, and crazies.

      At least, that’s how it is for the brotherhood of Alpha Si Zig. I’d be content staying back at the dorms where it’s quiet and having Wyatt all to myself. He’s been extra busy studying lately and I’ve hardly had any time with him. But, my presence is required. For over a decade, ACZ has organized the annual Maze of Mayhem. It’s basically a big fucking party in the middle of a corn maze. 

      It’s my junior here, so I’ve been around long enough to know what goes down at these parties. There are quiet drunks, loud drunks, and asshole drunks. Basically, just a bunch of drunkards getting lost in a maze. Occasionally you’ll see a topless chick riding on the shoulders of a guy—usually one of the asshole drunks—trying to peer over the cornstalks to find the skull flag so they can win the five thousand dollar cash prize. 

      Only a quarter of the entries actually participate in the game. Most just hang out in the corners of the maze where the kegs sit. There are disco lights, a few masked men running around trying to scare people, even a DJ at the entrance blasting music through the field. It’s pretty wild, to say the least. 

      Setting the keg down in one of the many corners of the maze, I hand Wyatt the pump. “This should be the last one.” 

      “Thank God. I’m ready to get the hell out of this maze. This shit gives me the creeps.” He latches the nozzle and taps into the keg. 

      “Oh, really?” I grab him by the waist from behind and grind my cock against his ass. “Here, I thought we were gonna have a little fun here tonight. Get ourselves lost away from the crowd. Lose my dick in your mouth.” 

      Wyatt lets the tap hang from the keg, turns around and grumbles, “You’re such a tease.” 

      “It’s not teasing if I’m dead serious.” I plant my mouth on his, tasting a hint of bourbon on his tongue.

      Halloween is Wyatt’s least favorite night of the year. He’s already had a few drinks to calm his nerves, but he’s still anxious as fuck. To say he scares easily is an understatement. “I’ll protect you from the big bad wolf,” I breathe in his mouth. 

      “Save that shit for later. We’ve got work to do,” Benny, the president of ACZ, says as he rounds the corner of the stalks. 

      With Wyatt’s face still cupped in my hands, I give Benny a sideward glance. “Kegs are set. My work is done. Get lost.” 

      Benny is a bit of an ass, and that’s putting it lightly. His ego is way too big for his head. He’s bossy as fuck and treats everyone beneath him like we’re his little bitch boys. Unlucky for him, I don’t cower to his asshole tendencies. He knows this, and because of that, he pushes harder. I’ve been in this frat for three years now so I know I think or two about our president. 

      In fact, I was chosen on Halloween night during my first Maze of Mayhem. Tonight, we continue the tradition of hazing with the new recruits. It’s about to get fucking brutal. 

      “Here,” Benny shoves a pillowcase into my chest. “Keep an eye on Cleaver. He’s a bit of a lush and tends to get fucked up too fast. We don’t need him puking his guts out during his test.” 

      Jaxon Cleaver: AKA, my recruit. Each guy gets one and our job is to kidnap them and take them to the back of the field, where they’re given their first test. Usually, it only takes about an hour, but other times, shit pops up and it takes longer. Last year, we had one guy blow out his knee and another pass out with his face in a pile of his own vomit. 

      Benny gives the keg a few pumps, grabs the nozzle and squirts a cup’s worth of beer into his mouth. “Midnight. Don’t be late this time.” 

      Once Benny disappears into the maze, I pull Wyatt’s body flush with mine. “Where were we?” 

      Wyatt backs up a step and looks me in the eye. “Everything about it is so cruel. Why can’t they just draw names and pick members?” 

      “Babe. It’s part of the process. They signed up for this. It’s not like we’re forcing them into anything.” 

      “I just wish you’d never signed up, but since you did, I guess I’ll have to try to like it as much as you do.” 

      “The brotherhood takes this seriously, so I’m glad I’ve got your support.” 

      “And you? Is it serious to you?”

      My shoulders drop in defeat. We have this conversation at least twice a year. “They’re my brothers. So yeah, it is serious.” 

      Wyatt wasn’t happy when I joined ACZ. For one, I live in the house with the brotherhood while he’s in the dorms. Two, it’s a lot of parties and takes up a lot of my time that I’m not spending on schoolwork. Lastly, he’s not a fan of hazing. I grew up doing dumb shit, so not much fazes me when it comes to fucking with these guys. My childhood best friends and I have secrets that are unfathomable. But,  Wyatt has always erred on the side of caution. I’m used to this stuff. He is not. 

      The sun is setting and people will start arriving within the hour. “It’s just one night.” I hook an arm around Wyatt’s neck and pull him close as we make our way out of the maze. 

      Wyatt lets out an airy breath of distaste for tonight’s plan. He’s not usually this needy, but his nerves are always heightened this time of year—even more-so tonight. 

      I don’t give him too much shit for it, considering he has every right to be worried. Our first year here on Halloween, I was on the receiving end of the test and things went bad really fast.

      We were led out to the train tracks at the end of the road. The track isn’t used much anymore, but occasionally you get your freight train coming through. Apparently, the guys had timed it just right, or, at least, they thought they did. With blindfolds on, we had to try to untie our shoelaces that were knotted to the track. 

      From what Benny said, it was supposed to be a scare tactic, and the train wasn’t supposed to come for at least an hour. Well, it was early that day. Panic ensued when the lights shone in front of us. I was at the end of the line and the forgotten one while everyone else got set free and had their blindfolds removed. If it weren’t for Wyatt stalking us all night, I’d probably have been left there and run over. He managed to get me loose in the nick of time but I ended up with a broken tibia from the fall I took trying to get myself out of the mess. 

      Twenty minutes later, I was being dragged off to another test and forced to leave him worrying about me. It wasn’t until the next day when the pain was so intense that I couldn’t walk that I finally got it looked at. 

      We get out of the maze and about six feet away from the stalks of corn and music begins blasting through the speakers set around the property. 

      “Testing. Can you mother fuckers here me?” Benny’s voice rings through the speakers over the music. “Who’s ready to get fucked up?” 

      There’s a couple dozen guys that hold their drinks up and shout back. 

      “When life gives you lemon,” another guy from the brotherhood says as he hands me a bottle of Fireball. 

      I take a small swig and hand it back. I need to keep my head clear and you’d think all the other guys would want the same, considering we’re leading a crew of recruits tonight.
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      The party is in full swing and it’s been hard as hell keeping my eyes on two guys in the sloppy crowd. Wyatt is currently trying to balance a pumpkin on his head and failing miserably, but at least he’s smiling and having a good time. Cleaver, my recruit, is doing a keg stand. I’m just standing here in the mix of chaos with my hands in my pockets, wishing this night didn’t entail work so I could have a little fun myself. 

      “Well, if that isn’t the most bored mother fucker I’ve ever seen all night,” someone says from behind me. I spin around at the familiarity of the voice. 

      “Dude.” I grab Talon and pull him for a hug with a bro tap on his back. “I thought you said you couldn’t make it because Marni had exams to study for.” 

      “Yeah well, she finished studying early and couldn’t take my moping anymore, so here we are.” 

      I look around the nearby crowd. “Where is she?” 

      He waves a hand in the air. “Somewhere out there. Probably looking for Wyatt.” 

      Cleaver begins to sway away so I take a few steps out so I’m able to see him. The recruits have no idea they’re being chosen tonight. It’s been a hellish week of rush, but it all ends tonight when we capture the new members. 

      “I bet. So, what do you gotta do tonight?” Talon reaches into a cooler on the ground by his feet. A lot of people choose to bring their own drinks because you never know what you’re getting if you drink from the public pool. He hands me a bottle of beer and I twist off the top, then flick it away. 

      “Tie these assholes to a cornstalk and strip em’ down, then they have to stay there until morning. If they don’t, they’re out.” 

      Talon takes a drink of his beer, then runs his fingers over his lips. “So fucking stupid.” 

      “Now you sound like Wyatt.” 

      “Speaking of.” Talon looks behind me and tips his head. “Looks like my girl found your boy.” 

      I look over my shoulder and see Marni and Wyatt having a moment. They’ve been best friends for years and hardly see each other anymore because life is so busy these days with school. I’m glad her and Talon decided to come tonight.

      “Are the others coming?” 

      “Doubtful. Lars and Willa are home with Alessi. Zed and Vi are visiting her mom for the weekend.” 

      It’s still crazy to me that Lars has a toddler running around. I never pictured him as a dad, but now it’s hard to picture him without Alessi and Willa. He might be living the dream earlier than planned, but at least he’s living it. I can only hope that someday Wyatt and I can be parents. 

      “We’ve got trouble,” I tell Talon when I notice a guy getting a little too close to Marni.

      Talon shoves past me and makes a beeline for the guy. He’s a pretty big dude and the quarterback of the football team. He’s also got his team behind him—a couple being part of the same fraternity I’m in—so I search the party, making sure my boys are nearby if I need them. 

      Talon wraps an arm around Marni’s waist and pulls her body flush with his. “Is there a problem here?” He looks Riley, the quarterback, in the eye. 

      Riley scoffs back, “I don’t know, is there?” 

      I intervene by putting some space between the two of them. “No problems here. We’re all just having some fun. Riley, I think I see your girl over there with Jaxon. Might wanna take care of that.” 

      Yeah. Riley has a girlfriend, but you’d never guess it since he’s fucking a new girl every weekend. 

      Riley looks around and doesn’t see her, which is because I lied. But he leaves, nonetheless. 

      “How’s it going, Marni?” 

      “Oh, you know. Just trying to socialize, but Talon makes it nearly impossible. That guy wasn’t even hitting on me. He was just asking if I went to school here.”

      Talon pulls her closer while she gives him a cold shoulder. “She just doesn’t understand men. You’re too trusting, babe.” 

      “Well, you’re always there, so I guess it doesn’t matter who I trust or don’t.” 

      He presses his lips to her forehead. “You got that right.” 

      She laughs, unable to stay mad at him for long. She knew what she was getting herself into dating this guy. He’s got charm and good looks, but he also doesn’t let anyone touch what’s his. 

      “You’re lucky I love you so much.” She retorts, resting her head against him.
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            INTO THE MAZE

          

        

      

    

    
      Everyone is busy talking, so I use this opportunity to steal Wyatt away. We’ve got an hour until rush hour. We’ve hardly had any time to talk tonight, and I need to check in and see how he’s handling everything. “Hey, come with me,” I whisper into his ear. His brows perk and my cock twitches with excitement. That’s not really what I had in mind, but I certainly won’t argue it. 

      I take Wyatt’s hand while holding my drink in the other. I’m not sure where Cleaver went, but I don’t even care right now. There’s plenty of time to find him before we begin tonight’s festivities. 

      “Woah, woah, woah.” Wyatt stops, tugging my hand and trying to force me backwards. “I’m not going in there.” 

      I laugh. “It’s just a stupid maze. It’s not like the children of the corn are out there waiting for us.” 

      “Not funny. And now that you even mentioned that movie, I’m definitely not going in there.”

      Stepping in front of Wyatt, I cup his crotch. “Not even I promise to make it worth your while.” 

      He looks around before bringing his eyes back to me. “But there are people everywhere.” 

      “Yeah. So?” I kiss his soft lips and grumble. “I kinda like the rush of knowing we could get caught.”

      “Well, when you put it that way.” he kisses me back and I slowly lead him into the maze. 

      Archie is standing there checking people in, but I wave him off. We’re not playing—at least not his game. 

      Wyatt sticks close to my side as we weave through the corn stalks. I know my way in and out of this maze considering I’ve been in it at least a dozen times, not to mention, studied the map. The only difference is, there are people everywhere. 

      It just happens there’s a nice little corner tucked away in the back and I know no one will make it that far. 

      Someone comes running around the corner in a Jason Voorhees mask with a chainsaw—obviously without the chain—and Wyatt screeches so loud that it rings in my ear. “Fuck!” he howls. “Not cool, man. Not cool.” He’s practically hanging off my arm, but I pull away and wrap it around him. 

      It’s cute that he’s so scared. I’m not complaining. I like that he clings to me for comfort. As if I could fight off any monster that comes our way. 

      A guy comes running around the corner and crashes right into us. His drink sloshes all over and some of it lands on Wyatt’s arm. 

      “Oh shit,” the guy says as he sways back and forth, trying to keep himself up on his feet. 

      “Oh shit is right,” I growl back, giving him a shove as he falls between a couple stalks of corn. “Do you see what you fucking did?” I wipe off Wyatt’s arm as he tries to stop me and pull me away to avoid confrontation. 

      “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t see ya.” The guy is so wasted that he can’t even get up. 

      “Come on,” Wyatt says, tugging at my hand. “He’s wasted.” 

      I shoot the guy daggers as Wyatt leads me away. More people come and pass, but we keep making our way to the back of the maze. 

      There are some battery-powered lanterns along the way, but the further we get to the back, the more they become few and far between. 

      The voices begin to fade and while we can still hear the music—Thunder by Imagine Dragons—it’s no longer blasting in our ears. Wyatt holds tight to my arm, his head practically resting on my shoulder. “How far do we have to go?” 

      I don’t respond as we take a few more steps, leaving the maze. It’s supposed to be an emergency exit, but no one ever makes it back this far, unless they’re looking for some privacy much like we are. I look around to make sure the coast is clear before grabbing him by the waist and pushing him against a tree. 

      “How far do you want it? I can go deep.” With my hands pressed to either side of his head on the tree, I lay my lips on his, humming into his mouth. “I can keep it in the shallows. Or,” I grab his bottom lip with my teeth and graze the thin skin until it pops out of my mouth. “I can suck the cum right out of you.” 

      His head drops back as I plant kisses all over his neck. “Whatever you want.” His voice crackles, “I’m at your mercy tonight.” 

      I can feel his erection dig into mine hip bone, so I reach down and grab it, rubbing him through the fabric of his jeans. 

      My teeth scrape the shell of his ear and he melts in my hold. “That’s a good boy.” 

      Wyatt wastes no time reaching between us and popping the button of my jeans. My zipper comes down and I do the same for him, but I’m quicker and on my knees tugging his pants, along with his boxers, down to his ankles. His cock springs free and I lick my lips at the sight in front of me before running my tongue up and down his length. 

      He whimpers when I suck his head into my mouth, “Fuck, baby.” 

      With one hand on his length, I stroke up and down while cupping his balls with the other.  

      His head swells in my mouth, and I take him all the way in until he’s hitting my tonsils. Long fingers rake through my hair, bunching it and tugging as I flick my tongue under his shaft and hitting the spot that I know drives him wild. 

      “Keep that up and I won’t be lasting long.” 

      With that, I pull him out of my mouth, lick my lips, and stand up. I kiss him before spinning him around so that he’s facing the tree. Digging into the back pocket of my pants, fishing for my wallet, I pull it out and flip it open to grab a packet of lube. 

      Wyatt looks over his shoulder and his hungry eyes catch mine. He watches as I tear the top of the packet with my teeth and spit it to the side. 

      He looks past me, eyes wide and searching. “Is someone coming?” 

      I smirk as I drop my pants, “Not yet, but someone will be coming.” 

      With both of our pants dangling around our ankles, I later up my rock hard cock. While my fingers are still wet, I prime him by sticking two inside of him. He turns back around facing the tree and lets out a low groan. I push in further, flicking the tips of my fingers against his prostate. His back arches, ass flexing outward. “Ready?” I ask him as I pull my fingers out and give myself a few pumps. 

      “Just fuck me, baby.” 

      I line myself up and slide my head in nice and slow. Moving back and forth as I work it in as painlessly as possible. Once I’m in, I push harder, filling him up with my entire length. 

      Wyatt’s nails dig into the tree that he’s bracing himself on. Being inside of him feels so fucking good. 

      My fingers clench his waist, mouth agape, and legs bent slightly. Wyatt’s a little taller than me, but not much. We actually align perfectly, as if we were built for each other—for this.

      A gust of wind blows, rustling the leaves beneath us and I know Wyatt is getting antsy being out here in the open like this. So, I pick up my pace. Thrusting faster and deeper until he’s moving with my motions, crashing his ass into my pelvic bone. 

      I lean forward, my body cloaking his. Reaching down, I grab his cock and stroke it while grinding from behind.

      My thumb trails over the silky skin of his head and I resume to pumping him and fucking him. 

      The wind blows again, so I move at lightning speed. His ass feels so good—so tight and warm as I glide in and out with ease. Even with the chill in the air, my body fills up with insatiable heat. 

      “Oh, God,” Wyatt cries out, his nails digging even deeper into the tree. His forehead pressed to it firmly, stopping him from banging into it with each thrust I give him. 

      His head swells right before he comes in my hand. 

      I let go of him and put both of my hands back to his waist, beneath his shirt. The remnants of his orgasms rubs onto his warm skin. 

      Gripping him tightly, I pummel my cock into his ass and hold my breath as electricity jolts every cell in my body. “Fuck,” I mutter as I exhale the pent up breath. My chest rises and falls quickly as I slow my motions. My cock twitches inside of him as I come down from my high. 

      Wyatt straightens up, and I slide out of him. When he turns around, I kiss him immediately. “Doesn’t the thrill of getting caught make it so much more fun?” I tease, knowing he’s ready to pull his pants up and get the hell out of here. But, I don’t let him. I linger in his personal space a moment longer. Gripping his waist and kissing him with an open mouth. My tongue slides inside, tangling with his and my heart swells. “I love you,” I tell him before taking a step back.

      “I love you more.” he winks, sending butterflies into my stomach. Even after three years together, everything still feels new and exciting. 

      We clean ourselves up the best we can with the little we have to work with and get our clothes back in place. I take Wyatt’s hand in mine and lead him back the same way we came. 

      “I hope Cleaver isn’t totally shit-faced when we get back there.” I tell Wyatt as we walk through the maze. 

      “He probably is. Might wanna tie him to a chair for the next hour before the final rush begins.” 

      “No matter what state he’s in, I’ve got no regrets about leaving him.” I squeeze Wyatt’s hand. He looks over at me and my brows rise and fall quickly. He gives me a smile that tells me he’s got no regrets, either.
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      We’re twenty minutes from seizing the chosen members and I can’t find Cleaver anywhere. 

      “Fuck Dude, where’d he go?” I say to Talon as I continue to search the crowd. There are so many damn people here that finding him seems hopeless. 

      Wyatt is helping me out by doing his own search, and now I’ve lost track of him, too. 

      Benny comes walking towards me and I try to hide my distress. “Show time.” his brows raise and he slaps a hand to my shoulder as he keeps walking past me. 

      I pull the pillowcase outta my back pocket and take a deep breath. “Alright. I’m finding that fucker and when I do, I’m making sure he gets it extra hard tonight.” 

      Stomping away from Talon, my boots hit heavy on the dry grass. “Have you seen Jaxon Cleaver?” I ask a complete stranger. He shakes his head no, so I move on to the next person. 

      “Any of you seen Cleaver around?” I ask a group of about eight people loitering in front of the maze. 

      “Nope.” they all say in unison while shaking their heads. 

      I spot the guy who was stumbling through the maze and spilled his drink on Wyatt. He’s coming out the entrance and even more drunk than he was an hour ago. “Did you happen to see Jaxon Cleaver in there?” I ask him, hoping for the best. 

      He points a finger at me, putting it too close to my eyes. “It’s you. How about fuck off?” he laughs. I swat his hand away and give him a shove until he’s falling backwards into the entrance of the maze. 

      “You’re dead, fucker,” I hear him shout as I turn around and look back at the crowd. 

      “Yes!” I holler excitedly when I spot him. He’s laying down on a row of hay bales, passed out, but that’s not my problem. I’ll drag him by his feet if I have to. 

      I make a straight shot for him, ignoring anyone in my way. 

      “Wake up, shithead.” I nudge him with my foot. He releases a groan, smacking his lips together, then smiles in his sleep. “I said wake the fuck up.” 

      He doesn’t even budge. 

      My head snaps around when I hear someone scream. 

      “Ahh!” 

      There it is again. It’s a harrowing sound, not one that’s likely to be followed by laughter. 

      “Help!” the same person yells, and it’s a familiar voice. 

      Wyatt?

      I look around for Talon, hoping he can go find him and make sure he’s ok, but he’s nowhere to be found. 

      I throw the pillowcase over this drunk bastard’s head and in a swift motion, I grab him by the waist and lift him up, tossing his heavy ass over my shoulder. 

      “If you piss on me, I will fucking kill you,” I say to him, although he’s incoherent. 

      I head towards the maze where a few of the guys are already leading the new members in. People stand by idly watching. Most everyone here knew what was coming since this ends rush week every year. We’ve eliminated all the pledges who aren’t making it and I catch a few of them standing there with their pins clipped to their shirts and a look of disappointment on their faces. We can’t choose them all. I’d gladly take any of them over Cleaver at this point. 

      Benny laughs from behind me, so I look over my shoulder. He’s got his guy on his knees with a collar and a leash with the pillowcase over his head. Of course, he had to take it a step further and write ‘Benny’s Bitch’ on the pillowcase in black marker.

      “You’re unrelenting.” I say to him, shaking my head at his thirst for going over the top with this shit. 

      “I got another leash in my back pocket if you wanna just drag Cleaver.” 

      My eyes roll as I look back in front of me. “I’ll pass.” 

      “Speak,” Benny says. Seconds later, his guy, who’s still on his knees, begins making barking sounds. 

      I stop about halfway in, calling this good enough. There are enough people around that Cleaver is sure to get his humiliation out of the way. As long as he stays out here until the sun rises and helps clean up the mess from the party, he’s on his way to initiation. If he fails, then I lose out and have to move my room to the basement, where all the new members are forced to sleep for the first month after initiation. Really don’t wanna fucking do that so he better pull through for me. 

      My mind keeps wandering back to Wyatt and I really need to get this over with so I can go find him and make sure he’s ok. 

      I pull the pillowcase off from his head, wondering why I even put it in the first breath. Dude hasn’t even batted an eye. 

      This isn’t at all how this is supposed to go. He should be coherent—nervous and excited at the same time. Instead, luck is not on my side and I’ve got a comatose guy bearing his full weight on me. I drop him down on the ground, making no attempt to be gentle with him. If anything, maybe it’ll wake his ass up. 

      Of course, he doesn’t, and now I can’t make him take his clothes off. 

      There’s not a chance in hell I’m taking them off and risking charges of sexual assault. “Benny,” I holler, knowing he’s in the next row over. “This fucker won’t wake up. 

      “Ice water over the face. Works every time,” Benny hollers back, followed by some more barking noises. He’s such an ass. 

      I wipe the sweat from my forehead and slouch down beside Cleaver. “Wake up, shithead.” I shake him a few times and he starts to wiggle a little. Stretches his arms out, blinks a few times, then closes his eyes. 

      “I said wake up!” I shout. Lifting my hand, I swing it down and slap him across the face. Not too hard, but enough to grab his attention. 

      “What the fuck?” he grumbles, attempting to roll over to his side and curl up in a fetal position. 

      “If you want in this fraternity, you better wake your ass up now.” 

      His eyes shoot open and I breathe out a sigh of relief. 

      “Seriously?” He springs up to a sitting position. “I made it.” 

      “No,” I scowl back at him. “You didn’t, but if you pass this final test, then you might. So stand your ass up, take off your clothes and do as you’re told.” 

      “One sec.” he holds up a finger and turns his head. My stomach turns when he starts throwing up. 

      And he doesn’t stop. Just keeps projectile vomiting all over the place. I push myself off the ground and walk away from him for a minute, pinching the bridge of my nose. 

      “Well, you got him up,” Benny cackles.

      “Fuck you!” I retort with frustration dripping from my words. “You knew damn well what you were doing when you assigned me to him.” 

      “Maybe I did. Maybe I didn’t.” Benny steps through the corn into the row I’m in. “Suck it up. It’s one night. Unless, of course, you wanna sleep with the dogs in the basement.” 

      I bite down hard, feeling my teeth grind. It’s taking everything in me not to lay him out right now. I’m just glad it’s Benny’s senior year and he’ll be replaced by Aaron Sigmond next year. It’s already been voted on and I’m not the only one ready to see Benny graduate and get the hell out of here. 

      Cleaver finishes emptying his stomach, then gets to his feet like nothing ever happened. “So, what do we gotta do? Streak in the maze?

      “Something like that. Just take your damn clothes off and cover up your junk. I don’t wanna see that shit.” 

      I turn around, waiting for him to strip down. People pass by, giving us weird looks, slapping high fives to Cleaver, and some stopping just to gawk—which leads me to believe he’s now standing behind me naked. 

      “Alright, Boss,” he says. 

      When I turn back around and he’s cupping his cock, thank fuck. 

      To my surprise, Benny loosens up some twine from his roll and hands it to me. “Hurry your ass up,” he says, “We’re meeting at the bonfire for a toast in ten.” 

      I finish up by getting Benny tied to a few stalks of corn. He could easily get out, but he won’t because those are the rules he has to follow. 

      “See ya at sunrise,” I tell him. “Oh, and congrats. If you make it to the cleanup, you’ll join us at initiation.” I pat his cheek a couple of times and leave him there. 

      Screw the toast. I need to find Wyatt. 

      Once I get out of the maze, my search around the party continues. This has been the night from hell and I can only imagine that Wyatt is pissed off and ready to get out of here. He’s never been a fan of parties, hates anything that’s even the slightest bit scary, and he most definitely does not like the ACZ brotherhood. 

      I spot Talon and Marni by the fire. He’s got his hand on her ass and a drink in his other hand. I’m glad these two decided to go to the same school as Wyatt and me. It’s nice having a couple of our best friends nearby. 

      “Hey, man,” I say to Talon as I come up behind him. “Have you seen Wyatt?” 

      He looks at Marni, then back at me with a grin on his face but doesn’t say anything right away.

      My heart sinks into my stomach. “What? Did something happen?” Damnit, he better be ok or I’ll never forgive myself for ditching him just for the fraternity. 

      “He’s in the maze. Might wanna go find him.” Talon doesn’t drop his grin, which leads me to believe Wyatt isn’t in distress. 

      Without even responding, I head back to the maze with long strides. There are chicks everywhere. So many more than when I left here a couple of minutes ago. Of course there are eight naked men bound to stalks out there. 

      My feet keep moving through the crowd and my nerves get the best of me when I don’t see Wyatt anywhere. I pass by one of the recruits and he’s holding a beer in his hand with a swarm of girls around him. “Cheers, man,” he holds his cup, but I ignore him. Not only am I empty handed, I’m only in this maze to find Wyatt. 

      I cup my hands around my mouth and call out, “Wyatt.” 

      Nothing.

      I try again, “Wyatt, where the hell are you?”

      “I think he’s back pretty far. He’s got quite the crew surrounding him.” A girl says as she laughs. 

      A crew?

      What the fuck is going on?

      “Hey, Tommy.” This time it’s a friend of mine from design class. “Point me to the flag and I’ll give you a hundred bucks of the cash prize.” 

      “Sorry. You’re on your own, man.” I keep walking until he’s in my shadow. 

      It’s been three hours and I’m surprised no one has found the flag yet. This year the guys went a step further and dug a hole with a trap door then covered it up so it’s not even visible. There’s a good chance no one will find it which means the cash prize will go towards a new challenge at next weekend’s toga party. 

      I round another corner and stop in my tracks, jaw practically hitting the ground. “What in the actual fuck,” I mutter. Once I snap out of the trance I’m in, I walk straight for Wyatt, pulling down a stalk of the corn and pushing through the surrounding crowd. “What the hell are you doing?” I cover his dick with the stalk, trying to shield him from all the wandering eyes. 

      “Oh, hey babe,” he tips back a can of beer like I didn’t just find him naked and tied to some stalks of corn. “Or should I call you, Brother?” 

      My head is spinning as I try to catch the thoughts running rampant in my mind. “Back up,” I tell the spectators, holding my arms out to keep them away so I can have a conversation with my boyfriend about what the hell he is doing. 

      “Holler if you need another. Got some Red Bull, too,” Benny says. 

      Benny?

      Is this some sort of joke at Wyatt’s expense?

      Dropping the corn covering Wyatt, I spin around and grab Benny by the collar of his polo shirt. “What the fuck is this?” 

      “Lighten up, man. He signed up for this. Just asked us not to tell you.” 

      “We’ve had rush all week. How am I just now finding out about this?” I drop Benny and turn back around to face Wyatt. 

      “I wanted to surprise you,” he says with a smile on his face that makes it really hard not to be mad. 

      “Why? How?” 

      “I did my tasks outside of the group and passed them all.” 

      “This is what you’ve been doing while you said you were studying all week?” I should be mad. No. I should be furious, but I’m not. Not really, anyway, because I know he did this for me—for us. “But you hate this shit.” 

      He reaches out to try to grab me but I’m too far away so I step closer. He takes my hand in his. “But, I love you.” 

      Damnit. I can’t be mad. 

      “So this means—” I begin, but he cuts me off. 

      “That we can live together now.” 

      “Alright, cut the cheesy bullshit. We’re a brotherhood and we stand united. You didn’t just join so you could suck your boyfriend’s dick whenever you want. If you make it through initiation, you will follow the rules.” 

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Wyatt says, “We’ve been over this a dozen times. I know what the hell I’m doing.” 

      The people begin to scatter, leaving us as alone as we can get in a maze having a party. 

      “I can’t believe you did this.” I step closer to him, by body ghosting his naked one. 

      “Are you mad?”

      “Not mad. I was just confused as hell. But, I kinda like the idea of sharing a house and all the secrets with you. It’s been hell not being able to tell you everything.” 

      “Good. Now go enjoy the party. You know where I’ll be.” 

      I kiss his smile and breathe a drawn out exhale. “And leave you here alone all night, naked with the wolves. Not a chance.” 

      “You’re staying out here with me?” 

      “Of course I am. We just might need to call Benny back for those Red Bulls.”
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      With a cup holder of two coffees in one hand and a bag of donuts in the other, I manage to open the door to Wyatt’s dorm room. It’s two o’clock in the afternoon but as soon as we finished cleaning up, he took a hot shower and crashed. 

      It was a long and eventful night that I’m glad is behind us. Tomorrow night we have the Initiation and it looks like Wyatt will be an official member of ACZ. It’s rare that a junior joins in this late in their academic career, but it happens. 

      I kick the door shut behind me and it slams shut, louder than I had hoped. There’s a thick, black blanket hanging over the window, blocking out the sun so I can’t see a damn thing. The only light that shines in the room is from an alarm clock on his roommate’s nightstand. 

      I’m tip-toeing across the room when the bed lamp comes on. “Good morning,” I smile back at Wyatt, who’s wiping his sleepy eyes. “I was trying not to wake you.” 

      He lets out a roaring yawn, then pats the mattress. “I’m glad you did. I’ve got a lot of studying to catch up on.” 

      I set the coffee and donuts on the small round table that separates Wyatt’s side of the room from Gary, his roommate’s side. 

      “Studying, huh?” I crawl up the bed on my knees until I’m overtop Wyatt. His morning wood jabs into my side and I reach down, rubbing it through his boxers. “What is it you plan to study?”

      “Little of this,” he grabs my face and pulls my mouth to his, then drawls into my mouth, “Little of that.” 

      “Mmm. I like the way you think. Is Gary in class?” 

      He nods, “Two more hours.”

      “Plenty of time.” My body slides back down the same way it came up until I’m hovering over Wyatt’s crotch. Gripping the sides of his boxers, I pull them down and his cock springs free. He kicks them free and I shove them off the side of the bed. 

      His gorgeous, naked body lies beneath me and this time it’s not on display for the entire student body. I didn’t enjoy sharing all this sexiness with everyone else. Seeing girls gawk, and even a few guys. It wasn’t the highlight of my night, but I’m not mad that we get to spend all this extra time together now. 

      Licking my lips, I wrap my hand around his cock and begin stroking his length while I kneel over top of him. A bead of pre-cum surfaces and I dart my tongue out and lick it off. 

      “You need to wake me up like this more often.” 

      “I plan to,” I say, before swirling my tongue around his head. 

      Wyatt reaches down and places a hand on my head, pushing with a gentle force, practically begging me to suck him off. I tease him a bit more by running my tongue under the lip of his head and flicking it a few times. Each time his body reacts, or he lets out a groan, I stop. 

      “You’re killing me, babe.” 

      I do it again, hitting the nerves that make him squirm. 

      Covering my bottom teeth with my tongue, I suck his head into my mouth, then take all of him until he’s hitting the back of my throat.  

      My head moves back up as he slides out and I grip the bottom of his dick and stroke as I suck. I push my tongue up as I move him in and out of my mouth. My cock twitches when he moans faintly. 

      His breathing speeds up and the pressure of his hand on my head becomes forcible as he guides me, his back rising and falling with my movements. 

      With his cock all the way in my mouth, I hum against him, causing a vibration that I know he loves. 

      “Turn around,” he says through heady breaths. 

      His cock is still in my mouth when I twist my body around so that my ass is practically sitting on his chest. 

      Wyatt tugs down my gym shorts and boxers, exposing my ass to him. I help him by climbing out of them. 

      Seconds later, I hear him squirting some lube into his hand right before he sticks two fingers into my ass. 

      I keep sucking as he digs deep and begins flicking the tips of his fingers against my prostate. His other hand comes around my body and he grabs my cock and begins stroking in the same rhythm that I suck him off. 

      Our bodies work in unison as a tingly sensation climbs through me. 

      He pumps my cock faster, milking me of my arousal. “Fuck,” I cry out in pleasure around the rim of his cock. I hold my breath then breathe out as my cum shoots into all over his stomach. Just as I come down, Wyatt’s head swells and I take him all the way in my mouth again. His arousal shoots down the back of my throat. Once he’s done, I swallow hard and give him a few more sucks.

      I spin my body around and drop beside Wyatt, who’s lying there with a pool of my cum on his stomach.

      “I can’t wait to live with you,” He says, leaning his over while keeping his body flat. He presses his lips to mine. 

      “I’m glad you joined. At first I was skeptical, but it’ll be good.” I pull my tee shirt over my head and wipe his stomach off with it. 

      “More time together is always good.” 

      “It sure is.” I kiss him again, and again, knowing that I get to do this every morning and every night for the rest of our lives. 

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

      

      
        
        Curious about how Tommy and Wyatt fell in love?

        It wasn’t always this easy. Catch up with them and the other Rebels while binge reading the complete Redwood Rebels Series. Start the series with Striker, a dark bully romance. All books are available on Amazon and free on Kindle Unlimited.
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      The Knight’s Ridge Halloween parties are legendary.

      Or at least that’s what I’ve told my two new best friends, who’ve only recently started at school.

      The truth is, I’ve never been to one.

      Even last year, Nico, my overbearing, arrogant asshole of a brother, wouldn’t let me go.

      I’d bought a costume and everything.

      I should have just gone. He’d have been none the wiser as he partied with his idiot friends and flirted with every girl who so much as looked his way.

      But even if the prospect of that wasn’t unappealing enough. I knew that it wasn’t just Nico who wouldn’t want me there.

      I didn’t fit in.

      I never have.

      Everyone is either too scared to come anywhere near me for fear of what Nico and the guys will do to them, or they just use me to get to them.

      So my costume never saw the light of day and I spent the night opening our front door and handing out sweets to any kids who were brave enough to come to our door.

      There weren't many of them. Most are part of the Family.

      But now, I’m done with being nothing more than a pawn in other students’ games to get close to the big bad mafia boys of Knight’s Ridge College. I’m more than just a ladder others can climb to improve their social standing.

      I’m Callista Cirillo.

      Mafia princess.

      Long-suffering little sister and daughter of powerful men.

      Well, tonight that ends.

      Tonight, I’m shedding that skin and dragging on another that looks more like my two new best friends.

      And right on cue, the doorbell rings.

      I’m home alone, aside from the grumpy fuck in the basement. But there’s no way he’ll poke his head up to answer, so I make my way through the house with excitement quickly filling my veins for what the rest of the night might hold.

      Pulling the front door open, I find Emmie with her usual scowl on her beautiful face.

      “Glad to see you’re excited about tonight,” I quip, allowing her inside.

      It’s not the first time she’s been here, but she still looks around somewhat in awe. I get it, our house is pretty insane. Since Stella’s… accident a few weeks ago, we’ve been hanging out more and more. She’s yet to invite me back to her place though. She’s not said why, but I’m pretty sure it’s probably got something to do with the fact her dad is banging Miss Hill, our Student Welfare Director at Knight’s Ridge.

      She might be my opposite in every way, but also, she’s everything I’ve ever wanted in a friend. And someone I just know that my parents will hate, if they’re even in our house long enough to run into her.

      She’s completely unconcerned by what my last name is, how big our house is, or any of the bullshit that surrounds my life.

      She’s just… herself. Unapologetic, slightly rude, gorgeous, and a total bad influence. I love her, Stella too.

      They both stumbled into my life when I needed them the most and I couldn’t be more grateful.

      I’ve done things in the past few weeks I never would have if it weren’t for them. I got wasted, crashed one of my brother’s parties, shot a freaking gun, smoked a joint. Hell, I’ve even got a fake ID in my purse and have been inside an actual nightclub… underage.

      I know it’s probably not all that wild in most people’s books, but when you consider the girl I was before the start of this school year, then it’s insane.

      And I love it.

      Emmie laughs to herself as she follows me up to my room as she takes in all our family photographs on the stairs.

      I know what’s amusing her, it has done so every time she’s been here.

      Emmie might have an interesting family as well, seeing as her grandfather is the prez of the Royal Reapers MC—a secret both Stella and I have been sworn to keep—but it doesn’t stop her disbelief every time she sees that photo of the boys in their suits.

      “Fucking mafia,” she mutters in amusement.

      “Come on, Princess. It’s time to party.”

      “Don’t call me that,” she snaps. “Don’t ever fucking call me that.”

      Spinning around, I hold my bedroom door open for her to enter, running my eyes down her outfit.

      She’s right, she looks nothing like a princess in her customised band tee, ripped black denim skirt, fishnets, and biker boots.

      She looks hot, and completely out of place in my sugary pink princess bedroom.

      “I got drinks. Pizza will be here in a bit.”

      “Sweet.” She toes off her boots and launches herself at the bed after grabbing a bottle of pink premixed cocktails that I bought specially for the occasion.

      She twists the top off and takes a sip.

      “Jesus,” she mutters, lifting the bottle to look at the label. “Was this the best you could come up with?”

      Laughing at her reaction, I refrain from telling her that I’ve hidden the good stuff and send a message to Stella asking her to hurry the hell up.

      I stare at the screen to see if she’s going to reply, or even read it.

      “She’s probably too busy bouncing on Seb’s dick to reply,” Emmie mutters, correctly guessing who I’m messaging.

      I smother a laugh and put my phone down on the dresser.

      “That much sex can’t be healthy.”

      “Says the virgin.”

      “That’s rich. How many guys have you been anywhere near since starting at Knight’s Ridge?”

      “Not anywhere near enough, that’s for damn sure,” she complains, lifting the pink glittery drink to her lips once more.

      “Well, tonight is the night, Princess Ramsey.” She gives me a death glare over her bottle, and I can’t help but laugh.

      The doorbell cuts through the house once more. “Pizza! I’ll be right back. Don’t go anywhere, and do not go looking for the costumes. You gotta wait for Stella.”

      She rolls her eyes at me, putting on a bored face, but it’s all an act. I know she’s secretly excited for what tonight might hold, deep, deep down. I just hope that all my words about how awesome this party is going to be don’t fall flat and make me look like a complete moron. 

      Racing down the stairs, I grab the pizza boxes from the delivery guy, the scent of the tomato sauce and cheese making my stomach growl loudly, before the sound of voices from the back of the house filter down to me and thankfully drown it out. 

      “Ah, look what the cat dragged in,” I say, wrapping my hand around Stella’s upper arm and all but dragging her out of her boyfriend’s hold. 

      “Hey,” he complains, pulling her back. “I wasn’t done.”

      “Piss off, Papatonis,” I hiss, feeling brave. “You’ve had her all day. She’s mine now.”

      His brows rise at the fact that I’ve talked back to him when in the past I only would have cowered. 

      Yeah, take that, arsehole. 

      My chest puffs out in pride. Stella just laughs. Wrapping her arm around my shoulder she drops a quick kiss to Seb’s lips and steps out of his hold. 

      “See you later, boyfriend.”

      Leading her away from her possessive arsehole, we head for the stairs, leaving him to go and find my brother in his den of sin, also known as our basement.

      “Come on, Em’s waiting. I told her she can’t see the costumes until you’re here.”

      Together we walk up the stairs, heading for our sassy friend.

      “Finally, we didn’t think he was going to let you out of his sight,” Emmie says the second we join her, still exactly where she was laying on my bed. The bottle of her pink drink in her hand is almost empty. 

      She shoots me a knowing look because from the state of Stella’s sex hair, it’s not hard to guess that we were both right about what made her and Seb quite so late. 
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe you got me in this thing. I don’t wear pink. Ever,” Emmie sasses, standing in front of the mirror two minutes before we need to leave. 

      I stand in the doorway to my bathroom with my matching pick jacket, but I’ve teamed mine with a swishy sixties skirt with an appliquéd dog on it. A wide smile is plastered on my lips as I watch my two girls put the finishing touches to their makeup and drain the bottle of vodka Emmie had stashed in her bag. She didn’t even give me a chance to find my own stash.

      She might act all bad-arse and sassy, but there’s a heart of gold inside that girl. She could have pulled that out the second she got here and refused the silly pink drinks I bought—that they now know match our outfits to a T—but she didn’t. She’s also wearing my customised version of our pink ladies’ jackets.

      “Oh shut it,” Stella snaps. “You look hot. And your ass in those leggings is insane. The guys won’t be able to keep their hands off you.”

      “If you’re talking about the guys downstairs then they’d better well keep their fucking hands to themselves. I wouldn’t fuck them with yours."

      I smother a laugh. “I’m not sure any of them are brave enough. They might try to look scary and shit but they’re a bunch of pussies,” I tell them, taking a wobbly step forward. Damn, that pink drink might have been pretty, but it was stronger than I was expecting. 

      “Don’t let them hear you say that,” Stella mutters. 

      “I’m not interested in them.”

      “Such a shame because Th—” Emmie claps her hand over Stella’s mouth, cutting off whatever she was going to say. 

      “Read my lips, Doukas. Theo fucking Cirillo is getting nowhere near me. He’s a prick, and I can assure you, he has no interest in me in any way other than to be a pain in my fucking arse.”

      “Pain’s good though, Em.”

      “Jesus. Shall we go?” Emmie says, turning to me, begging to be rescued. 

      “Yes! I’m so excited,” I squeal, butterflies exploding in my belly. 

      It’s obvious that the guys are already waiting for us the second we open the door because their deep rumbling voices float up to us. 

      I glance at the girls on either side of me, take in their skintight leggings—they point blank refused the skirt option, can’t say I was surprised—their tiny cropped tops, and pink jackets. 

      Yeah, the guys are going to lose their shit.

      The second they appear in my vision at the bottom of the stairs, my breath catches in my throat. I am most definitely not attracted to them but holy hell they look insane right now. 

      “Whoa,” Stella breathes while Emmie gasps, “holy shit.”

      Holy shit indeed. They’re wearing matching vampire costumes, although each boy has styled it their own way. My dick of a brother has forgone a shirt entirely beneath his cape, probably hoping to attract the women with his abs. Seb’s just wearing a tank, Theo has an almost completely unbuttoned shirt while Alex and Toby are wearing red waistcoats. But what really captures my attention are their eyes. They’re all wearing freaky as fuck contact lenses. 

      Although, I must admit that seeing their faces all crinkle with laughter as they take in our outfits takes the terrifying edge off somewhat. 

      “What the fuck are you wearing?” Alex barks as Stella gets swept up once again by Seb.

      “What? They’re cute.”

      “Yeah, you could say that.”

      “Look,” I say, spinning around to show them all my back, which makes them all laugh again, well everyone aside from Nico who is just like a miserable fuck. 

      “Don’t tell me Emmie has—” Emmie spins, making them all smother laughs. 

      “Princess Emmie. Sorry, but I just can’t see it,” Toby says with amusement. 

      “She’s no fucking princess,” Theo scoffs, turning toward the front door and disappearing through it. 

      “What’s his problem?”

      The guys all share a knowing look. Something I used to be insanely jealous of when I barely had a real friend, let alone one I had that kind of connection with. 

      “He’s a prick. I already told you that,” Emmie says as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. 

      “Shall we?” Toby asks, being a total gentleman and holding his arm out for me. 

      “Let’s,” I say with a smile while Emmie mutters, “I need more vodka.”

      Toby chuckles beside me as we follow the others out. 

      He leads me to the car that Seb and Stella don’t walk toward, and I can’t help but smile. 

      “Don’t wanna watch them dry hump in the car, huh?” I ask, desperately trying not to laugh. I shouldn’t, I’ve recently had first-hand experience just how horrendous it is to walk in on a sibling doing something no other sibling should see. I totally get it, but I still can’t help teasing him. I blame the vodka. 

      “Dry hump? Didn’t you hear what they did to Alex on Friday night?”

      It’s a rhetorical question, I was there, well not in the car, but I witnessed the fall out of Alex’s painful car journey with them screwing in the back. 

      “Lost your shirt, bro?” I ask, climbing into the car and finding Nico and his usual scowl. “What?” I ask when he doesn’t respond with anything more than a grunt. “Still pissed your little sister grew a backbone?”

      He stills a beat before his creepy fucking eyes turn on me.

      “Do not get in any fucking trouble tonight, kid. And don’t kiss any fucking Italians.” His eyes narrow on me. 

      “Ah, that’s right. I’ve got to ID any guy before I get close in case we’re about to go to war with them.”

      My sarcasm doesn’t improve Nico’s mood at all. 

      “Stay the fuck away from anyone and you might just make it the entire night.”

      “You’re full of shit. You’ll lose yourself in the first willing pussy and forget I even exist.”

      His lips part in shock. 

      I get it. I’ve never stood up to him. Ever. But my bad influences are rubbing off on me. And, I’m discovering just how much fun it is to wind him up. 

      “Fucking pain in the arse,” he mutters, running his fingers through his hair and messing up the slicked-back look he had going on. 

      Toby chuckles beside me as Emmie falls into the passenger seat. 

      “Let’s get this show on the road,” she announces, shooting our zombie driver a dangerous look. 

      Oh yeah, she’s on a mission tonight. Just like I am. 

      My phone buzzes in my bag but I stop myself from reaching for it. It would be a really fucking bad idea while I’m sitting pinned between Nico and Toby. 

      I might be all for rebelling a little, but I haven’t got a freaking death wish.
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      “Oh my God,” I breathe as I walk into the old, abandoned building. 

      If it wasn’t obvious on the drive toward it, then it really is now that all of my promises about an epic Halloween night were nothing but the truth. Thank fuck the rumours I’d heard from previous years weren’t total bullshit.

      “Okay,” Emmie says, looping her arm through mine. “I am impressed. This place is insane.”

      “Right?” I look around at the smoke-filled entrance taking in the low hanging cobwebs, ghosts, zombies—which almost look too good not to be real—and everyone’s costumes. 

      “Thank you,” I shout over the pounding music when a zombie—one of Dad and uncle Damien’s security guys—waves a tray of red drinks in front of us. 

      The floating eyeball gives me pause but I quickly recover and take the glass. 

      Emmie immediately knocks hers back, and I rush to do the same, the taste of sour cherry exploding in my mouth.

      “Let’s go explore.” Emmie grabs my hand and pulls me farther into the abandoned building, leaving the others behind. 

      It used to be a pub apparently but was bought out to become luxury flats, but then that never happened and now it’s just this dilapidated building that couldn’t be more perfect for a night like this. 

      It’s half demolished, walls have been pulled down ensuring that there’s enough space for everyone, the windows are mostly smashed and doors half falling from their hinges. It’s freaky as fuck, and I already know that it’s not somewhere I’d ever want to be alone. 

      “ARGH,” a blood-curdling scream rips from my lips when what I thought was a mannequin in the dark corner of the room not only moves but reaches out and touches me. “Fuck. Fuck,” I bark, my heart racing so damn hard I’m surprised it doesn’t pound straight out of my chest. 

      “Oh my God, that was classic,” Emmie laughs beside me. 

      When I glance over, I find her bent over laughing with tears in her eyes. 

      “Alright, don’t piss yourself,” I mutter, irritated with myself that I’m clearly a total pussy. 

      “I think you’re the only one out of the two of us that might have let a little pee out, Cal.”

      “I need another drink,” I announce taking off across the room. 

      I spot a few people that I recognise from school. Teagan, our head bitch and her puppies are taking up one corner of the room each clearly trying to outdo each other with who could look more like a whore. 

      Teagan—swimsuit Barbie—notices me watching them and shoots me a death glare. It doesn’t matter that I might be an invaluable member of her gym team, she can barely stand to look at me most days. Her two sidekicks—nurse Barbie and French maid Barbie—both turn their glares on me as well.

      All I do in response is smile in their direction which makes their lips curl in even more disgust as they look me up and down before moving to Emmie beside me. 

      She growls, her entire body tensing, probably gearing up for another bitch fight with Teagan.

      “Come on. Leave those whores to it. They’re not worth it,” I say, dragging her away before she starts something.

      We’re almost out of the room when someone—I’ve no idea who—catches my eye across the room. He’s head to toe in black, a Batman mask covering his face and cape hanging from his neck. Even if I did know him, I’ve no way of trying to figure it out with only his jawline on show. But even still, something about the way he’s looking at me makes my steps falter and my body temperature to spike. 

      “Who’s that?” Emmie asks, noticing who’s made me slow down. 

      “I’ve no idea.”

      “Well, he clearly wants you. You want me to go over and make sure he’s not got any Italian blood running through his body?” She takes off as if she’s actually going to go and talk to him and I panic. 

      My fingers dig into her forearm a little too harshly as I drag her back. 

      “Don’t even think about it,” I hiss. “Come on, I need to pee and get a drink.”

      We find the toilets and slip past the female security zombie loitering at the door before we walk into a cubicle each. 

      Gathering up my skirt, I sit down but quickly pull my phone out. 

      

      
        
        Ant: Have a great night. Gutted I can’t be there. ;)

      

      

      

      The little winky face only increases the butterflies that took flight in my belly from just seeing his name. 

      With a smile, I tap out a reply. 

      I know I shouldn’t still be talking to him. 

      Hell, it’s dangerous. More so for him than me. But that doesn’t seem to be bothering him. 

      He’s told me time and time again that the night we met wasn’t a setup like my brother and his mates think. And I hate to say it, but I believe him. 

      Why would he risk his life by still talking to me if there was anything adrift? 

      He’s from a rival family. One who’s making moves to take over some business on our territory from what I can figure out. 

      Surely, he has to actually like me to keep in contact, right? 

      Right?

      I don’t have a chance to wait for his reply. I know he’s at his own party tonight and busy with his mates, so I close the app and shove my phone back in my bag, force my smile off my face and I finish up. 

      I pause halfway to the basins. 

      Was that him? 

      Is he Batman?

      “You okay?” Emmie asks, noticing that I’ve paused. 

      “Y-yeah, sorry.”

      She studies me with concern but doesn’t question me. 

      “Drinks and dancing. Let’s go. And we need to find Stella.”

      The second we step out of the bathroom, I see him again, loitering at the end of the long hallway, watching me. 

      Emmie must miss him in the darkness this time because instead of pointing him out, or even leading me toward him, she drags me in the direction of the bar for alcohol, something I really can’t argue with. 

      After three more fake blood shots, we find Stella and drag her and Seb to the dance floor. 

      The second we come to a stop, he drags her into his body, places his hands possessively on her hips, and dips his head to her neck. 

      An unhealthy wave of jealousy washes through me as I watch them. 

      Not because I want Seb, because I really, really don’t. Him, Nico, all of them are disgusting pigs that I don’t want to be anywhere near most days. The way they go through women like they’re disposable is… ugh… I shiver in revulsion as the horrific image of Nico getting head from some random girl at his birthday party a few weeks ago comes back to me. 

      Dogs, all of them. 

      But despite that, what Seb and Stella seem to have found—despite all the odds against them—is exactly what I want to experience. 

      I don’t want to go around kissing all the frogs that Knight’s Ridge, hell even London, has to offer. I just want to find my prince, my knight. The one who’ll put me above all the rest, who won’t keep me in the shadows like everyone else in my life seems to do; but who will drag me into the light with him, and encourage me to be the person I know I can be without the overbearing weight of my family pressing down on my shoulders. 

      “Hey, look,” Emmie says, nodding to the other side of the room. 

      I already know what I’m going to find when I follow her gaze. My skin is tingling with the awareness of being watched. But that doesn’t mean my breath doesn’t catch when I find him once again in the shadows. 

      He tips a black cup to his lips, downing the contents, although his eyes never leave mine. That is until mine drops when he swipes his tongue over his full bottom lip collecting up drops of whatever he just drank. 

      “On second thought, who gives a fuck if he’s Italian, he’s hot.”

      “You can only see his mouth, Em,” I argue, although I’m not sure why. 

      She’s right. 

      Every single part of me—especially the place between my thighs—knows that he’s hot, just from his jawline and mouth alone. 

      I narrow my eyes, wishing the light was brighter so that I could see him clearly.

      Is it him? 

      Is it Ant?

      “Looks like he needs a push in the right direction,” Emmie announces, dragging me toward her, throwing her arms over my shoulders and moving her body against mine. 

      “Whoa, how much have you had to drink?” I ask

      “Not enough to think you're some hot dude who will throw me over his shoulder and have his wicked way with me,” she confesses a little too seriously.

      “Fair enough,” I say, rolling my hips against hers, loving the shiver that races down my spine knowing that his eyes are drilling into me. 

      It’s an addictive feeling. 

      “What about you?” I shout in Emmie’s ear. “Anyone catch your eye.”

      “Meh. We’re surrounded by Knight’s Ridge biggest bellends. Even the costumes can’t cover their elite, conceited arses.”

      “Wow, you really do have a high opinion of the guys we go to school with.”

      “I don’t want a future fucking banker, Cal. I want a man.”

      “Like your bad boy uncle?”

      “Ew, Cal. Seriously?”

      “Well, obviously not your uncle. One of his prospects.”

      “Prospects? You need to stop watching SoA.”

      I shrug. “Umm… have you seen Jax? I’m not going to be stopping anytime soon.”

      “So I’m not the only one who wants a bit of rough then?”

      My cheeks burn red hot at her question. 

      “Uh… What about him?” I ask, nodding over her shoulder to a guy in a werewolf costume. Surely there’s not a future banker in there.” 

      “He’s got a fucking bracelet on, Cal.”

      My eyes drop to where he'd shoved his costume up his arm a little to see that she’s right. 

      “I’m going to find you a guy,” I tell her. 

      “How about you just focus on your mystery one, and I’ll sort myself out.”

      “Fine. Deal.” 

      The song changes, the beat picking up and we both lose ourselves to it. 

      We dance until our skin is covered in sweat and my need for a new drink almost becomes unbearable. 

      Thankfully, right as I’m about to excuse myself to find one, a zombie appears before me and hands me a glass of blood. 

      “Thank you,” I call, totally out of breath. 

      He nods and then passes another to Emmie before Stella snatches the last one from his tray seeing as she’s stuck dancing with us now that her boy’s been summoned by my cousin. 

      “How freaking awesome is this party?” I shout at my girls, the alcohol in my system more than doing its job. 

      “Yeah, you were right. This is pretty sweet,” Stella says, glancing around before grabbing both mine and Emmie’s hands and pulling us in so the three of us can dance together. 

      Throwing my head back, I close my eyes and just let go. 

      Shedding my sheltered princess skin and just enjoying being one of the girls, being out drinking when I’m underage, and partying until I can’t feel my feet. 

      When I finally open my eyes again, I quickly discover that I’m alone. 

      “What the—”

      I look around, not seeing anyone I recognise. 

      “Shit,” I hiss, realising that I was probably partying a little too hard not to notice them slip away. 

      A flash of pink catches my eye by the door, and Emmie just shoots me a calculating smile before I sense someone step up behind me. 

      My entire body jolts when a large pair of burning hot hands land on my hips. 

      Something brushes my ear and when I spin to see what it is, I come face to face with Batman. 

      His eyes lock on mine as the air crackles between us. 

      “You,” I breathe, something settling inside me as we continue to stare at each other. 

      “I can’t take my eyes off you, beautiful.”

      All the air rushes out of my lungs at his confession. 

      His voice, although muffled by the music, is so deep it makes the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. 

      There’s a flicker of familiarity within me but I push it down as he steps in front of me and drapes my arms over his shoulders so we can dance. 

      Wrapping his arms around my waist, he closes the space between us, pressing my body right up against his. 

      Our hips move together in time with the music as his dark eyes stare into mine. 

      My heart pounds, my pulse thundering through my veins and threatening to burn me from the inside out. 

      Whatever that cherry drink is ensures my head spins and everything aside from the two of us vanishes into nothing. 

      One of his arms releases me before his hand cups my face. 

      The move is so gentle, so tender that I melt into him as his thumb brushes across my bottom lip, his eyes locked on it. 

      I swear to God that I actually stop breathing while a voice in my head screams for me to demand that he kisses me. 

      But I can’t. I’m frozen in place, allowing him to take his fill. 

      When he finally does speak, the words that fall from his lips aren’t ones that I’m expecting. 

      “Tell me to stop, beautiful.”

      “U-uh… n-no. I-I don’t want you to.”

      All the air rushes from him, tickling across my face as he continues to study me. 

      “Fuck it,” he breathes so quietly I almost wonder if I imagine it. 

      His lips brush against mine in the softest kiss and the entire world freezes around me. 

      We’re no longer in a derelict building surrounded by people, but just the two of us alone, the rest of the world forgotten while our lips are connected. 

      He stills and for a split second, I think he’s going to pull back having realised that he’s made a mistake. 

      If he has any idea who I really am, then he has to know that kissing me like this is a risk. If Nico or Theo, hell any of the guys catch him, then he’s possibly risking his life right now. 

      Reaching out, I twist the fabric of his shirt in my fingers and drag him closer, forcing him to move. 

      Oh fuck. 

      My entire body sags as his tongue brushes across my bottom lip before plunging into my mouth the second my chin drops to allow him entry. 

      I’ll be the first to admit that I’m on the very inexperienced end of the scale when it comes to kissing, sex, anything to do with boys. But hell, this guy can kiss. 

      His lips move against mine as if he’s speaking directly to my soul, his tongue caressing mine, kissing me with a ferocity that makes me wonder if he’d die without it. 

      His hand that’s still at my back, drops to my arse, pinning our hips together and allowing me to feel exactly what I’m doing to him when his hard length presses against my belly. 

      Excitement and nerves make my stomach twist, but the heat and the ache that seem to explode in my lower belly at knowing I’m turning him on sure helps to banish any anxiety I might have about this. 

      A groan of frustration rumbles up my throat when he drags his lips from mine and kisses and nips across my jaw until he’s at my ear.

      “I need you alone,” he whispers. 

      “Y-yes,” I breathe, probably sounding like a wanton whore, but right in this moment, with his hands on me, I just don’t care. 

      “Come on.” He takes my hand and leads me toward the hallway. 

      I glance around, reality crashing into me for a moment and expecting every person in the room to be focused on us, but when I find them all too busy enjoying themselves, I realise that that earth-shattering kiss only tilted my world, not everyone else’s. 

      Sensing that I’ve slowed, he turns back to me. 

      “You okay?” he asks, although I can’t hear him over the music. 

      A smile curls at my lips as I stare at him, seeing past the mask and right into his dark eyes. 

      Eyes that seem to see deeper than anyone I’ve ever met before. 

      “Lead the way.”

      He doesn’t waste any time and turns back around. 

      He pulls back a rope, stopping the people partying from entering before we climb a set of stairs. He pushes a door open and I stumble inside, my legs a little too unsteady in my heels after all the alcohol. 

      The door slams closed behind us and I only get a second to look around to see that we’re in a room. 

      Alone.
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      “At last,” he murmurs, his voice louder now that we’ve left the music behind. 

      Goose bumps erupt across my skin as he takes a step toward me. 

      There are no lights on up here, he’s only illuminated by the silver moonlight flooding in. It makes him look dark and dangerous as he closes the space between us, his eyes roaming over my body as if I’m standing here naked for him. 

      Instinct makes me take a step back and a teasing smile twitches at my lips when a growl rumbles in the back of his throat. 

      My back bumps against the wall and I gasp in shock. 

      “Just me and you now, beautiful.” His voice is barely more than a growl as he rubs his thumb across his bottom lip, the move sending a bolt of desire straight to my core. 

      His muscular forearm ripples in the moonlight before my eyes find his once more, when he cages me in with his arms against the wall on either side of my head. 

      He ducks down, his lips brushing my ear. 

      His breath rushes across my skin, driving me freaking crazy with my need to feel his lips against mine once more. 

      I wait, sensing that he wants to say something. 

      His hand lands on my waist, his fingers dipping under the fabric of my crop top just slightly, teasing me with what might be to come. 

      “I’m sorry, beautiful,” he finally whispers. 

      “Wh—” My question of why he’s apologising to me is cut off when his lips find mine once more, and I damn near forget he even spoke as his tongue dives into my mouth searching mine out. 

      His hands slide down my body, gripping the backs of my thighs and lifting me up the wall until they wrap around his waist, lining us up in the most incredible way. 

      “Oh God,” I moan into his kiss as he rolls his hips, his hard length right against my core. 

      He kisses me like he’d literally die without it. Like I’m his air, his life raft, his fucking life support, and I am all here for it as my fingers grip his shoulders, my nails digging into the fabric of his cape, wishing it was his skin. 

      Finding the popper holding the fabric around his neck, I pull it open, letting it cascade to the floor. 

      “Fuck,” he groans as I slip my hands under his shirt, his abs bunching as I push higher, already addicted to the hardness of his muscles.

      Turning the tables on me, he shoves my jacket from my shoulders, his lips dropping to my neck and down my chest as I pull the garment from my wrists and throw it to the floor to join his cape. 

      “Oh God,” I whimper when his fingers tuck under my crop top knowing that I don’t have anything beneath it. 

      In seconds he’s pulling it up my body giving me no choice but to lift my arms. 

      “Jesus, beautiful,” he grunts, his eyes locked on mine for a beat before they drop to my bare chest. “Never needed anything so much in my entire life.”

      Lifting me higher as if I weigh nothing more than a feather, he kisses down my chest, over the swell of my breast before sucking one of my nipples into his mouth. 

      “Oh holy fuck,” I gasp, my head falling back against the wall as the sensation of his hot mouth on my sensitive skin consumes my entire body. 

      My hand lifts without instruction from my brain, my need to thread my fingers through his hair and hold him against me to force him to continue is too much to bear, only when I connect with his mask, his hot fingers wrap around my wrist stopping me from exposing his face. 

      “I’ll give you anything, beautiful. But not that.”

      His lips find mine once more as the cool night air surrounds my tender peak seconds before it brushes against his shirt making me moan once more. 

      He kisses me until I’m breathless again before confessing something that makes my head spin and my limbs turn to jelly. 

      “I need to taste you, beautiful.”

      I should say no, I should demand to know who he is before letting this continue any further, but the fear of him walking away and leaving me here cold is too strong. 

      “Shit,” I breathe, nerves hitting me like a truck. “I… uh… I’ve never…”

      “I know,” he says, hinting at the fact he is more than aware of who I am, or more so, what I do or don’t do. “Let me be your first.”

      He gathers up my full skirt, his fingers brushing my inner thigh and going higher until he hits the soaked lace that’s covering me. 

      “So wet for me, beautiful. I bet you taste so fucking sweet.”

      “Oh my God,” I gasp when he rubs at me over the fabric. 

      “That feel good?” he whispers in my ear, the tip of his tongue tracing around the edge, making me shiver. 

      “Y-yes.”

      “Want more?”

      “Oh God.”

      His fingers push inside my underwear, parting my skin and finding that exact spot once more. Only, it’s about a million times more intense without a barrier between us.

      “Holy fuck. Fuck.”

      “You’re even more beautiful when you’re falling apart for me,” he murmurs, pulling back so he can watch me. 

      I want to be embarrassed. I want to tell him to stop, but as something builds inside me, the promise of an epic explosion of pleasure right on the horizon, I can’t find it in myself to do either of those things. 

      “Please,” I beg. “Please, I need—”

      “Shush, I’ve got you beautiful. Trust me.” He pushes lower, spearing a finger inside me as his thumb continues circling my clit. “Let go. Let me watch you come for me.”

      I nod, it’s the only thing I have the ability to do as his fingers rub deliciously inside of me. 

      I’m no stranger to what my body is capable of. I’ve… experimented with myself. But fuck, nothing I’ve done comes anywhere close to how this feels. How he feels. 

      “Oh my God.”

      “Come for me, beautiful.”

      He curls his fingers, his thumb pressing against me harder and something inside of me shatters. 

      Lights flash behind my eyes as I swear something akin to fireworks erupts beneath my skin. 

      “Fuck, yeah. Fuck, beautiful.” My hips roll, riding out the last sparks of pleasure. “Ride my hand.”

      He doesn’t stop until my body has stopped convulsing and my orgasm has subsided. 

      Aftershocks race around my body as he pulls out of me, his eyes locked on mine as he lifts his fingers to his mouth. 

      “Oh God,” I breathe as his lids lower when he sucks on them. 

      My lips part in shock as I stare at him unashamedly tasting me. 

      “More,” he groans, releasing his fingers. “I need more.”

      “Argh,” I squeal when my feet leave the floor. 

      He spins me around before lowering my arse onto something. A table? A dresser? I’ve no freaking clue but as his hand cups the back of my head and he encourages me to lie back as his mouth claims mine once again.

      I can taste myself on his lips, but instead of turning me off like I thought it might, it only spurs me on. 

      My fingers scrabble to grab at fabric desperate to get his shirt off him, to feel his skin against mine, but any time I pull it over up his stomach he stops me from lifting it any higher. 

      “Please, I need—” His eyes flash with dark intent, cutting off my words as he bundles my skirt up around my waist. “Oh shit.”

      My knickers seem to just melt off me and the next thing I know, I’m fully exposed to him with my thighs spread wide with his giant hands. 

      I squirm on… whatever I’m on top of as he stares at me. 

      Just when I think he’s not going to do anything, he murmurs, “Beautiful,” before blowing a stream of hot air across my swollen pussy. 

      “Oh God, please."

      “Only because you asked so nicely,” he says, hunger and humour mixing in his deep voice. 

      A loud scream echoes around the empty room as his mouth connects with my core. 

      Oh holy fuck.

      No wonder women have such good things to say about this. 

      His tongue laps at me like he’s starving. Licking at me with the most dizzying pressure. 

      “You taste like heaven, beautiful.”

      “More,” I cry, shamelessly chasing another release that’s beginning to grow within me. 

      “You can have everything,” he promises before his finger circles my entrance, pushing just inside, teasing me in the most delicious way. 

      Biting down on the inside of my cheek, I silently demand for him to push inside me, to find that spot he did earlier that makes my knees shake. 

      I wish I could call out his name, anything. 

      Reaching for him, my hand hits the hard plastic of his mask that is digging into my thighs but just like last time, he catches my hand before I’m able to rip it from his head. 

      “Why?” I cry, getting frustrated that he won’t just show me his face. 

      What’s he scared of? That I’ll change my mind?

      Right now, it’s highly unlikely. 

      “Trust me,” he growls, barely leaving my pussy for a second. 

      He ups his effort, suddenly plunging his fingers deep inside me and making my back arch off the hard surface he laid me on. 

      “Come for me, beautiful.”

      He sucks on my clit, it’s almost too much, too painful but then he curls his fingers in this way that just makes me fly. 

      I thought my first release was intense, but it had nothing on this one as his tongue continues to flick my clit and his fingers rub my G-spot like he has a map to the freaking thing. 

      My entire body is covered in a sheen of sweat as I lie there with my chest heaving, desperately trying to catch my breath. 

      “Wow,” I finally breathe when the pleasure fully subsides and he moves away from me. 

      He stands between my still parted legs—any shame I might have had fully gone after having his face down there while he did that—with his chin glistening in the moonlight from my wetness. 

      “Fuck,” he barks, staring down at me, his jaw working in frustration as his fists curl at his sides. 

      “W-what? Did I do something wrong?” I ask, my cheeks heating. I’m thankful that it’s dark enough that he can’t actually see. 

      A small laugh falls from his lips as he rubs at the back of his neck almost nervously. 

      “No, beautiful. You’re perfect. Too fucking perfect.”

      Sensing him shutting down, I rush to sit up. 

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, my heart damn near jumping into my throat when his eyes flick to the door. “N-no, don’t leave. P-please.”

      “I shouldn’t have even brought you up here. I shouldn’t be here with you.”

      “Why? Who are you?”

      “No one who you should let touch you, let alone beg to stay.”

      “Says who?”

      “Me.”

      He takes a step back and the icy claws of fear begin to take hold, threatening to freeze my almost boiling blood in an instant. 

      “I want you to be my first,” I blurt out. It might be a rash decision, but I know it’s right. I know it’s what I want. “Please.”

      “You’ve no idea what you’re asking for.”

      “No? Maybe not. But how about you show me. I want you.”

      “Fuck.” 

      He spins away from me and stops in front of the window, his fingers curling around the frame, the muscles in his shoulders pulled tight. 

      “I-I don’t care who you are. I want this. Please.” 

      Slowly, he looks over his shoulder. His square jaw set as if he’s already made his decision and when his eyes meet mine, a shiver of need races down my spine. 

      “I want you,” I repeat. “Give me everything.”

      He’s on me before I even have a chance to blink. His lips devouring mine once more as I reach for his waistband. 

      It takes my useless fingers longer than it should to open the button and drag the zip of his fly down but I get the most incredible reward when I finally do and push my hand inside his underwear because the moan that rips up his throat is something I’m never going to forget. 

      My fingers wrap around his thick length, and I gasp, feeling the sheer size of him.

      My stomach clenches with nerves, but I know that I’m not going to go back on this now. 

      What I told him was true. I want this. 

      Him. 

      Us. 

      Even if it is just for tonight. Even if I never find out who he is. 

      No matter what happens next, I know I’ll always treasure this night. The night I pushed aside all my insecurities, my fears, my timid existence and became the woman I’ve always wanted to be. 

      I’ve no idea what I’m doing, I just let my instincts take over as I stroke down the length of his cock while he awkwardly shoves his jeans over his hips, freeing his length while his other hand is twisted in my hair, holding me exactly where he wants me. 

      “I-I don’t have any condoms,” he confesses into our kiss. 

      “I’m on the pill. And I’m a virgin so I’m pretty sure I’m clean.”

      “Fuck, beautiful. I shouldn’t be doing this. You’re too good for me.”

      “Are you clean?” I ask, my voice a little more forceful than he was expecting. 

      He pulls back from our kiss and stares down into my eyes.

      “Yes, but—”

      “I trust you.”

      “Biggest mistake of your life, beautiful.”

      But in contrast to his words, his thumb brushes over my cheek and then my swollen bottom lip as if I’m the most precious thing in the world. 

      “You’re going to regret this,” he tells me, his voice full of self-loathing. 

      Mimicking his move, I cup his face. “Never. You’re giving me more than you could ever know.”

      His eyes hold mine for a second longer before he makes his decision. 

      Moving his hands to my arse, he drags me right to the edge of the surface, and steps into my body.

      “Lie back,” he instructs.

      Releasing him, I do as I’m told, resting back on my elbows so I can watch.

      He stares down at where we’re about to be connected almost as if he’s in a trance as he rubs the head of his cock through my wetness. 

      “You deserve more than this, Calli.”

      I gasp at the use of my name. 

      It proves one thing. 

      He knows exactly who I am, and just what might happen to him if the guys find out about this. 

      But despite his words, he lowers his length to my entrance. His eyes locked on mine, his jaw flexing with the restraint I’m sure it’s taking him not to just thrust straight inside me. 

      “Please,” I whimper, my muscles rippling, desperate to know how he’s going to feel inside me. “I want you. I want you inside me.”

      “Jesus, fuck. Fuck,” he barks out but he doesn’t step away like I fear, instead he pushes inside me, but only a little and nowhere near enough. 

      “Please,” I beg, digging my heels into his arse to make him move. 

      But just before I think he’s going to surge forward, loud footsteps race across the bare floorboard outside the door. 

      “Someone’s shooting. Let’s go.”

      His eyes go wide, his entire body tensing with those four words. 

      It’s almost like a bucket of water has just been thrown over both of us. 

      “Fuck. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      In a flash, he’s got his jeans back on and he’s racing toward the door. 

      A little light from out in the hallway shines through the room, but it’s still not enough to be able to identify him, and then he’s gone, the door slamming behind him. 

      Male voices continue shouting as the footsteps begin to fade away as they race down the stairs. 

      “FUCK,” I scream, covering my face with my hands. 

      Guilt swamps me because I just told him that I wouldn’t regret this, and yet that’s exactly what I’m fucking doing. Although not because we did it, but because we never got the chance to finish it.

      A thought hits me and I jump up from whatever I’m on and race toward the window, my legs damn near giving out as I wobble on my heels. 

      My breath catches when I see men racing toward the treeline and disappearing into the darkness all with their guns raised in front of them. 

      My heart sinks into my stomach knowing that my brother, my cousin, and the others are probably going to be in the middle of all of that. 

      My blood runs cold with the thought that they could get hurt.

      Or worse.

      I might make out like I hate them, but the reality is, they’re my family. And I couldn’t imagine my life without the arseholes in it.

      But then, I see him race across the garden. I’ve no idea how I know it’s him. It’s so dark that they’re all just figures cutting through the night, but I know. 

      He does too. 

      Because right before he disappears into the treeline, he looks back, and right at me. 

      All my breath comes out in a rush as our eyes collide. 

      Holy shit.

      

      
        
        Dark Halloween Knight is a spin-off from my upcoming Knight’s Ridge Empire series.

        You can start the series for FREE now with Wicked Summer Knight, and pre-order book one Wicked Knight.

        If you’re craving more of Calli and her mystery man, then you will be able to find more of them in Dark Knight coming in the Bully God anthology that is coming February 2022.

        FIND OUT MORE

        https://tracylorraine.com/kre
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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey there!

      

      I am so excited to introduce you to these brand-new characters in Thrill. Rest easy, this story does not end on a cliffhanger for Elora and Saint. This world is not directly connected to my previous books, either. Thrill will give you a peek into my next series that is releasing in 2022.

      

      Thanks for reading!

      Xoxo,

      Sara
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            THE INVITATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Elora Whitlock,

      

        

      
        You are cordially invited to participate in the grand opening of Olympus.

      

        

      
        A night of mischief and mayhem—and bloodshed.

        One-on-one, no-holds-barred fights.

        The winners will receive more than they bargained for.

      

        

      
        Festivities begin at 8 o’clock. Please arrive one hour early to:

        1 Falls Drive

        Sterling Falls

      

        

      
        Masks are required.

      

        

      
        Sincerely,

        Your hosts for the evening

        Apollo, Ares, and Hades

      

        

      
        P.S. Join us for a special after-party game.

      

      

    

  








            HALLOWEEN NIGHT

          

          

      

    

    






7:05PM

        

      

    

    
      I tie on my mask and stride into the huge marble structure. No one stops me—the place is still quiet at this time of the evening. The real party will start later, according to the invitations sent around town, and on the fliers that seemed magically stuck to any and all surfaces.

      Overnight, Sterling Falls was papered with gilded invitations. But a personalized one was dropped into my mailbox earlier the same day.

      “You’re late.” A girl waves, drawing my eye. “This way.”

      I follow her past the giant staircase, through a darkened archway. She has a quick step, even though she’s shorter than me by a few inches, and I increase my speed to catch up. Her dark hair swings in a braid down her back. She leads me through a huge room with balconies looking down into the center. A raised platform sits in the middle.

      I can’t tear my eyes off it, knowing that tonight, I’ll be center stage. Something I’ve actively avoided for most of my life. But the mask helps. The promise of anonymity eases the worry tightening my muscles.

      The girl pays no mind to it, though, and we exit into another shadowy hallway. A few sconces on the walls provide the only light.

      “Nice mask,” she comments. “Very…”

      “I went with plain and boring on purpose,” I inform her.

      It’s not a total lie. It was on purpose—but because of my wallet, not my style preference. The little costume shop downtown had a decent selection of masks, ranging from simple to elaborate. The black satin matches my outfit.

      It was with a bit of incredulity—paired with a why am I doing this?—that led me here. And an insane desire to experience something more than the life I’ve been living.

      Sad, right?

      She nods once. “Well, it matches your hair.”

      The raven color gets me in trouble. It’s so dark it’s nearly blue in the right lighting—and isn’t in my family genetics. My parents are light-haired, and so are my grandparents.

      It’s braided into a crown around my head, the ends tucked in at the base of my neck. I didn’t want any opportunity for it to be used against me.

      “I’m Tem.” She offers her hand.

      I shake it. Her cool, calloused palm slides against mine, and her fingers squeeze twice before I’m released.

      We step outside, and the wind whips at my hair.

      “And you?”

      I fucking hesitate.

      There’s a rumor that here, names will be shed. Everything can be left at the door—including our identities. That’s why they require the masks.

      She nods like she understands. “You only get one chance. May as well think it over.”

      We hike up the hill and reach a small group of masked people. From what I can tell, they’re all around my age or older. I’ll be nineteen next month. In another lifetime, I’d be considering starting at Sterling Falls University, or perhaps somewhere farther away.

      I used to dream of leaving this town. Of going to New York City or somewhere equally giant. Here, everyone knows everyone else. Especially in the summers in West Falls, when there aren’t tourists or college students to dilute the population. Being anonymous seemed… far-fetched.

      We stop at the back of the pack. We’re at the high point, and ten feet forward is a cliff. It drops straight down to the ocean, which batters and roars from here.

      One man stands with his back to the cliff. He wears a blood-red mask and red leather jacket. His hands are tucked in the pockets of his black pants. The jacket is open over his bare chest, exposing his abs. He’s tall and lean, and his dark-brown hair is pushed back from his face. I try not to gawk, because the mask can only hide so much. His full lips quirk. He eyes us, then briefly shakes his head at Tem.

      “Welcome to opening night of Olympus,” he says. “My brothers and I have recently acquired this land, and we’re eager to put our mark on Sterling Falls. This is why you’re here—we sought out thrill-seekers. And some underdogs.”

      His gaze finds mine.

      I ignore the insult, even if it’s true. I look like an underdog. I feel like one, too.

      “The draw of Olympus is desire. What do you desire?” He holds up his hand. “Don’t answer me now. Just think about it. Think about anything you want but can’t have, and then consider the possibility that we can procure it for you.”

      He’s offering us a dose of magic. The sort of thing that doesn’t exist. There’s no such thing as magic, only illusion and tricks. And the power to make someone believe your version of reality.

      “How?” someone calls.

      The red-masked man grins. “A favor from the gods, of course.”

      Goosebumps rise on my arms.

      “You know the Titans. The Hell Hounds.”

      The two gangs have ruled Sterling Falls from the shadows, grappling for power and holding us all hostage.

      I’m familiar. And judging from the rustling of movement from the men and women around me, they are familiar, too.

      I avoid the gangs at all costs.

      I live in Titan territory. My ex-best friend’s brother is a Titan. For some, it’s a way of life. But it definitely isn’t my way of living. They don’t just live in the shadows—they spread it. Drugs, guns, human trafficking. On the surface, they run ordinary businesses. Clubs and bars, casinos on the fringes of town, a freaking laundromat. Most of the cops and politicians are in the pocket of one gang or another.

      “They’re nothing compared to us.” He straightens his jacket. “I’m Ares. One of the three hosts of Olympus. And tonight, you have the chance to fight. For glory, for a favor, or perhaps just for the bloodlust.”

      “And if we don’t want to fight?” someone asks.

      Ares shrugs, unbothered. “Then don’t. Leave. Come back when we open and pay admission with the rest.”

      “How did you pick us?” I have to voice the question.

      “You were all specifically chosen,” someone says behind me.

      I whirl around. A tall boy with a skull mask smirks, his blue eyes on me.

      “You’re a desperate girl, Elora Whitlock.” His voice is low enough that only I can hear him—I hope, anyway. “You’re willing to do anything it takes, and that makes you a prime candidate. Underdog or not.”

      I nod once and try not to let the fear in again. Fear has a way of paralyzing me—consequences of my past—and I’ve spent a long time harnessing it into something else.

      How did they see that when my own parents have been so blind? It isn’t that my folks don’t care, more like they don’t know a solution. Their whole lives are here. Graduate high school and go into full-time employment. Work and marry and have kids. Eventually retire. Die. And the generations will continue the pattern. We’ll be lucky if no Whitlocks become entangled in Titan business.

      The skull-masked man’s gaze lifts to the rest of the group. “We know who you are. We picked you for a reason. And if you put on a show… the afterparty surely won’t suck.”

      “With me,” Ares says.

      He leads us back into the building, newly dubbed Olympus. And now I see it: the way it resembles a pantheon from ancient Greece. Something straight out of mythology. The marble columns, the carvings in the walls. The feeling of something much more impressive than myself emanates from the place.

      “Think of something to call yourselves,” Ares suggests. We stop in a large training room. “Something apart from yourself. Be who you want to be tonight. A god—or goddess—amongst men.”

      I nod to myself.

      Be who I want.

      But who is that?

      When I was a child, my grandmother used to say I had darkness in me. She was the superstitious type. She’d cross herself when she saw a black cat, toss salt over her left shoulder. Kept a horseshoe hung open-side-up above her front door. A random collection of old wives’ tales seemed to have taken over her life.

      She was old and weathered when I was young and untamed. As such, my visits with her had to be supervised by a parent, or at least someone willing to attempt to keep up with me. It didn’t help when I vanished for two days in high school. She, along with everyone else, thought it wasn’t sinister—just my own wildness getting the best of me.

      But now her oddities come back to me. How she would laugh and cup my cheek when we were alone. Oh, sweet girl. Your name means light, but I see unfettered darkness behind your eyes. Who made you this way?

      I don’t recall seeing her much after that.

      But I focus on that dark spot she must’ve sensed. The secret hunger for violence I’ve kept under lock and key.

      What’s the opposite of light? In this weird, twisted world Ares and his brothers have created?

      Tem follows me to a shelf of bandages. She watches me wrap my knuckles, then grins. “You know what you’re doing.”

      I shrug. I’ve been hanging out at the local fighting gym for ages, sneaking in lessons with the owner when he has no-shows. It hasn’t been a lot, but what I do have is a lot of time under my belt. Usually with pads on my hands, absorbing punches from the taller, older boxers.

      Guys with a lot more potential than me.

      “Which one are you?” I finally ask her. Since she seems to not be going away. “Which god did you choose?”

      “Artemis,” she says. “Goddess of the hunt.”

      I hum.

      “It’s my real name,” she confesses, stepping closer. She helps me tuck the tail of the wrap into itself, keeping it tight. “My parents must’ve named me this for a reason, you know? So I may as well make the most of it. I go by Tem to seem more normal.”

      “Sure.”

      “And you? Did you decide?”

      “I did.” But I’m not ready to reveal my choice.

      I think back to the invitation I received. One-on-one fights with no rules. Debauchery. Bloodshed.

      Part of me hopes that I don’t have to go against Tem. She seems nice.

      She must sense my hesitation, because she glances away. “Let’s warm up.”
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      The crowd is loud. The noise began almost fifteen minutes ago. The skull-masked man was Hades. Which left the third host, Apollo. He went out and made a speech on the front staircase and introduced his brothers. Hades. Ares. Him. Three powerful gods amongst men.

      Well, that’s the vibe, anyway.

      Ares lines us up and has us pick numbers from a cup. It determines who we’re fighting and when. There are eight of us here, which means four fights. Besides Tem and me, there are two other women, but they aren’t separating us by gender.

      This is going to be chaos.

      I question my sanity when I draw a number. My fingers curl around the paper, and Ares glares down at me until I show him.

      Number four.

      The last fight.

      “Better make it a good finale,” he tells me.

      I glance down the line. Tem and one other woman have drawn already. The last chooses and shows him, but I catch the two scrawled on her paper.

      I swallow.

      The last man to pull is a hulk. Easily double my weight, and he towers over Ares. If you put us together, I am probably eye-level with his armpit.

      My stomach flips.

      “Four,” he declares. He grins at me. “Don’t worry, sweetheart. After we give them a show, I’ll put you out of your misery.”

      My apprehension grows. He wants to toy with his food before eating it.

      Ares clears his throat. “First pair, come with me. Everyone else… behave.”

      Tem pats my shoulder and disappears with Ares. A man follows. The crowd cheers, and I go back to the jump rope. My mind filters through the random collection of lessons I’ve received over the years, but it all seems insignificant.

      I wanted to be strong to protect myself on the street and so I wouldn’t be a victim again.

      But here, I am so totally out of my element.

      Yet… I don’t leave. There’s still time to bail, and I don’t do that. I eye my opponent across the room and try to find a weakness. He doesn’t give anything away, not behind that mask, and not in his movements.

      A favor.

      A chance to do something with my life instead of slink home.

      I enter a zone. My mind clears. The next few fights seem to fly by, and then it’s just me and my opponent.

      Ares enters. “Name?” he barks at the man.

      He straightens and leers. “Hercules.”

      Ares rolls his eyes. “Great. And you?”

      I throw my shoulders back. “Nyx.”

      Ares gives me a wolf grin. “Nyx. Good choice. Let’s go, then.”

      Down the hall, toward the large second room Tem and I went through. The one with the balconies and raised platform, and the one now packed with bodies. Masked men and women dressed in lavish finery. Their masks are outlandish, some with giant feathers, others with sequins or jewels.

      I can imagine over time how they might reshape Olympus into exactly the thing they want it to be. How people will fall in line to mimic the Greek mythology theme.

      I pause in the entrance as Ares joins Apollo on the platform and cast a more critical glance around the room. My skin prickles, like I have eyes on me even from the shadows. I lock on to a man up on one of the balconies. He’s still and silent, unlike everyone around him. And his gaze seems to be on me.

      They announce Hercules, and the brutish man hits my shoulder on his way past. The crowd parts for him. And then my name is being announced, the booming voice of Apollo carrying over the noise.

      I raise my eyebrows at the man, then break contact and stride forward.

      Apollo stands beside Hercules, both eyes and the left side of his face are entirely covered by a mask that resembles tree bark. His suit jacket is open, no shirt in sight. It automatically sets him apart from the people around him.

      Interesting.

      He’s still speaking, his lips moving, but I can’t hear it. I’ve tunneled in on the path I need to walk and the man I’ll be fighting. I shake out my limbs.

      I need this more than him.

      I need this more than any of them.

      A desperate girl. Hades was right about that.

      “Rules?” I ask Apollo once I’m on the platform. I already know the answer, but I want the reassurance a groin shot isn’t going to get me kicked out. If it comes to that.

      The footing has a little give to it. I test it out, shifting my weight, and wait for his answer.

      “None.”

      A dirty fight.

      My blood sings under my skin.

      Apollo hops down, and Hercules leers at me. Again.

      I ball my fists and step to the side, circling him. He mirrors my movements, but it isn’t long before he darts forward and tests the waters—or maybe intimidation is just his chosen strategy.

      I’d go that route, too, if my opponent was a hundred pounds lighter than me. Or if I had more courage.

      His reach is long—longer than I anticipated initially. I jerk back, avoiding the jaw-shattering hit, but he still catches my chin with his knuckles. My head snaps to the side, and I let the pain flow through me.

      Nothing I haven’t dealt with before.

      He grunts and rushes me. I duck, weaving close to him and managing a quick jab to his side before I’m around him and clear.

      Giant and slow.

      Good.

      His fall will be a thunderclap.

      The platform is suddenly superimposed with a dark forest and the feel of dread. I slap my own cheek to snap myself back into it.

      Gritting my teeth, I realize it’s my turn to attack. I have to before he figures out he can just keep rushing me and probably get lucky. I fake a punch, then again, and whip my foot out. I catch him in the stomach.

      His fingers dig into my ankle, and he meets my eyes a second before he yanks. I fall onto my back, the wind knocked out of me, and I gag on nothing. He throws himself forward.

      I have just a split second to roll to the side, or else he would’ve crushed me.

      Fucker.

      I kick his thigh while we’re both on the floor, then scramble to my feet. His fist catches me in the mouth. I go down to my knee again, then drive forward. My shoulder goes into his stomach, and I rapid-fire pummel his back with my fists. Kidney shots.

      And then I bring my knee up, slamming it between his legs.

      He lets out a hoarse oof. His grip on me slides away, and he falls to his knees.

      I step away and watch him for a moment, then shake myself out of it. This isn’t the time for chivalry. This is when I need to press it.

      He gets one foot under him when I return, forcing him to lift his arms and protect his face from my hits. On his knee, he’s more my height. I box him on the ear, then smash my fist into his nose. The crunch is satisfying, and only a moment later, blood pours down his face.

      I don’t stop.

      I won’t stop.

      That dark thing my grandmother saw in me roars up and out. I see red.

      His fist connects, but I ignore the sharp punch of pain to my side. A solid kick to his head knocks him onto his ass. I climb over him and pin his arms with my legs, straddling his chest. A grown man should be able to throw me off, but he can’t seem to get his body to move the way it needs to. I keep punching his face until he goes limp, and only stop when someone hauls me backward.

      My feet catch under me, my legs solid, and someone rips my arm into the air.

      Apollo’s hand holds my balled fist up.

      It’s only then that I realize the crowd is screaming—but not out of fear. They’re wild with excitement.

      “Nyx, our goddess of the night,” Apollo yells.

      Two men come forward and drag Hercules away. They tap his cheeks on the edge of the platform until he sits up and wipes across his mouth.

      I meet his gaze and incline my chin.

      He grins a pink-toothed smile at me, then lumbers to his feet. The men help him down and away, while Apollo parades me in a slow circle. He eventually releases my arm, and I take a moment to touch my own bloodied nose. My adrenaline has created a buzzing through my body, blocking out the pain that will surely hit me soon.

      “You’re owed a favor,” he says to me.

      Ares and Hades climb the steps and stop in front of me.

      I lick my lips and glance around.

      In that moment, I want to go again. To fight someone else.

      It might’ve been pure luck that I succeeded against Hercules. It might be insanity to want a repeat.

      Hades grabs my wrist and pushes a wad of cash into my hand. He curls my fingers around it, then lets go.

      I glance down at the stack of hundred dollar bills.

      Too many of them.

      My favor… I might’ve asked for money. They could’ve easily let me ask for money.

      “Well?” Ares asks. “Now or never.”

      “I want more.”

      Hades’ eyes light up. As nonspecific as that is, he understands. He smiles—a true one this time. Maybe he likes being surprised. “Done.”
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      I’ve lost Artemis—and anyone familiar, actually.

      The party spreads out from Olympus, groups of people clustered all the way up toward the cliffs. There are fairy lights staked into the ground. A bar, a keg. Two bonfires, one up close and the other a fair distance away, near the tree line. A DJ blasts music on a stage lit up with neon lights.

      The huge doors into Olympus are thrown open wide, spilling more light across the wide steps.

      Even though it’s been a while since I’d seen a familiar face, I’ve been surrounded. I’m getting sick of saying thank you to the endless congratulations. From the wonder in their eyes to the hesitancy. After all, if I could drop Hercules, what else could I do?

      Their trepidation doesn’t make me feel any better, though.

      I take another gulp of my mixed drink and drain the cup. I crush it in my hand.

      “It was just so brave,” a guy says to me. “I mean, I train professionally and even I would’ve been wetting my pants against that guy.”

      I force a smile. “Charming.”

      “I think our fighter tires of your conversation.” Hades steps up beside me. “Right, Nyx?”

      The guy holds up his hands in surrender. “If the lord of the underworld commands it…” He backs away before Hades can reply, and we watch him hightail it out of our sight.

      “You have an effect on people,” I comment.

      He grins, but it doesn’t touch his eyes. His mask is chilling, and his cold gaze only makes him more mysterious. He, like Apollo and Ares, isn’t totally dressed up. His white collared shirt is unbuttoned at the top and tucked into his black slacks. Business casual, I suppose. Plus a skull mask.

      He offers his arm, and I take it. I’m not sure why—he isn’t my type. Tall, dark, and mysterious? No thanks. Besides, my hormones turned off the second the hosts claimed they were worse than the gangs.

      I’ve avoided the Titans and the Hell Hounds for almost nineteen years—I don’t need one stupid night at Olympus to become entangled in something far worse.

      “I wondered if wanting more referred to your life in general, or simply this evening.”

      I glance up at him. We slip through the people, making our way toward the cliff.

      My heart skips a beat.

      “All of it,” I answer slowly. “I just… Part of me wants to get out of this town and never come back. But a bigger part just wants Sterling Falls to feel like home.”

      Because even though my parents are never leaving this place, I’ve always felt like an outsider. Maybe it was trauma. Or the dark stain on my soul that my grandmother always saw. Or…

      “Judging tonight’s fights, I know two things for certain. One, these events will continue. The fights, the illusions. And two, you will fight again.” Hades dips his head.

      “It might’ve just been luck.”

      He smiles like he has a secret. “Perhaps it was luck. Or adrenaline. Or your desperation to prove something to yourself—and everyone else.”

      There’s that word again—desperation.

      He could be right.

      “Besides, I think you might take that cash and invest it back into yourself. Don’t you think?” He stops us at the edge of the cliff.

      I failed to notice how close to the drop-off we were getting. But now, I scuff my feet, and pebbles shower down the rock face. They disappear into the darkness before they hit the water. The rushing sound is louder now, the shush of waves rolling forward and the crack of them pounding the pointed cliffside. The larger waves are more spread out, leaving gaps in the break. To the left, the cliff curves back toward Olympus. It creates a little pocket of calmer water down below, protected from most of the waves coming up from the south.

      “Here’s a piece of your more, Nyx.” Hades turns me.

      A man comes forward. His mask is black and simple, like mine. I can’t see any more of his face in the shadows. Just a strong, lean body. White shirt, the cuffs rolled back to expose his forearms. Dark pants.

      “What do you—?”

      “Enjoy your evening,” Hades says in my ear.

      He drops my arm and takes a step to the side. Then another. He watches me for a moment, then strides away.

      What?

      “You fought beautifully,” the man says. He seems familiar, but I can’t place him with most of his face covered.

      I scoff at the compliment. Beautiful might be a stretch.

      “Like a savage.”

      I step forward. “And what do you know of savagery?”

      He smiles. “I know I dream of it sometimes, but it’s always out of reach.”

      Ah. That hits too close to home. He’s put a new name to that wild, off-center feeling in my chest. Not just darkness, but savagery, as he says. I can’t decide if that’s better or worse.

      “You got there easily.” He comes into my space. He’s taller than I first thought. Taller than the three Olympus hosts.

      I have to tip my head back to meet his gaze. And once he’s close enough to touch, I can see how he’s looking at me.

      It’s a way I don’t think I’ve ever been looked at before, except tonight.

      “How do you find it?” There’s a weird pulse in my chest, separate from my heartbeat. I shouldn’t have this automatic reaction to him. I’ve never felt that for anyone, let alone a masked man on the edge of a cliff.

      He inches closer. “I do crazy things.”

      I understand that. This was my crazy thing. Sneaking out at night, breaking the law, going against my parents—none of that did it.

      But the surge of blood in my veins? And the electricity I felt flood through me when Hercules bled?

      “Will you do something crazy with me?” he whispers.

      “Okay.” No hesitation.

      I’ve barely spoken the word when he threads his hand with mine. His thumb brushes over mine. He pulls me around so we face the same direction, and my breath catches. I know what’s going to happen a split second before we do it.

      Call it intuition, or a lucky guess.

      Whatever it is, there’s no stopping us.

      He has a tight grip on my hand, and he draws me forward. I clutch his fingers and run with him—it’s do or die with the way the waves crash against the rocks—and then we jump. We travel farther than I would’ve by myself, and the wind shrieks past my ears. Or maybe it’s my own scream pouring out of me. My hair rips loose from the crown of braids and whips my face.

      I only have a second to inhale sharply and hold it, then I’m engulfed by icy water. I panic and thrash, fighting gravity, until I can regain control over myself.

      His hand never releases mine, but he doesn’t let me shoot back up. He squeezes twice.

      Under the water, I open my eyes and look over at him. The saltwater stings my eyes, and he’s rather blurry. We’re pushed backward as a wave rolls over us, then out to sea with its withdrawal. At least we’re momentarily safe from being slammed against the rock.

      My heartbeat is the only thing I can hear.

      He grins in the dark water. The faintest illumination of the moon finds us and reflects off his teeth. And then he nods—at least, I think he does.

      We kick to the surface, moving farther out into the ocean. Cool air hits my face, and I gulp in a lungful of air. My body quakes with leftover adrenaline and a wicked chill. My mask is soaked, plastered to my face, and I rip it down. It hangs around my neck, loose, and I wipe the water from my eyes.

      He mirrors my movement with one hand, dropping his mask and shaking his head. Water droplets fly everywhere.

      I splash at him. “What the fuck was that?”

      He grins, unfazed. “Elora Whitlock. This is a surprise.”

      I kick to remain above the water and eye him. The recognition comes quickly, as fast as the knowledge that he was going to drag me over the edge.

      “Saint Hart,” I answer. I tug my hand from his grip and put more space between us.

      My face heats.

      Of course we went to school together. Sterling Falls Academy. Of course he had been one of those mysterious, loner artistic kids from East Falls, the sort that every girl secretly has a crush on. I was no exception to that.

      I just got fixated on him, and not in a healthy way.

      He’s from the wrong side of the tracks—literally, in my case. West and East never mingled. We have our forests, and they have their cliffs. Like the one we just took a plunge off of.

      It occurs to me that this might’ve been another test from Hades. A way to poke and prod at my mettle or to hunt for weaknesses. It could also be a message. We know you. I don’t like that, either.

      We all have secrets, and Hades just informed me that he knows mine.

      Saint swims closer to me. “What are you afraid of? Me?”

      I shove at his shoulder. “The only reason I’m not more pissed at you is because I left my phone in my car.” With the cash Hades gave me. The car keys are stashed behind one of the tires. Not my finest trick, but better than carrying everything all night.

      Besides, it’s false bravado.

      I’m not afraid but alarmed.

      “You weren’t one of the fighters.” I’m guessing, because I don’t really know.

      “I wasn’t.” He grips my waist and hauls me against him.

      My hands automatically find his shoulders, and our legs tangle. Another wave looms, and he presses his lips to mine just as it breaks over our heads. My lungs immediately ache.

      For a moment, I feel nothing but the heat at my lips and the way we’re being carried swiftly sideways. We surge up, breaking the surface, and Saint’s kiss turns rougher. I inhale sharply, and his tongue slides along the seam of my lips. I open for him. He tastes like saltwater. When his teeth tug at my lower lip, I groan.

      The water doesn’t feel so cold now. My blood is practically boiling.

      He releases me. “Let’s go.”

      I raise my eyebrows. “Huh?”

      He swims away.

      It takes me a second to process, then I follow after him. I’m not the fastest swimmer, and it seems to take ages to fight the current. We go around the point of the cliff and into that little inlet. It’s darker here, and I resist the urge to squeak in fear.

      I breathe through it instead.

      Saint glances back at me and treads water.

      I catch up eventually, the calmer water easier to navigate, and he points.

      There’s a metal ladder bolted to the cliff face. Glow sticks are strung to the bottom of it, and then every few feet onward. It goes… all the way to the top.

      Fucking hell.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He smirks. “I thought you liked this sort of thing.”

      Adrenaline is the only thing keeping me from backing away. The fight took a lot of energy, and I’m riding a high right now. The alcohol helped a little, too. Later, I’m sure I’ll crash and burn. But now isn’t the time for that.

      I eye Saint. He seems… different. In high school, I wouldn’t have pegged him as an adrenaline junkie—if I can even define this as that. I wouldn’t have thought I’d end up here, either. I let myself drift closer to him and try to picture how the hell this is going to work.

      We’re lifted by another smaller wave, and the water against the rock rises, as well. It doesn’t matter. The ladder keeps going down, into the dark depths beneath us.

      “Ready?”

      I make a face. “Not really.”

      He shrugs. “It’s either this or swim three miles north…”

      Great.

      “I wish I knew that before we jumped,” I mutter. But I get into position anyway, lining myself up with the ladder. There’s no chance in hell I’m letting Saint abandon me here.

      “Go,” he urges.

      The swell picks me up. The sound of rushing water surrounds me. Four feet away, then two. My feet touch the rock, and I stretch up, gripping the metal. White-capped water tugs at me, but I drag myself up a few rungs.

      I glance back at Saint, who’s barely visible bobbing in the shadows.

      He comes in as soon as I’m secure, grabbing a rung and hauling himself up. The foamy water sprays my legs again, and I shiver. We’re soaking wet, and the night air is frigid.

      He climbs up beside me. “That was fun.”

      I shake my head and ascend ahead of him. It wasn’t fun—it was reckless. And each step I take pulls at my already sore body.

      I make it to the top and roll over the ledge, flopping on my back. My chest heaves, and my muscles tremble. Saint falls to the grass beside me a moment later, and we both stare at the clear sky.

      “Was that enough of a thrill?” I ask him eventually.

      He lets out a loud exhale. “Jumping wasn’t nearly as much as kissing you.” He twists onto his side and rises on an elbow so he can see my face. “Or seeing you fight.”

      I glance away.

      He reaches out carefully and touches my lower lip. It hurts from being split open earlier. He shows me the red on the pad of his finger. “Tasted a bit of that. I want to taste it again.”

      I run my finger up his arm. “Do it, then.”

      Saint doesn’t need more prompting. His hand comes up behind my neck and lifts me toward him. Our lips meet.

      I taste the blood now, too, and my body tingles. His thumb rubs a circle just under my ear. I nip his lower lip, sharp enough to elicit a groan from his throat. Hard enough to make him bleed, too.

      He presses harder into the kiss, lowering me back to the grass. His tongue prods the split in my lip. The metallic taste is on both our lips, mixed with saltwater.

      We shouldn’t be doing this.

      I shouldn’t be kissing a stranger—even if I think I know him.

      I push him back slightly, and he easily flops onto his back beside me again. Our breathing is ragged.

      He exhales. “Let’s find clothes, shall we?”

      He doesn’t wait for my answer. Instead, he hops up. He grips my hands and pulls me to my feet, eyeing me with a weird expression. He doesn’t release one of my hands, either.

      I’m freaked out by his casualness. By his willingness to stay with me.

      We slip back into Olympus unseen and go into the training room. There isn’t much here, though, and I turn back to face him.

      Just in time for his wet shirt to smack me in the face.

      I grab it and gape. Who knew Saint Hart was hiding washboard abs all these years? I mean, damn. And, even more shocking, he’s covered in tattoos. His chest, all the way down into the waistband of his pants. The inked sleeves stop mid-forearm.

      “You might not’ve been such a loner if you took your shirt off more,” I breathe.

      He laughs. He tears the mask from his neck and drops it to the floor, then kicks off his shoes. His hands go to the button of his pants. “Trick or treat?”

      I roll my eyes, but on the inside? Slightly dying of mortification. “Just because it’s Halloween doesn’t mean you have to be corny.”

      He grins. “Take off your clothes, Elora.”

      “Nyx,” I automatically correct.

      “Goddess of the night.” His gaze sweeps up and down me. “Why did you pick that?”

      I shrug, unwilling to get into the details. “Maybe I’ll tell you one day.”

      He pushes his jeans down and steps out of them. His black boxers are stuck to his legs. My cheeks heat, but I don’t look away from him. We’re out of reach of each other, but I feel like his gaze is a touch all its own.

      “What do you want, Nyx?” Saint circles around me.

      I shiver.

      What do I want?

      I told Hades I wanted more.

      But more… what?

      The lights go out, plunging us into darkness.

      And, inexplicably, here is where I find my courage. But it feels right, too. Everything is clicking into place. The fight, the bruises that pulse with pain, the water droplets on my skin. The cold night air and the darkness and all my fear and hope… it all binds together.

      “I want you.”
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      Rebirth.

      That’s what I imagine is happening to me.

      Saint is a lucky coin toss. A shot in the dark from Hades, a more he might not have even known I needed. A favor from the gods, as they said. I didn’t know what I was going to get when I asked for more.

      Maybe I would’ve said, if pressed, more nights like this.

      I strip off my shirt and sports bra. My boldness might be my undoing, but I toss the wet fabric away from me and smile at the smack of it hitting the tile. I shove my leggings off and kick them away, too, then spin toward where Saint last was.

      I reach out and step forward, my fingers leading the way.

      They touch cool, wet skin. I shiver. The darkness seems to heighten my other senses. Our breathing, my pounding heart. The chill in the air.

      A hand runs along my forearm, tracing up to my shoulder. It moves farther back, curling around my neck.

      We don’t speak, but his ragged breathing belies his excitement. Mine mirrors his, I’m sure. He pulls me closer to him, and my arm folds in. My bare chest brushes his, and he inhales sharply. I lean forward and kiss his chest, then up. His collarbone. His throat. His pulse hammers just under the surface, and I dart my tongue out to taste the mix of saltwater and sweat. I explore him with my touch, trying to get a better sense of him.

      His hand remains curled at the back of my neck, and his other glides down my side. I reach his jaw. He lets out a quiet groan when I suck his earlobe into my mouth and bite. He shifts his hips forward, and his hard length presses into my hip.

      He grips my hair suddenly and pulls, directing my mouth to his.

      Our lips touch again, and I’m a goner.

      There’s an ache in my chest that hasn’t been there all day. It’s akin to the anxiety I would feel walking into school every morning, but now I long for something that’s right in front of me.

      He nips my lower lip, reopening the cut, but the taste of blood only spurs him on. We clash frantically. He lowers me down until my back hits the mat. I have an out-of-body experience where I swear I can see us, like a bird’s-eye view, before I snap back into myself. I never would’ve guessed I’d be here tonight, with Saint, experiencing… this.

      I have a confession to make.

      I’ve lusted over Saint for too many years. All through school. I haven’t seen him since we graduated. Haven’t seen… anyone, really. Elora Whitlock likes it that way.

      But Nyx has a different opinion.

      Saint shifts again and nudges my legs open. His lips leave mine, and he moves down my body. He presses reverent kisses to my skin. He cups my breast, and I arch off the floor. He brushes his thumb over my nipple. I huff, trying to hold on to my composure. And then his mouth… his tongue. His teeth. Lightning strikes in my mind, obliterating everything else.

      He travels farther down, pausing at my panties. I’d forgotten about them.

      I stare up, unable to see even an inch in front of my face.

      The rip startles me.

      His breath against my core is another surprise.

      Then it isn’t just his breath but his tongue, and I jolt. My thighs tense, and he grips my hips to keep me in place. I’m not allowed to retreat, although every move has me fighting the urge to say something.

      Whether to beg him to continue or stop, I haven’t decided.

      He latches on to my clit and sucks.

      I buck against his face and tip my head back. My mouth opens in a silent moan, and I lose it when he thrusts two fingers inside me. I groan through my orgasm, clenching around him.

      Fuck. I’d give anything to see his face right now.

      And then he’s shifting, climbing back up my body, and he whispers, “You taste fucking amazing.”

      Well, damn, if that’s not the hottest thing to come out of his mouth.

      And then he nudges my legs wider and aligns himself. I grasp his biceps.

      He pauses, waiting. His muscles tremble slightly.

      Oh. He’s bare. I might be insane, but I don’t give a shit. This thing between us is raw, so why can’t the sex be raw, too? And perhaps in the most heroic move, he’s waiting for permission.

      “Saint,” I say as evenly as possible. Still, my voice is breathy. “If you don’t fuck me right now…”

      “Thank fuck.” He slams into me.

      He fills me completely, larger than I anticipated, and I dig my nails into his arms. With the spike of pleasure is a bite of pain. He stills for a moment, then slowly withdraws. He thrusts back into me just as hard. My body slides up the mat.

      I find his face and pull him down to kiss him again.

      He fucks me like he wants to torture me. Slow and steady. I rise to meet him. Lock my ankles behind his ass. His tongue sweeps into my mouth, tasting me. I taste… myself. I’m on his lips and tongue.

      I bite his lip hard enough to draw blood.

      Fair is fair.

      It unlocks something in him.

      Some of that savagery he was talking about earlier.

      It’s okay—on another level, I know I want this however he gives it to me. It’s exhilarating to be all-in without knowing the destination. To be so utterly lost without a care.

      He slips his hand between us and rubs my clit. The combination is too much, and I gasp when another climax hits me. He hisses a groan in my ear, his face beside mine, until my limbs relax.

      And then he pulls out of me abruptly and sits back. He pulls me with him. It takes a moment to orient myself again in the darkness, and I curl my legs.

      “Tap if you’ve had enough,” he warns. He sounds higher than me now.

      “What—”

      The head of his cock touches my lips.

      Ah.

      Another pulse hits my core, and I open my mouth. He’s still tracing my lips, taking his time. I dart my tongue out, tasting him. Fuck, he’s huge.

      “You’re going to swallow every last drop,” he groans.

      I raise my hands and tentatively hold on to his thighs just as he pushes into my mouth. I open wide and let him infiltrate me, suppressing my gag reflex. He pulls out slowly, then back in. So deep he hits the back of my throat.

      I suck around him, my tongue swirling. He hisses out a breath. I don’t know why that sound undoes me, but it unleashes  something wilder in me. I reach up and cup his balls.

      His fingers slide into my wet hair, holding my head still.

      “My control is gone.”

      I squeeze his leg with my free hand. Just do it, I’d say, if my mouth wasn’t full of him.

      I’m too turned on by this to care that before today, we haven’t spoken more than a handful of words. And even today, we haven’t said anything all that meaningful.

      Does it matter?

      It’s a night.

      It’s a thrill.

      He fucks my mouth until I can’t breathe, and tears stream down my cheeks. I hold his legs and refuse to tap out, high on the adrenaline rush. I suck blindly and focus on not gagging, and then he stills. His fingers tighten in my hair. His cock jerks, and his seed spills down my throat. I swallow around him, and when he retreats, I lick my lips.

      This is probably one of the wildest things I’ve done.

      The whole night, but this tops it.

      “Is your phone in here?” His voice is low.

      “No.”

      He grunts.

      The lights above us buzz, then slowly flicker back on. Weird freaking timing, if you ask me, but I don’t comment on it. It could be… I don’t know. Faulty wiring in this old building? The grand opening of Olympus is bound to have some kinks that need to be worked out.

      I stand and rub the back of my hand across my mouth. Saint climbs to his feet, too, and my gaze automatically drops to his cock.

      Yep, about as big as my imagination warranted. My cheeks heat.

      He smirks and saunters forward, brushing a lock of my hair away from my face. It’s still wet, half-contained in the slipping braids, but he tucks the piece behind my ear anyway.

      “Was this…” I clear my throat and glance away. “Was this orchestrated?”

      He frowns. “No, Elora.”

      I nod slowly, unsure if I believe him. I want to think this was happy circumstance, fate that Hades told me to enjoy my night as Saint approached. But the cynical side of me knows better.

      “Clothes,” I mutter. “I really need something other than a wet sports bra.”

      He nods and glances around. My eyes keep going back to him and the tattoos all across his skin. I want to comment on it, question it, but I keep my lips sealed.

      And then he flinches.

      I follow his gaze to the door.

      It’s closed, although I can’t remember if we had left it that way, and someone’s scrawled a message in dripping red paint. I venture closer, stopping just in front of it.

      “Was this here? Did we miss it?” I touch the paint, and my fingers come away red. I jerk back.

      Saint grabs my hand and guides me away.

      They wrote my name on the door. Elora—Nyx. Not this person I’ve been trying to turn into tonight.

      I’m yanked right back into my old self, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      The message, as short as it is, feels threatening.

      You’re done, Elora.

      “You’ve always been a fighter,” Saint says in my ear. “That? That’s someone trying to fuck with you. Don’t let them succeed.”

      Unbelievable.

      “I live with my mom.” My voice is wooden. “I’ve been working, trying to crawl out of the debt her boyfriend put us in before he ditched us. Credit card interest is a real bitch. I have no plans on going to college or getting out of this shit town. This is the first thing that I’ve—”

      “Stop.” It comes out strangled. “Jesus, Elora. You’ve been carrying that alone?”

      I nod and brush my fingers off on my thigh, then step away. I can’t look at it anymore. And I need fucking clothes.

      And, miraculously, we find some. A duffle bag left in one of the corners, presumably by one of the fighters. Saint digs through and hands me a black hoodie. It’s huge on me, hitting mid-thigh, so it’ll do.

      He finds a pair of black briefs and tosses those to me, too.

      I frown. “Are these clean?”

      He chuckles. “They were folded, so… probably?”

      I shake my head and pull them on. It’s a better option than wandering around in just a t-shirt.

      Saint pulls a t-shirt over his head and gray joggers. I eye him and ignore the awkwardness. It’s probably just me, right? I don’t know why I admitted those things to him. And I have to resist the urge to turn around and look at the door again.

      “Saint…” I bite the inside of my cheek.

      He glances at me.

      “Was someone in here with us? Did they write that while we…?”

      “I don’t know.” He straightens, alarm flashing in his eyes. He takes a harder look around the room, but nothing seems amiss to me. “Maybe.”

      A shiver racks up my spine. “We should get out of here.”
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      We searched Olympus for any sign of red paint, or someone who might have any type of grudge against me, but there’s nothing. No other messages, either. Nothing strange at all—well, if you don’t take into account the fact that we’re approaching midnight on Halloween.

      “Did you get the additional invite?” Saint asks me.

      We leave the building and head across the lawn, toward the forest. There’s a huge bonfire burning near the tree line like a homing beacon.

      “The one that said there would be a game after the party? It was just a handwritten P.S. on my invitation.” I’m no longer cold, and the aches and pains have temporarily receded. The bruises and split lip that throbbed earlier have faded into the background, too.

      “What do you think it is?”

      That’s a great question. “I don’t know.”

      He takes my hand and squeezes it. “Whatever it is, maybe we should stick together.”

      I eye him. “Why?”

      “What if there’s a prize?” Saint winks. “We could split it.”

      We reach the fire, and I’m saved from answering him when someone approaches us. Hercules. He’s taller even than Saint, and that truly puts it into perspective.

      “Good fight, Nyx.” He offers his hand.

      I release Saint to shake it, and the huge man pulls me forward.

      “Don’t think you’ll be so lucky next time.”

      I frown. “What makes you think there will be a next time? Who would want to see me beat you twice?”

      Hercules lets go of me like my skin burns, giving me an annoyed look before stalking away. I watch him head back to a group of girls who seem happy he’s returning. At least someone wants to talk to him.

      Saint chuckles. “You know how to offend.”

      I shrug. “I don’t like being manhandled.”

      “Hmm. Seemed you liked it just fine a little while ago…”

      I glance away, my face on fire. It just makes him laugh louder.

      Tem stands near Apollo, their masks still in place, and the night snaps back into my thick skull. I touch my bare cheeks. Damn it. So much for anonymity. This is a small town. Any of them could recognize me and bring it back to my family—or worse, the Titans.

      What would they do if they knew a fighter had been sitting under their noses this whole time?

      Saint’s face is revealed, too.

      I curse under my breath and turn back for Olympus. “Saint. I need my mask. Right now, before someone sees me—”

      “Hey.” He grabs my hand and tugs me to a halt. “Slow down.”

      I shove at him. “I can’t just walk around and let everyone know who I am. Do you know what that would do to my mother if it got back to her? Let me go.” I don’t mention my father—or worse, Mom’s boyfriend who would love another opportunity to use us for money.

      “Elora—”

      I jerk away from him and run back to Olympus.

      This fear is new. It rises over my head, quickly spiraling out of my control. The worst part is, I know I’m being irrational. That there’s probably a slim chance of anyone caring that I’m here. But I care. Isn’t that enough?

      We left our masks and wet clothes in the training room.

      I race down the now-familiar halls and step inside. I snatch my mask off the floor and grab Saint’s after a moment of hesitation.

      The door I just came through slams shut.

      I flinch, but I’m alone.

      The lights flicker.

      I rush to the door and yank on it, but it doesn’t budge.

      A chill sweeps through me. I pull on it again, but the knob doesn’t even turn. The door rattles in place.

      Trapped. Shit.

      “Hello?” I bang on the door. “Is someone out there?”

      Nothing.

      The lights flicker again, then go out.

      I press my hands to wood. It’s still tacky with wet paint, but I ignore that to pound on it. “Let me out!”

      A low laugh comes from somewhere behind me.

      My throat closes.

      I’m not alone.

      It could be whoever painted the threatening message. Someone who never left Olympus and evaded Saint and me.

      The lights come back on, and I blink at the two people in front of me. A girl and a guy. They’re in the center of the room, looking just as confused as me.

      No one I know, though.

      I tie my mask back on and straighten. “What are you doing in here?”

      The girl flinches. “We just did as we were told,” she says. “We were told to find you.”

      I narrow my eyes. “How did you get in, though? I’ve been in front of the door the whole time.”

      The guy steps in front of her. “Let’s go easy on the accusations, huh? How about you? Why are you here?”

      I scoff. “I came to get my damn mask—not that it’s any of your business.”

      An alarm goes off. Not a loud one, but all of us jump nonetheless.

      There’s a phone between the guy and girl and me, on the floor, and it’s ringing.

      “Are you going to answer that?” the girl asks.

      I squint, then leave my position at the door and swipe to accept the call from a blocked number. I put it on speaker.

      “Hello?”

      “Someone close to you is missing,” an automated voice says. “You have until midnight to find them, or you might never find them again.”

      A hissing sound comes from above us.

      White smoke descends.

      I lift the front of my hoodie, covering my nose and mouth. I don’t know what it is—maybe just dramatic effect or a drug of some sort—and I really don’t need to find out. I take a deep breath and hold it before the smoke reaches us.

      The girl immediately screams, and she runs past me for the door. The room fills with the white smoke—it’s more like fog, curling around us. My lungs ache with holding my breath, but I refuse to breathe it in.

      “It’s just meant to scare us,” the guy says faintly. “It’s okay, Claire.”

      The door swings open, and the girl practically falls out into the hall.

      I follow, stashing the phone and ducking out into the fresh air. I hurry well away before I inhale.

      The guy is slower, and his steps thunder on the marble. He reaches toward the wall, staggering forward.

      “What the hell is this?” the girl screams.

      She grabs the guy’s hand and tries to drag him forward, but he’s struggling. His balance seems shot. She swats at something in the air. He falls face forward and hits the floor like a felled tree.

      Well, fuck.

      “Come on!” I pull her with me through the main room. None of it feels safe, so I keep going until we’re outside.

      She immediately jerks away from me. “Why did you do that?”

      I wince. “Because you were being an idiot.”

      “I didn’t want to leave him—”

      “Then you’d be in the same condition.” I cross my arms. “I mean, sure, if you don’t care about the game? Or whoever close to you is missing?”

      “Get fucked,” she hisses. “God, it was probably part of it. You don’t have to be such a spoilsport.” She glances around, seems to pick a direction, and rushes away from me.

      You know what?

      Good riddance.

      I take a look around, myself. The bonfire near the forest is still burning, but now there isn’t anyone around it.

      Someone close to me is missing.

      I almost laugh. No one is close to me.

      But then Saint fills my head, and I grit my teeth. Was that Hades’ intention? Not part of my favor—just setting me up for this game? What’s the point of participating if I’m not close to anyone? If I can’t have a little fear with my pleasure?

      Or you’ll never see them again.

      Fucking hell.

      Olympus is deserted. The music has stopped, and only the faint whistling of the wind registers. No one’s yelling or searching. Not even that girl who left my side.

      It’s just me.
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      It’s like everyone just… vanished. I circle the huge building, then pick my way back to the fire. Empty cups litter the grass.

      “Fucking creepy.” I kick one of the cups and send it flying toward the fire. “Some game. No rules. No direction. Just send us off—”

      “Are you talking to yourself?”

      I whirl around.

      Artemis comes up beside me and stares into the fire. “I don’t blame you. Those fucking geniuses have created a hell of a puzzle.”

      “Are you playing?”

      She laughs softly. “Everyone is playing, Nyx. But time is running out.”

      I stare.

      “Have you thought about the forest?”

      My gaze moves past her, to the giant wall of shadows. In truth? Nope, it didn’t cross my mind. But now that she says that… of course they’re in the forest. A creepy, dark place on Halloween night.

      “How the hell am I supposed to find him in there?”

      She grins. “I don’t know, but I’m curious to see.”

      My stomach flips.

      “Okay.” I’ve just got to do it. I’m not afraid, exactly. More… averse to darkness. Except when Saint was touching me only an hour ago. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Some went north, along the cliffs.”

      “And the rest?”

      She motions to the trees.

      Right.

      “Come on. I’m looking for my brother—so we can search together. Maybe one of us will get lucky.” She nudges me.

      I nod along. I don’t really know her, but some sort of friend to lean on might make it easier. We head to the tree line, and the farther we get from the fire, the colder I get. My hair is still damp from the swim, and my bare legs aren’t cutting it anymore. Not to mention my wet shoes.

      Ignore it, I tell myself.

      There’s a narrow trail that disappears into the woods. She goes first, and I take a deep breath before letting the shadows swallow me whole.

      Immediately, I’m assaulted by the smell of smoke. I cover my nose and mouth with my sleeve, fighting a cough. Tem seems unaffected, continuing forward like nothing is wrong.

      My imagination.

      No—worse. Memories.

      My heart races, and my body instantly goes clammy.

      I fall to my knees and put my head down, trying to regain control over myself.

      This is ridiculous. He’s gone. Banished from my mind. Why does the smell of smoke, walking through a forest, drag everything back up?

      Those days were at the forefront of my mind earlier, too. When I was fighting Hercules.

      No one will find you, he whispers. It’s okay. It’ll just be you and me.

      I fought. I wasn’t successful.

      I was a kid. A teenager, but still a child in society’s eyes.

      My mouth opens and closes, but no sound comes out. A silent scream echoes in my head.

      I was taken from school by my classmate’s father. A classmate who was a friend… until I was found in the woods two days after I went missing. My accusation was apparently unfounded, because the person who took me dosed me with a hallucinogenic.

      My testimony was unreliable.

      The person I accused had an alibi.

      “Get up,” I mumble to myself.

      I’m stronger than my past. I just beat a man who calls himself fucking Hercules and jumped off a cliff with an almost-stranger. I am Nyx. Not Elora. Not the broken girl who’s been trying to escape.

      This is a life I can take hold of once and for all.

      I rub my eyes through the holes in the mask, my fingers coming away wet with tears, and push myself to my feet.

      When I regain my composure and look around, I’m alone.

      Artemis is gone—but maybe she was never there to begin with. I sway as the trees seem to move.

      Maybe the smoke did affect me belatedly.

      Maybe I am hallucinating.

      I follow the path onward, determined to at least find someone. Saint, if I’m lucky. Another fighter or player in this game would do, too. Another human so I know I’m not totally insane.

      There are strung lights in the trees. They lend a little illumination, and I stumble along. The aches in my muscles have returned sharply, and I pause to catch my breath. There’s more light up ahead.

      Butterflies float over my head, landing on my shoulders and arms. I brush them off, out of my hair. This path is never-ending.

      “Nyx,” someone calls.

      I spin, but there’s no one there. The ground tilts, then rights.

      The light guides me to an old cabin. It seems deserted out here in the middle of nowhere, but I don’t trust my eyes. The porch is dark—the light I saw comes from the two side windows. There are curtains across the glass, though, that mask what’s inside.

      I climb the steps and go for the door. The knob turns easily, the door swinging inward. I step inside, raising my hand to block the light bulb’s harsh glare. The walls shake. There’s a hole in the middle of the floor that widens. The floorboards crumble, the yawning pit races toward me.

      But there, against the far wall, is Saint.

      He wears a different mask. This one is white, and it covers most of his face. Just his strong jawline on one side is visible, and half his mouth.

      “What are you doing?” I grab on to the doorframe and pitch myself backward to avoid falling.

      The corner of Saint’s lip tilts up. “What are you doing, Elora?”

      It isn’t Saint’s voice.

      My body quakes against my will, and I lose my hold on the door. I fall backward. He strides across the dark hole in the floor and crouches beside me.

      “I’ve been waiting for you,” he says. “Didn’t think you’d make it.”

      I scramble backward and roll off the porch. I hit the ground hard, my breath forced out for a moment. Panic constricts my throat.

      The voice is too familiar. A thing straight from my nightmares.

      “What are you doing here?” I choke out.

      He follows me slowly, even as I scoot farther away. I should just get up and run, but my brain isn’t connecting to my muscles anymore. It’s like I’m on autopilot trying to get away from him, but escape isn’t registering.

      Fighting isn’t, either.

      “I saw you fight. I didn’t realize how skilled you were.”

      I say nothing. I can’t think of a single clever thing.

      His mouth pulls down. “And then I saw you with him.”

      Saint.

      “Reckless girl. You’re mine, and you let him do unspeakable things to you.”

      “So…” I wet my lips and ignore the possessiveness. “You drugged me.”

      Again.

      “I like playing games with you.” He steps lightly on my ankle, and I freeze. “The smoke, the hallucinations.”

      I shudder and close my eyes. The smoke was him. The paint was him, too. “I don’t want to hear any more.”

      “It wasn’t part of their game. But we’re not in their area anymore—we’re in Hell Hound domain. They won’t come looking for you.”

      Part of me hopes that none of this is real.

      That the hosts of Olympus have concocted a night made up of our worst fears.

      Maybe Saint is experiencing the worst trauma of his life, too, in another part of the forest. Not what I should be wishing for—but the alternative is that the man who kidnapped me when I was fourteen is now standing above me.

      “What was the smoke?” I ask.

      “A water-soluble drug in a fog machine.” The bastard is smug. His foot lifts off my ankle, and he crouches beside me. “What do you see?”

      Not as much as you’d like.

      “Butterflies,” I lie.

      He pauses, then nods. “Always were a romantic, Elora.”

      I reach out quickly and knock his mask off. It hits the ground and reveals the face from my nightmares. The paralyzing fear comes roaring back.

      “You shouldn’t have done that,” he scolds.

      He’s right—I shouldn’t have. Because now I can’t move. My muscles have frozen.

      “Why did you come to Olympus?”

      He tilts his head. “Luck. And it only took a little while to get my hands on what I needed. I missed some of the party, but what could I do? I haven’t seen you in years, and it brought back memories.” He traces the scar on my leg. “Did this hurt?”

      A broken leg in eighth grade.

      “Yes,” I whisper.

      He nods to himself. “It has to be done again, I’m afraid. To keep you from running.”

      “I won’t—”

      “You ran before,” he snaps. “I won’t let you get away.”

      I shudder. His obsession is mad.

      His hands on my leg, though, makes me want to scream. One above the scar, the other below. He’s going to break my leg.

      But I’m not the broken girl he knew. I’ve become someone else.

      Tonight is not the night to mess with me.

      Rebirth.

      Hadn’t I thought that already? Before Saint buried himself between my legs? More than that, though: the whole damn night has altered me.

      It took me from one version of myself right up to the edge of a new beginning.

      This is my trial by fire. Maybe not the intended path, but the necessary one. Nothing deadly was ever created without pain.
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      Time is running out.

      I run through the woods, my phone’s flashlight glancing off trees. There are smears of red paint on the bark that guide me along. Fucking Halloween. Everything seemed like a macabre illusion until Hades shattered it.

      It took us too long to realize Elora was missing.

      Hades announced the rules to his game shortly after she left to get our masks. The night was meant to be a scavenger hunt. There were tokens to collect around the sprawling property. Locked doors were to remain locked.

      But then the couple was found near the training room. The girl had Elora’s mask in her hand and babbled nonsense about smoke-filled rooms and giant snakes. Her pupils were blown out, the girl high out of her mind. And the guy beside her was unconscious.

      I think about what I know of Elora. She was a pretty, quiet girl with few friends at school. Kept to herself. Rarely spoke. I saw a likeness in her that immediately drew me to her. But my family…

      Stupid.

      My younger brother joined the Hell Hounds just before I graduated, and I would’ve joined him if my elder brother hadn’t put me to work in his tattoo shop. Idle hands and all that. He was able to get through to me in a way neither of us could reach my younger sibling.

      Elora lived in Titan territory. Even crossing through the neutral college district to get to school gave my mother more gray hair than any gang dispute in our neighborhood. Going further into what the Hell Hounds would call enemy territory would have risked everything for them.

      When I saw her fight, though… damn.

      Somehow, even with the mask and the name, I knew it was her.

      She still had that magnetic force about her.

      But now she’s gone, leaving a trail of red paint in her wake, and my desperation to find her is unfamiliar. Tonight is the first night we’ve spoken outside of school—and both of us graduated last year. I shouldn’t be so attached.

      I am, though.

      It’s undeniable.

      This is our moment. Like fate just plucked us both from the sea and put us together.

      A scream shatters the forest’s quiet, and I swear under my breath.

      I run faster, pushing my body to my limits. It took too long to make it to this point.

      Now, a light through a window glows between the trees. Someone chases after me, but I’m too fast. Adrenaline and fear urge me on, and I crash through the brush. There’s no path, and then I’m suddenly back on one. Only a few long strides farther, I burst out into a small clearing surrounding a cabin.

      I skid to a halt.

      Elora’s on top of a man, pummeling him. She’s screaming incoherently.

      Listen, I’m all for a fight—but the guy’s face is pulp. And somehow, I don’t think she wants murder on her conscience.

      I rush forward and grab her under her armpits, locking my arms around her chest and yanking up and back. Similar to the move Apollo used to get her off Hercules.

      Then, it was easy to tell that she had blown past her limit. She wasn’t fighting an opponent, she was fighting a nightmare.

      And something tells me that nightmare is on the ground in front of us.

      “Shh,” I say in her ear. “It’s okay, I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

      “S-Saint?” She goes limp in my grip, and I drag her farther away from whoever the fuck that is. “How’d you find me?”

      I shake my head and bite my tongue. She probably doesn’t want to hear that it was pure luck.

      The lump of flesh on the ground groans.

      “Can you stand?” I ask her.

      She puts her feet under her, and I slowly release her. She stays where she is, a vacant look in her eyes. I step forward and peer down. The man makes another low noise. Elora did a number on him. His nose is crooked. Cheekbone could be broken, at an angle and already swelling under the layer of blood. His eyes are swollen into slits.

      I nudge him with my foot.

      “He was the one who abducted me,” she says. “When I was fourteen.”

      Anger surges through me. If she hadn’t beat me to it, I would’ve put him in a similar state. I ball my fists and take a deep breath. We can’t… we can’t leave him here.

      “He drugged me.” Her voice is fainter. “I don’t know what’s real.”

      I go back to her.

      “Stupid bitch,” the man moans. He comes back to life, pushing himself up into a sitting position. “You’re not getting away with this.”

      Another person steps into the clearing.

      Hades.

      His mask is off, and I jolt with recognition. He meets my gaze, and I press my lips together. This is probably a rare occurrence, to catch him like this.

      “You violated Olympus.” His voice is ice. “Drugged my guests.” His gaze flicks to Elora, now under my arm again, and back to the man. “Hurt my fighter.”

      “You can’t do anything.” He chuckles and stands. It takes him forever to regain his feet. The man should be unconscious after what she did, but he… he doesn’t seem fazed. I spot the white mask a few feet away.

      He was at the fight.

      Watching her, no doubt.

      How deep does his obsession run?

      “I’ll be taking the girl.” He leers. Even his teeth are stained with blood. “This is Hell Hound territory, boys. So you can kiss my—”

      Crack.

      Elora doesn’t flinch, but I do. Hades pauses with his gun extended and smirks at me. Then he tucks it away, and the man falls backward. The hole in his head matches the rest of him.

      “Hades—” Elora starts.

      “Save it.” He stops in front of us and touches under her chin, lifting her face. She meets his eyes. “The big bad wolf of your nightmares is dead.”

      She winces.

      “When you’ve recovered from whatever he dosed you with, come back to Olympus. I have a proposition.”

      “Okay,” she breathes.

      “Until then… I expect Saint will take it from here?”

      I straighten and nod. My protective instincts rear up again, and I sweep Elora into my arms. Her red-stained, bruised hands curl in her lap. Hands that save her from whatever he had planned.

      “I’m taking you home,” I say in her ear. “Okay?”
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      The witching hour. My eyes stay on the digital clock next to my head.

      Apollo had shined a small penlight into my eyes and declared me lucky. The two who were in the room with me ended up at the hospital—I just inhaled a small amount, and my trip should be a short one.

      For the last three hours, I’ve willed myself to return to normal while Saint tended to my split knuckles and lip. The bruises all over my body aren’t just from the fight, but…

      A tear slips out, rushing down my temple and into my hair.

      “He’s gone,” Saint repeats. “Permanently.”

      It’s been a mantra.

      I squeeze my eyes shut. “No one believed me.”

      “I believe you.”

      I know. It’s on the tip of my tongue, but the words won’t come out. A lump forms in my throat. Saint had carried me out of the woods and put me in the passenger seat of his car. It’s hard to explain the hallucinations I was having. Just little changes to my peripherals. Men in white masks glaring at me. Spiders scurrying across the grass. Shadows where there shouldn’t be any.

      But at least Saint is real.

      “A fog machine. He dissolved LSD in the water mixture and…”

      I shudder, and Saint gathers me in his arms. He lifts me on his lap, guiding my head to his shoulder. I lean forward, resting my forehead in the crook of his neck.

      “Some days I feel too broken to exist,” I admit.

      He scoffs. “Not to discount that feeling, but you’re doing a damn fine job of existing. Even if Hades and I hadn’t shown up, you were going to survive.”

      “He wanted to break my legs.”

      He doesn’t say anything to that. What can he say? The asshole is dead. Shot straight through the head—that isn’t an illusion. Hades did that for us. For me, I think.

      “But I stopped him.” I reach the same conclusion I came to three hours ago. It was my trial to go through, and I defeated my demons.

      I trace one of the tattoos on his chest. The dragon blinks at me, and I smile.
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      Saint is curled around me when I wake up. He’s breathing deeply, his lips parted, and I take a moment to watch his face. He’s still here, even in the light of day. Halloween night at Olympus wasn’t entirely a deception.

      “You’re staring, Elora,” he whispers.

      I start. “Sorry.”

      His arm around my waist tightens. “How do you feel?”

      I wet my lips. “Parched.”

      He releases me, and I stand. Surprisingly, I don’t feel terrible. My body aches, but it isn’t that much worse than training days. My muscles are strong. And the drugs seem to have worked their way out of my system.

      We’re in his bedroom. The blinds do a crappy job blocking out the sun, the curtains left open. It’s surprisingly neat, though. Unlike my own room. I’m the tornado that sweeps through and upends drawers full of clothing to find the perfect shirt.

      Framed drawings on the wall next to the door catch my eye, and I ignore my thirst to study them.

      In turn, I feel his gaze on me.

      The pencil sketches are amazing. Flowers and animals, geometric shapes. Something that looks similar to Apollo’s mask, that rough bark texture. And next to them, a human skull with horns protruding from the top. Another type of animal skull with a long nose bone. They’ve been lightly colored in, golds and pale creams. The animal skull one has leather and feathers hanging down off of it.

      “You’re talented.” I clear my throat and gesture to the bark one. “This one is familiar.”

      “They’ll all be familiar soon enough.”

      I glance back at him.

      “They’re using my designs. I haven’t finished Ares’ yet.”

      “Hmm. And these?” I slide down a little to the flowers.

      “Some of my first tattoos.” He smiles. “Do you like them?”

      I don’t want to admit that his dragon tattoo, the grayscale beast that’s curled on his pec, featured heavily in my acid trip after they found me.

      “They’re beautiful,” I acknowledge.

      And then I can’t take it anymore, and I duck out of the room.

      His apartment is small and modest. The short hallway opens into a kitchen on the left, with a cutout above the sink to give a view out into the living and dining area. The far wall is mostly glass, sliding doors that open onto a little balcony.

      We’re not too high up, just a few floors, but I can appreciate being able to step outside without going to street level.

      I find two bottles of water in his fridge, then duck into the bathroom. I resist the urge to peek in his medicine cabinet and squirt a line of toothpaste onto my finger. It’ll have to do until I can get home, and I need the sour taste in my mouth to go away.

      Once I’ve cleaned myself up a bit, including taking the elastics out of my hair and finger-combing out the last remnants of braids, I return to the bedroom.

      He’s in the same spot, gaze on the ceiling. I circle to his side and hand him one of the bottles. He takes it and sits up, twisting the cap off and bringing it to his mouth. He doesn’t look away from me as he tips it back and swallows. My attention flicks to his throat, then back up.

      When he lowers it, he smirks.

      I turn away.

      “Is your hair naturally curly?”

      I drink most of the bottle of water before I answer. “It’s just the braids making it that way.”

      “Elora.”

      I flinch.

      “Do you… want to talk about it?”

      Not really. But I heave a sigh and face him again. “What do you want to know?”

      He pats the space beside him.

      And I hesitate.

      “Get your ass over here,” he demands. “We’re not talking about this with you across the room.”

      My eyes widen, and heat unfurls in my abdomen. I don’t like taking orders, but his voice just got deeper. And now my body is reacting some sort of way.

      I sit beside him, pulling my legs up and resting back against his headboard.

      “When we were freshmen at the academy, I was abducted by my friend’s dad. He kept me for two days in the woods.” I focus on my knees. “He got off on my fear, you know? He forced me to take hallucinogenic drugs and then…”

      His arm slides around my shoulders, and he holds me tightly into his side.

      “One chase led me to a group of hunters, and they took me back to civilization. Because of the drugs, no one believed I was being hunted—just that my trip made me think it. They thought I got high and wandered off on my own.”

      My throat closes.

      “You didn’t deserve that,” he says.

      I glance up at him. “He was at the fight, and… he said he recognized me. And he wanted to make me afraid again.” Quieter, “I was only with him for a short time but I felt myself shrinking again. After being Nyx had opened me up.”

      “You said he was going to break your legs.” Saint’s voice is steady, but I hear the barely suppressed anger behind it. “He didn’t want to chase you anymore.”

      “No.” He didn’t.

      Maybe it wasn’t about the chase, after all. Just the capture.

      “If it were up to me, I’d have kept him alive.” Saint’s fingers pinch my chin, turning my head so I have to meet his eyes. “I’d keep him alive because death is too easy. I’d flay him apart for touching you.”

      “We don’t know each other.”

      His harsh laugh comes out hollow. “Bullshit.”

      “Saint.”

      “You and I are meant to be.” He presses his hand to his chest. “I feel it. I don’t know why. I’ve been thinking about you since we graduated. It’s crazy. Fucked up. I’ve been twisted up about it since we first started going to school together.”

      Wow.

      “That’s why you kissed me in the water.”

      He nods slowly.

      “I… I’ve had a crush on you forever. It’s just…”

      “We were divided.” He nods once. “I know.”

      I lean forward and press my lips to his. He doesn’t move for a moment, and I count to three in my head before I withdraw. But then he catches my face and drags me back.

      This kiss is stronger, and he tastes like mint. I’m not sure when he snuck away to brush his teeth, but I’m not mad about it. I lean into him and let my mind go blessedly blank as he explores my mouth. Our tongues tangle, and I fight my urge to climb onto his lap.

      My phone vibrates once, then again.

      And again.

      I pull away, wincing, and reach for it. It only has a ten percent battery left, but it’s enough for now. I swipe to answer the call from my mother.

      “Good morning,” I say cheerfully.

      She pauses. Then, “Good morning? Elora Jane Whitlock, where are you?”

      “I, um, didn’t I text you?” I glance at Saint.

      His eyebrows are hiked up.

      This is my mother, I want to say. Instead, I put the call on speaker.

      “Oh, so you did.”

      “And I told you I was staying with a friend?” Because if she knew I fought, she might combust. “Then going to work.”

      Silence.

      “Sorry, honey, I just saw your empty room and was worried. It was Halloween, after all. Crazies are out that time of year.”

      She was one of the only ones to believe me when I was fourteen. Mom’s boyfriend was definitely in the she’s a drug addict and liar camp—which was the beginning of the end of their relationship.

      Several maxed-out credit cards later, he bounced.

      And that was the end of that.

      “I’ll be home later today.” Except, it doesn’t really matter. She usually works a three-to-eleven shift at the hospital. She’s had that shift for as long as I can remember, which means she was almost never there to see me home from school, and later, work.

      We’ve lived in different worlds for a while.

      Saint places a kiss on my shoulder.

      “I made a casserole,” she says. “It’s in the fridge. I’ll see you when I get home, if you’re still awake.”

      He works his way up my throat, and I angle my head to give him better access.

      “Love you,” she says to me.

      His lips touch my ear, and I shiver.

      “Love you, too.”

      I hang up and toss the phone aside. He’s moved back down again, sucking a spot on my neck that gives me goosebumps.

      “That feels good,” I breathe.

      He nips the spot, then soothes it with his tongue.

      Fuck it.

      I climb on his lap, swinging my leg over to straddle him. His hands immediately land on my thighs, pushing the hoodie higher. He releases my neck long enough to pull the sweatshirt over my head. My hands are still in the sleeves, though, and he gives me a wicked grin. He pins my wrists behind my back for a moment and peruses my naked chest.

      My nipples harden.

      “You’re gorgeous,” he says. “Absolutely fucking stunning.”

      I wriggle against him. “Saint, you’re killing me.”

      He gives me a look. “People are going to worship you as Nyx. Let me worship you as Elora.”

      I stop fighting him. He pulls me back a bit and dips down, taking my nipple in his mouth. I blow out a breath that’s half moan. It feels too good.

      He finally strips the sleeves off my wrists, freeing my arms. With his mouth on me, I don’t bother taking his shirt off the easy way. I rip it off.

      He jerks, then huffs a laugh against my breast. I peel the fabric off him and run my fingertips over the intricate tattoos on his shoulders.

      “I want one,” I declare.

      Saint nips my flesh, and my abs tighten. “From me?”

      “Yes.”

      He meets my gaze. “I don’t think I can bear it if someone else touches you. Even for a tattoo.”

      I smile. “Good, because I don’t want anyone else.”

      His lips slam back on mine. My lip splits open again, and the sharp taste of blood mixes on our tongues. He tears my stolen underwear off and lifts his hips. His hard cock rubs my cunt.

      I groan into his mouth.

      I shove his boxers down enough for his cock to spring free, then guide it to my entrance. He slides in slightly, then out. Again.

      “Saint, stop messing with me.”

      He smirks. “I’m bare. You—”

      “IUD,” I tell him. “I’m good. Please.”

      He thrusts in deeper, but still not enough when he withdraws. “Please, huh?”

      He holds my hips with an iron grip, keeping me from moving against him, and I grit my teeth to stop a whine from escaping.

      “I like it when you beg,” he says in my ear.

      He rolls us, and my head hits the pillows. He sits up straight and parts my legs, watching his length slide into me. He flicks my clit.

      I moan and fist the sheets at my sides.

      “Well?” He does it again, smirking when I clench around him.

      I stare at him and feel my self-control waver.

      He pushes in slowly, deeper, until he’s fully seated inside me. I roll my hips, desperate for the friction, and he tsks. “Elora.”

      “You want me to beg?” My voice is breathless, but it catches at his nod. “Please, Saint, fuck me until I can’t remember my own name. I need to feel you inside me.”

      He moves a fraction, and I release a frustrated exhale.

      “Saint,” I snap.

      He hums. “All right, goddess.”

      Everything clicks into place. His cock stroking me, his fingers on my clit. His lips on mine. For the first time, everything settles around me.

      It took Halloween at Olympus to bring us together—in more ways than one.

      And I’m never letting this go.

      Not if I can help it.
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12:00PM

        

      

    

    
      Saint parks his truck next to my car on the lawn at Olympus, then trails me up to the building. Hades had said I should come back when the drugs wore off. Well, I’ve been thoroughly examined by the man behind me and deemed okay to leave his bed.

      My cheeks heat if I think about it, so I push that aside.

      Hades, Ares, and Apollo are maskless today. They sit up near the cliff edge on Adirondack chairs, mugs of coffee in their hands. An insulated travel jug sits on the ground between Hades and Apollo.

      “Hi,” I call.

      Hades smiles faintly.

      They don’t appear how I imagined. Younger. They’re only a few years older than me. Handsome.

      Intimidating.

      His gaze moves past me to Saint, and the two share a look I can’t decipher.

      Ares motions to the two extra chairs, set up beside them like they anticipated our arrival. “Sit, if you want.”

      We do. I take the one next to Ares, and Saint sits beside Apollo. I glance at the three hosts of Olympus. They said they were worse than the gangs, but they don’t seem that way. They seem…

      “Don’t underestimate us,” Ares says quietly. “Everything we said last night is true.”

      I realize I don’t know their real names—and with sudden surety, I decide I don’t want to know. Some things are better off a mystery.

      “So, Elora Whitlock. You had an interesting night.” Hades appraises me.

      “As did you, I’m sure.” The bonfire is still burning in the distance, a smoldering pit with white smoke pouring into the sky. “After…”

      “After,” he agrees.

      I cross my arms over my chest. “What did you want to discuss?”

      Apollo leans forward. “You.”

      Great. “What about me?”

      “The crowd liked you. Nyx. Goddess of the night. Your mythological counterpart predates even me,” Hades says mildly. “Did you know that when you chose her?”

      I shrug. In truth, no. I hadn’t given it much thought. But my name means light, and I was desperate to have something the complete opposite of that. Now, it seems silly. My name isn’t my defining feature.

      “Here’s our proposition.” Hades drains the last of his coffee and sets it aside. His blue eyes meet mine. “Be one of our Chosen. Fight for us. Say, once a month. More, if you want, or less.”

      My eyebrows raise. “That…”

      “In return, we’ll pay you. Whether you win or lose.” Apollo grins. “What, don’t you think you’re worth that?”

      I scoff.

      “Think about it,” Saint says. His gaze on me is steadying. “They probably pay better than the part-time job you’re holding down now.”

      “How—”

      He smirks.

      Damn him.

      I stand. “Was this whole thing a setup? Some way to… I don’t know. Get me to comply? Give me him and expect me to do whatever you say? I’m nothing special. The sooner you get that through your thick skulls—”

      “Sit down,” Hades orders.

      I shake my head and head back to the car. This is ridiculous. I should’ve known when I saw the mask drawings on Saint’s wall that he was involved with them somehow.

      “Stop,” Saint yells. He chases after me and grabs my arm.

      I can’t do this.

      I twist, breaking his grip in a smooth motion, then shove him as hard as I can. He stumbles back and grimaces.

      “You stop.” I grimace. “I can’t just be jerked around by the four of you.”

      “It isn’t like that.” He comes closer, holding up his hands. “Please, just listen to them. How I feel about you isn’t an illusion. It’s the one part of the night that was real.”

      Tears fill my eyes.

      “If you’re lying…”

      “If I’m lying, you can kick my ass.” He gives me a soft smile. “I haven’t felt this way about anyone else, and I feel like I’m about to ruin it before we’ve had a chance to even begin.”

      I hate that I want to believe him. No—I do believe him.

      Fuck.

      I hold out my hand.

      He studies me for a moment, then takes it and walks with me back up the hill. I step back toward my chair, but Saint doesn’t release my hand. Instead, he sits and pulls me down on his lap.

      “Be straight with me.” I glare around at them. “Or I’m out.”

      There’s enough cash in my car… I could probably leave. I could at least attempt it.

      “Your mother’s debt will be wiped,” Hades says. “And you’ll be given a condo in East Falls. You’re a scrappy fighter, but let’s face it. Last night was luck. Samson underestimated you and made sloppy mistakes. You exploited them.”

      I stiffen. “You’re wiping her debt?”

      “And giving you a place to live.” He rolls his eyes. “And you’re going into training. Actual training, to stand a chance against the bigger fighters. Or anyone who isn’t a complete idiot.”

      “Why?” It’s the only question I can ask at the moment.

      Hades smiles. “Because we are worse than the gangs—but this town means something to us. And Olympus is the first step. But first steps are just that… it’s a beginning of a new era. And we can’t do it all on our own, as much as we want to. We need loyalty.”

      “Loyalty from me,” I clarify.

      Apollo grins. “You, Elora Whitlock, are valuable. Don’t doubt that.”

      “Plus, it’s personal for us,” Ares adds. “Sterling Falls needs new leadership.”

      Saint’s grip on my waist tightens. “They’re going to take over everything.”

      So… it’s better to be with them. That’s what I’m picking up on. But at the same time, I don’t feel cornered. Not like striking a deal with a Titan or Hell Hound. If I walk away from this, I could take my wad of cash from the fight and slip back into my regular life.

      But I have a feeling Saint wouldn’t be coming with me.

      “Define everything?” I ask.

      Hades’ gaze stays on me. “We’re going to run the gangs into the fucking ground. Sterling Falls will be ours… soon enough.”

      Shit. I imagine they don’t mean just whatever pots the gangs have their fingers in. They mean all of it. Cops, government, businesses. I try to picture one of them as mayor, but the image doesn’t quite stick. No, they’d rather be the master pulling the puppet’s strings. Big picture thinking.

      Or maybe they’d just rather destroy the system entirely.

      Anarchy.

      That could be an interesting twist of events.

      “Okay,” I say. “Can’t say I’d love to see Sterling Falls without the Titans looming over my neighborhood.”

      It was them that kept Saint and me away from each other. The fear they’ve instilled in Sterling Falls.

      I have a million more questions, but they all seem to clog in my throat before I can voice them. These three men are strangers to me. But they’re offering a lot. Not just freedom but a continued adrenaline rush.

      More fights. Enough money to support myself. And Mom, without her debt, can rest easy.

      “Fine. I’m in with whatever scheme you’re concocting—on one condition.”

      Hades raises his eyebrow.

      I hook my thumb back at Saint. “He stays with me. Package deal.”

      “You mean that?” Saint asks me under his breath. He holds me like he can’t believe I’m real—and, hell, this isn’t the first time today I wonder if I’m still hallucinating.

      “He’s in this, too. I saw his drawings. He’s working with you on Olympus, and that means you must trust him—at least a little. And I do, too.” I twist around and loop my arms around his neck. “I absolutely mean that.”

      Nothing worth fighting for comes without a fight.

      Hades inclines his head and reaches toward me. I shake his offered hand and smile.

      “Welcome aboard, Nyx.”
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            A FEW YEARS LATER

          

        

      

    

    
      The girl with the flower mask seems lost.

      I glance toward Saint in the shadows, waiting for me, and shake my head once. And then my gaze moves past him, to Hades. He should be preparing for his fight. But instead, he watches her from the entrance to the fighters’ chambers.

      Curious.

      Things at Olympus are never as they seem, and this girl seems innocent. And yet, she comes here wearing a flower mask.

      Tempting fate, maybe.

      She slips through the crowd, away from the fighting platform.

      “She one of yours?” I ask Apollo.

      He still grips my hand, keeping it raised in the air as we rotate for the crowd. Neither of us smile—but then again, it’s part of the personas we’ve created. Separate from our real selves. We didn’t know the price Olympus would exact from us until it was too late.

      They say the prize is a favor—but the real prize is walking away before Olympus drags you in… and you realize it isn’t the city of the gods but the damned underworld.

      He tilts his head, then catches my meaning. He nods sharply.

      Interesting.

      “Have you broken the news to your brothers that she’s yours?”

      “Nyx. Leave it alone.”

      Now a smile does break out across my face. I want to know more.

      “I’ve never seen you be so…” There is no so. Apollo is a blank slate behind the deer-skull mask Saint designed for him. Purposefully trying to keep me from prying. Especially in front of a crowd.

      Apollo drops my hand and kneels at my opponent’s side. He scoops her up and shoots me a scalding look, then hops off the platform and strides away.

      That’s one way to end a conversation.

      They’ve always been close. Hades, Apollo, and Ares, that is. I’ve never met a tighter-knit group—and I’ve never seen a woman come between them, either. Not in the years since Olympus opened and Saint and I became friends with them.

      I stop in front of Saint and grin. He wraps his hand around the back of my neck and pulls me into him. Our lips touch. I press up and deepen the kiss. Our tongues tangle, and heat flashes through me. He doesn’t mind the taste of blood between us. We both crave each other as much as that first night.

      “Are you going to tell me why you look so devious?” Saint finally asks in my ear.

      Three men.

      One innocent, oblivious girl.

      I can’t get it out of my head. Of all of them, I think I’m going to root for the underdog. The girl. If anyone can slip into their trio without destroying everything, it could be her. With a little push in the right direction, though… everyone could get a happy ending.

      I wink at Saint. “I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

      

      
        
        Stay connected with S. Massery. More details about Hades, Ares, and Apollo coming soon!

        http://smassery.com/links
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      Elijah's breath hit my ear as he held me immobile, his solid body hot against my back.

      "You’re not gonna try escaping, are you, baby?"

      A tear rolled down my cheek, and I bit down on my lip to stop a cry from escaping. I refused to let my tormentor think he'd won.

      "Hailey..." His fingers curled tightly around my throat, cutting off my air momentarily, before he released. I gasped for breath, then stifled another cry as his teeth clamped down on my earlobe. "You—"

      The words died in his throat as there was a loud thump, a crunching sound, and then a chilling scream.

      More screams joined the first, piercing the darkness, echoing in my ears, joined by shouts and cries. The pressure of Elijah's body against mine was suddenly gone as he ran for the door.

      Stumbling after him, my arms bound behind my back, I made my way towards the now-open door, guided by the orange glow that penetrated the darkness surrounding me.

      I faltered in the doorway, poised on the threshold as I took desperate gulps of air into my burning lungs.

      Then, I lowered my foot and stepped into hell.

      Flames raged, and thick smoke billowed into the night sky, choking the light of the stars. The cries and shouts grew louder as I drew closer to the group of people crowded around something on the floor, silhouetted against the fire.

      My mouth dropped open, and bile rose in my throat as my mind tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      Fallon, kneeling on the floor, screaming over and over, her eyes wild and unseeing. Some of the guys I'd gone to school with crowded around her with expressions of horror or fear on their faces.

      And in front of them all...a body, crumpled on the dirty ground, neck bent at an unnatural angle.

      Then the sirens sounded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        TWENTY-SEVEN HOURS EARLIER

      

      

      Idling at the lights, I glanced across at my passenger asleep next to me. Seventeen-year-old Fallon Hyde, curled up in her seat with her blonde hair fanned out across the black seat fabric and her head resting against the window, dead to the world. It had been a while since I’d seen her—she attended a boarding school up in the Cotswolds, but when she’d sent me a message asking if I could pick her up from the train station for a surprise weekend visit, I hadn’t hesitated. I’d always felt protective of Fallon. She was only a year younger than me, but there was something so fragile about her that made me want to wrap her up and protect her from the world.

      Fallon's older brother, Tim, had gone to school with me, but I tended to avoid him if I could. Not because of him, but because of his best friend.

      Elijah Ripley.

      When Fallon and Tim were little, people used to refer to them as “strawberries and cream,” on account of Tim’s gorgeous red hair and Fallon’s platinum blonde waves. Elijah, though...he was the darkness to their light, tainting their beauty with his decay.

      At least he was no longer in Alstone. There was no longer any danger of me running into my former tormentor, the boy with the dark hair, the cruel mouth, and the black soul. He was up in Edinburgh at university, but as far as I was concerned, the other side of the world wasn't far enough away. I was still reminded of my ex-next door neighbour every time I looked out of my window.

      I needed to get away from here, from the memories. But until I sold my late grandmother's house, I was stuck in Alstone.

      Shaking my head to clear my thoughts, I merged onto the road that would lead me to the Hyde mansion and turned up the radio slightly, hoping it would wake Fallon since we were nearing her house.

      It worked. Her eyes blinked open. "Where are we?" she asked, her voice soft and sleepy. Her blue eyes focused on the scenery outside. "Oh. Nearly home." There was a tremor to her voice that I put down to tiredness.

      "Happy to be back?" I shot her a smile as I pulled over.

      "I'm looking forward to seeing Tim and Joe." Unclipping her seatbelt, she reached for the door handle. "Thanks, Hails. I'll see you on Sunday?"

      I nodded. "Yeah. Take care of yourself, Fallon."

      She smiled as she got out of the car, and lifted one hand in a graceful wave as she headed off down the driveway of her mansion.

      Starting up the car again, I made my way back home.

      Night had fallen by the time I bumped up the driveway. My headlights illuminated the prominent "For Sale" sign, and I prayed again that it would sell quickly. Although the house was in Alstone, which itself was a desirable town to live in thanks to the elite families who resided there, my grandmother's house had fallen into disrepair over the years. I'd done what I could, but paying for her care towards the end had taken most of her savings, and she'd insisted on putting aside what was left to put me through university. Not that there was enough for that. My first semester's fees would be covered, but after that I'd be looking at loans, unless this house sold.

      My gaze was drawn to the house next door. Identical to my grandmother's in design—a huge red brick Victorian house, large bay windows at the front, except it was perfectly maintained. A soft glow of light shone from behind the closed curtains at the front of the house, and I stiffened, before reminding myself that Elijah was no longer around. Just his parents.

      Letting myself into the house, I stopped to flick on the small Tiffany lamp and drop my keys in the china bowl that rested on the mahogany console table. My trainers made a squeaking sound on the tiled floor as I headed down the hallway in the direction of the kitchen.

      When I pushed open the kitchen door, my breath caught in my throat.

      My gaze was drawn to the large pumpkin sitting on the counter underneath the window, savage slashes carved into the skin, depicting a grinning face. In front of it, resting on the wooden surface, was a note.

      I recognised the writing straight away.

      

      Happy Halloween, Hailey.
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      I was completely on edge after I'd found the pumpkin. Every sound in the house was magnified ten times over—I'd closed all the curtains and blinds, turned all the lights in the house on, and checked and double checked that the doors and windows were locked. I knew Elijah would get a kick out of seeing that he'd managed to get to me, but my only concern was keeping him out of my house. He was a psycho, and who knew what he'd do when I was home alone.

      Why had he come back? I needed answers. I'd sent Fallon a text to see if she knew what her brother was up to, but she hadn't replied, so my second option was to head to her house. Anything was better than staying here with the knowledge that Elijah was around—if not next door, he was somewhere in Alstone. And he'd been in my house, taunting me.

      Grabbing my bag, I left the house, locking the door behind me. I took the few steps towards my car, but I wasn't quick enough.

      Arms came around me, a hand clamping down over my mouth.

      My bag fell to the ground, and my entire body came alive.

      "Hailey. Just the person I wanted to see." Elijah's voice was low and silky, but it held an edge of menace. He pushed me forwards, up against the wall of the house. "You're not going to do anything stupid, like scream or try to run, are you?"

      I shook my head with some difficulty, thanks to his tight hold on my jaw. There was no point in screaming or running, the sick bastard would enjoy it even more. The best thing to do was to not give him any kind of reaction.

      "I missed you." He spun me to face him, his dark eyes glinting in the low light coming through the glass of my front door. "Did you miss me?"

      Deny, deny, deny. "No."

      "Hmmm." His head lowered as his hand went to my throat, holding me in place while his lips skimmed across mine. "What's this I hear about you going on a date? I hope it's not true. You know you're mine."

      What? How had he found out about that? It hadn't even been anything to speak of—I'd grabbed a coffee with the guy who worked at my gym. We hadn't even kissed, other than a peck on the cheek as I was leaving. "That was nothing," I managed, my lips trembling against his. "And I'm not yours, anyway." I wished with all my heart that those words were true, that I felt nothing for him.

      "You are mine." Straight white teeth dragged across my lips, stealing a breathy sigh from me that I desperately tried to stifle. "And I don't share."

      He replaced his teeth with his lips, a slow glide, before pressing his hot mouth more insistently against mine. In that moment, when I opened my mouth to him, I hated myself for being so weak. But I was already lost in his devastating kiss.

      Elijah Ripley had stolen my soul, and I was powerless to resist.

      "Did you miss me?" he asked again once he drew back, licking his lips. I stared into his eyes, into the black, fathomless depths, and a shiver went down my spine.

      "No."

      "Liar."

      When he took a step away from me, his hand dropping from my throat, I suddenly found I could breathe again. My hand went to the brick at my back, the rough surface grounding me. "What do you want?" Because I knew he wanted something.

      "You're coming out with me tomorrow. We have something planned."

      "Who does?"

      "Me. Tim. The usuals."

      So this was why he'd come back. Not because of me, but because of his stupid feud with the Four. I should've known; it was Halloween, after all. I relaxed incrementally, then his words sunk in. "I'm not getting dragged into your games. Leave me out of them."

      "Too late, baby. You're already involved." His smile was pure evil. "I need my girl with me."

      "I'm not your girl. You don't even live here anymore. We haven't even spoken to each other since the summer."

      Everything I was saying was irrelevant, other than my first point. I wasn't his. Yet he couldn't seem to grasp the fact that I wanted nothing to do with him.

      "Distance is irrelevant. You'll be with me soon enough." Wrapping his hand around my wrist, he tugged me into him.

      I gaped at him, unable to form words. Was he insane?

      "It sounds like you need a little reminder of who you belong to. Let's go." He tightened his grip on my wrist and began pulling me in the direction of his house, pausing only to swipe my bag from the floor. His grip became bruising as I attempted to yank my hand away, a dark smile curving over his lips. "Yeah, keep struggling, Hailey. You know it gets me hard."

      Thankfully he stopped at his car, rather than his house. Unlocking the doors, he tossed my bag inside, then motioned for me to get in. I knew that by giving into his kiss earlier I'd sealed my fate, so I climbed into his SUV without another word. I’d bide my time. For now.

      I ignored the whispered voice inside my head that reminded me that maybe I wanted to go with him.

      Elijah seemed to have had enough of talking too, because he started up the engine in silence, backing out of the driveway and onto the road. The streets were quiet, and inside the bubble of the car it was almost peaceful, except for the fact that I couldn’t forget who was sitting next to me.

      When we pulled up outside the Hyde mansion, I sighed, almost relieved that we would soon be around other people. I made the mistake of glancing over at Elijah as I did so, and he slanted a wicked grin at me. My stomach flipped.

      “Right now you’re telling yourself that you’re happy not to be alone with me anymore.” His hand slid onto my thigh, making my whole body tense up. “Why do you keep lying to yourself?”

      I ignored him instead of replying. Whatever I said or did, he'd only twist it to suit his narrative.

      He pulled his phone from his pocket, his thumbs flying across the screen as he sent a quick text. After a minute or two of tense silence, I breathed a sigh of relief as I spotted a flash of red hair, and Tim Hyde appeared from around the side of the house.

      He slid into the backseat of the SUV, shooting me a grin as I turned to face him. Despite the fact that he knew I avoided him as much as possible because of who his best friend was, he was always friendly when I saw him. How someone as nice as him had ended up being best friends with someone like Elijah Ripley, I'd never understand.

      "Hey, H. Eli."

      "Alright?" Elijah's expression softened almost imperceptibly as he met Tim's eyes in the rear-view mirror. That was the only time I'd ever seen any hint of softness in him—the rest of the time he was cruel, cutting, and callous.

      "Yeah. You? Ready for tomorrow?"

      "Where's Fallon?" I interrupted in an attempt to change the subject, not wanting to hear any details of whatever Halloween mayhem they were planning.

      Tim cleared his throat. "Uh, not sure. She went out a bit earlier, and I haven't seen her since."

      "Oh." Slumping back against my seat, I sighed. Elijah's dark chuckle came from next to me, but I turned my face to the side window. At least his hand was gone from my leg now, as he started the engine back up, moving smoothly away from the Hyde house.

      The headlights cut through the darkness as we left the houses behind, turning onto a long, winding road with tall hedges on either side that eventually gave way to a tree-lined lane, the surface bumpy under the wheels of the SUV.

      When the tall gates came into view, I sucked in a shuddering breath.

      Why were we here?
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      I brought the car to a stop next to the others. Tim immediately climbed out, heading over to our friends. Before I did that, I needed a minute alone with my girl.

      Hailey Dunn. Such an ordinary name for such an extraordinary woman.

      Before she had a chance to escape, I was out of my seat and around to her door, just as she was scrambling to get out.

      She fell straight into my arms, a shudder going through her small body as it made contact with mine. My dick swelled at the feel of her soft tits pressed against me, her lips trembling as her wide blue eyes stared up at me. Gripping a handful of her long, silky chestnut hair, I pulled, tipping her head further back so I could graze my teeth down her throat as I pressed her into the side of the car.

      "Elijah, stop." Her hands came up to my chest, but as usual, there was no real force behind either her words or her actions. It really fucked with my head, the way she constantly lied to herself, but I knew she wanted me. I could see the darkness lurking in those sapphire eyes. The darkness she tried so hard to suppress.

      But she couldn't suppress it forever. Hailey was just like me. Darkness called to darkness, and hers was a fucking siren call.

      "Come with me." Fuck my friends, fuck the plan, fuck everything else—I hadn't been near Hailey for almost three months, and I needed to consume her, to fill her up, to remind us both that she was mine.

      Rage lashed below the surface at the memory of her in the coffee shop with the other guy. I could see in her eyes that she'd been telling the truth about nothing happening between them, but the thought of her being with anyone else...letting anyone else touch her...

      Fuck. I took a deep breath, in, then out. Being so far away from her these past few months and not even attempting to contact her, even though I'd been keeping very close tabs on her, had been the hardest thing I'd ever done. But I'd done it all for her. Even if she didn't realise it yet, she would.

      Hailey was mine. The only girl I'd ever wanted, the only girl I ever would want. And I was never going to let her go.

      She allowed herself to be tugged around the car, away from the others, and into the cover of the trees that stood to the left of the property where we'd parked. Another sign that she was into this, despite her protests to the contrary. If she really wanted to get away, she'd be fighting a lot fucking harder. Hailey was strong.

      I pushed her up against a tree, out of sight of the property. It was so dark here that if the moon hadn't been out and so bright, I wouldn't have even been able to see her. Then I wrapped my hand around her throat, holding her in place, my other arm coming around her. Her heart was pounding beneath my grip, her shallow breaths fast against my cheek as I lowered my head to her ear.

      "Are you gonna be a good girl for me?" Without waiting for her to reply, I bit down, then swiped my tongue across the shell of her ear. Her body shivered, and my dick hardened even further, straining against my jeans.

      Her breathy sigh was all the answer I needed. Keeping my grip on her throat, I angled my thigh between hers and dropped my hand from her waist to her skirt, shoving it up. "Stay still."

      "Please, stop." Her voice was thick with tears and arousal, a combination that went straight to my cock as she arched into my touch, her pussy grinding against my thigh.

      "Is that what you want? You want me to stop?" I released her throat, taking a step back and holding up my hands. “Okay.” A smirk curved across my lips when just like I knew she would, she launched herself at me, unable to resist me. Whatever she told herself inside her own head,  deep down, she wanted me. Craved me. The release that only I could give her.

      I shoved her back up against the tree, pushing up her top and yanking down her bra, then closing my mouth over her left breast. A moan fell from her throat as I bit down, then flicked my tongue across her hardened nipple before I dragged my stubbled jaw across her skin to her other nipple. When her body shook against me, I raised my head, my hands going back to her skirt, ripping at her tights and underwear and finding her hot, slick pussy underneath. She whimpered as I thrust two fingers inside without warning, pumping them inside her once, twice, three times, before I'd had enough. I needed to be inside her, to fill her with my cock, feel her squeeze tightly around me, my sweet fucking addiction that I could never get enough of. My hands went to my jeans and I freed my cock, then lined her up, holding her in place with her legs around my waist and her arms around my shoulders.

      I slammed my cock into her, hard. She cried out, her legs tightening around me as I filled every inch of her with my thick length.

      "Eli, Eli, Eli," she chanted as I pounded in and out of her, biting and sucking at her throat, marking her so everyone would know that she belonged to me. Her nails dug into my back as she gasped out my name in a long, hoarse cry, her body spasming around me as she tipped over the edge, free-falling into her climax.

      That was it. I slammed into her one final time, then I was coming, my cock pulsing and painting her insides with my release.

      "Hailey." I buried my face in her hair, allowing myself a couple of seconds to let my guard down, before I straightened up, lowering her to the floor. Her tear-streaked face turned up to mine, her eyes wide and almost as dark as my own with her blown pupils. "Why do you fight me, baby? You know you belong to me."

      Her full, soft lips flattened, and her dazed, lustful expression disappeared in a blink. "I don't belong to you. I'll never belong to you, or to anyone else." She yanked at her skirt, trying to tug it down over the huge rip in her tights. "And why didn't you use a condom? I can't—what if you got me pregnant? What if you gave me a disease?"

      In an instant, my hand was around her throat again, and my body was pinning her against the tree. "Let me get one thing straight." I squeezed. "There's no one else for me. Ever. That means I'm not fucking any other girls. I'm not even letting anyone else near me. You—you are the only girl I want."

      "You're so fucked up." Her voice was a shaky rasp. "What's wrong with you? You know I don't want you."

      "As for your pregnancy comment..." My hand drifted to her flat stomach. "I know you've got the implant, so that's not an issue. But know this, Hailey, that will happen one day."

      She gaped at me. "How can you even say that? I hate you, Elijah. I loathe you."

      My lips curved into a slow smile. I stroked my thumb over her pulse point, beating wildly in her throat. "I'm patient. I can wait for you to stop lying to yourself. In the meantime, I'll play this game with you. But remember this..." I brushed my lips over hers. "You just came all over my cock, and when you did, you were calling out my name."

      Then I took her hand, pressed my car key into it, and left her alone.
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      My hands shook as I fished my phone out of my bag. At least now I was safely inside the car. Outside, Elijah, Tim, Tim’s older brother Joseph, and a group of their friends had disappeared, entering the large house that we'd parked in front of, and every now and then a sweep of torchlight would shine from the gaping holes where windows used to be. The property was an old Victorian manor house, set away from the main part of Alstone, alone in the countryside, bordered by farmland on one side and the trees on the other. The building was originally the landowner's, a lord who owned the surrounding farmland, but it had been condemned for as long as I'd known, something to do with subsidence. It leaned to one side, the walls crumbling under the pressure. How it had even lasted this long, I had no idea. By all rights it should have been demolished years ago.

      Whatever Elijah and his friends were doing here, it was nothing good. But as far as I was concerned, it didn't even rate on my list of problems. I'd truly thought that Elijah was gone, and now, seeing him back here, and what we'd done...

      The evidence of it was still there, between my legs. Hot, useless tears filled my eyes. What was wrong with him? What was wrong with me, that I gave into him like this? That something inside me craved it?

      I'd moved to Alstone when I was thirteen. My parents had passed away, and I'd come to live with my grandmother. The first time I'd seen my new neighbour cycling down his driveway, I'd stopped dead, struck by his gorgeous looks. But even back then, there was something about him that I knew was different. Something dark and dangerous.

      To anyone looking in, Elijah should have been a happy, loving person. His parents adored him, he was always surrounded by friends, and he did well in school without really even trying.

      He wasn’t happy, at least, not in a conventional way. The only times I'd seen him truly happy was when he was tormenting me. To begin with, I was flattered by his attention, welcomed it even, but as I saw my friends coupling up and the way their boyfriends acted with them, I realised that the way Elijah acted around me wasn't normal in any way. He'd torment me in school with crude notes and comments, and drag me into darkened classrooms so he could touch me. I always went back for more, as addicted to him as he was to me, despite hating myself for giving into him every time. I knew how unhealthy it was. He never treated me like a boyfriend would, was never soft, or caring, or loving. The last straw came when I found out he'd been breaking into my house to watch me sleep. It was at that point that I began to fear him, and I made an effort to stay away.

      There was no way to escape him, though. Other boys soon learned not to go near me when Elijah threatened them. I could have maybe asked the Four for help, since they had an ongoing feud with Elijah and his friends, but there was no guarantee that they’d do anything. They owed me nothing, and to be honest, they were just as bad. Caiden Cavendish, their unofficial leader, was an asshole, and his best friend, Zayde Lowry with his serial killer stare, scared me just as much as Elijah. Not only that, but to side with the Four was to side against the Hydes, and that included Fallon Hyde, who was my friend.

      Lost in my own thoughts, I didn’t even notice that Elijah had returned until he was sliding into the car next to me.

      “All done. You ready to go, baby?” He lay his hand on my thigh, and squeezed.

      “What were you doing? How long are you staying in Alstone?” The words tumbled from my mouth unchecked, but I kept my gaze on the windscreen, unable to look at his face.

      Starting up the engine, he ignored my questions, which just set me on edge even more. He pressed lightly on the accelerator, and I jerked. “What about Tim?”

      “Gone with Joe,” he grunted. That was the last thing he said before he hit the stereo and loud music blasted out of the speakers, effectively putting an end to any more talking. The whole drive home, he kept his hand on my thigh, only removing it to change gears. I couldn’t stand it—by the time he pulled into his driveway, I was practically vibrating with tension.

      When the engine came to a stop, swallowing us in silence, I unclipped my seatbelt as quickly as I could. Feeling brave at the sight of Elijah’s dad’s car in front of the garage, I grabbed my bag and shot out of the SUV as quickly as I could.

      As I slammed the door closed behind me, Elijah’s laugh followed me, dark and mocking.
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      I woke with a start, my heart pounding. Twisting in my bed, I fumbled for my phone, squinting at the screen.

      3 a.m.

      My gaze scanned the shadows in the room, but nothing looked out of place, not that I could see much with just the barest strip of light coming from the hallway. Closing my eyes, I curled back into my pillow, pulling my duvet up to my chin.

      A whisper of breath hit my cheek, and I screamed, my back arching off the bed as my scream was abruptly cut off by a hand clamping over my mouth and nose.

      “Shhhh…” a voice rasped right by my ear. The hand moved so I could breathe again, but remained right above my face, a warning.

      Eventually my gasped breaths grew more normal, and my panicked heart rate slowed. “Why are you here?” I asked the darkness.

      “Because I wanted to watch you sleep.” A hot, hard body settled next to me, and a finger lightly pressed down on the pulse point at the right of my throat.

      The realisation crashed over me all at once. This boy was so fucked up, and the worst thing was, I accepted it.

      What was wrong with me?

      “Elijah, you need to stop doing this,” I whispered, desperately trying to force conviction into my words.

      His fingers stroked through my hair. “I’ll never stop, Hailey. Never.” Then he replaced his finger on my throat with his mouth, pressing an open-mouthed kiss there. “Sleep, baby. I’ll be right here watching you.”

      The threat in his tone was clear. I squeezed my eyes shut, spinning away from him, but he slung a heavy arm over me, pulling me back into him. Through the thin material of my pyjamas, I could feel his hard length against my back, but he didn’t try anything. Just held me in place, trapped in his arms, unable to move, until I eventually succumbed to exhaustion and sleep dragged me under.
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      Lowering my phone from my ear and placing it on the kitchen table, I couldn’t stop the smile that threatened to overtake my face. Hope burst from my chest, bright and happy.

      My grandmother’s house had finally sold. According to the estate agent, it was a done deal, even though nothing was official yet. A cash buyer, new to the area and looking for a fixer-upper, they’d made an offer before they’d even had a viewing. They were keen to expedite the paperwork too, so all being well, I could be out of here in the next month or two.

      Then I could leave Alstone, and Elijah, far behind. It was a shame he was living in Edinburgh and attending university there, because of all the places in the world that I wanted to be, Edinburgh was right at the top. But Elijah was there, and therefore, I was going to make sure I ended up somewhere far, far away from there.

      This morning, I’d woken up alone. No sign of Elijah other than an indent in my bed, which I was thankful for.

      Except…I’d discovered something that I was sure he hadn’t meant for me to find. I’d been balancing on my desk chair, reaching onto the top shelf of my wardrobe for an extra blanket since there was a chill in the air, and I’d caught a glint of something metallic just above my head. Unable to reach up that high, I’d grabbed my phone and used the camera to look.

      A camera had been placed on top of my wardrobe, angled in the direction of my bed. It was coated with a thin layer of dust, so I could assume it had been there for a while. I immediately knew who had planted it there.

      There was only one person I knew that would do it. The one person who liked to watch me sleep. My fucked up, obsessive psycho ex-neighbour.

      It had taken a long time for my heart rate to go back to normal after my discovery. I’d been torn on what to do, but in the end, I decided to do nothing with it until after Elijah was gone, back in Edinburgh, almost five hundred miles away from me.

      Then I’d received the call from the estate agent, and suddenly the camera didn’t even matter to me anymore. I was almost free. I could leave as soon as the house sale was completed.

      I was in the mood to celebrate, and although most of my friends no longer lived in Alstone, having moved on to various universities around the country, Fallon was here for the weekend. Smiling, I picked up my phone again, and dialled her number.

      There were muffled noises when she finally picked up, like she was talking to someone else with her hand over the phone, before she spoke. “Hailey. Hi.”

      “Hey, are you free today at all? I got some good news and I feel like celebrating.”

      “Um…when?”

      “Whenever. I’m free all day.” As long as Elijah didn’t try to drag me into anything else. Maybe now he’d had his fill, he would get on with whatever it was he was here to do, and leave me out of it.

      The muffled noises were back again, then Fallon replied. “Do you want to get lunch? Meet at the Red Lion pub?” She named an out-of-the-way riverside country pub, about twenty minutes’ drive from Alstone.

      “Okay.” That actually sounded perfect. An out-of-the-way, cosy country pub was probably the least likely place I’d run into Elijah. “Is twelve-ish okay with you?”

      “Yeah. See you then.” She ended the call, and I glanced at the time. I still had around half an hour until I needed to leave to meet Fallon, so I decided to go for a drive. Elijah’s car hadn’t been outside when I’d checked earlier, but if he returned for any reason, I’d rather be far away.

      Killing time, I drove aimlessly, first heading down to the pier, then heading back up past Alstone High, then Alstone College, past the castle ruins that stood on the clifftop overlooking the sea, and finally taking the road that led to the riverside pub. As I pulled into the car park, there was a loud engine roar behind me, and a black motorbike appeared in my wing mirror. I was concentrating on parking, so I didn’t pay much attention, but the next time I looked up, the bike had disappeared, and Fallon was strolling towards my car, shaking her blonde hair out.

      “Was that you that just turned up on a motorbike?” I eyed her over the roof of my car as I locked the doors.

      She bit down on her lip, not meeting my eyes, before she gave a tiny shrug. “If I say yes, will you promise not to tell anyone?”

      I raised my brows, about to reply, then it hit me suddenly. My mouth dropped open. “Wait, was that Zayde Lowry’s motorbike?” I hissed, my eyes widening at the realisation. “Fallon!”

      “You can’t tell anyone, Hails. Please.” Her eyes were huge and worried, and I stepped around the car, placing a hand on her arm.

      “I won’t, but you’d better make sure your brothers don’t find out. They’ll kill you.”

      “I know.” Her voice came out as a whisper, and I sighed, sliding my arm around her as I steered us towards the pub.

      “I promise I won’t say anything, but I hope you know what you’re doing.” Because the anxious look was still on her face, I changed the subject. “I have some news that might cheer you up. I finally have a buyer for my grandmother’s house.”

      Her whole face brightened, just like that. “Tell me everything.”

      Once we were seated in the pub and digging into our food, we passed the time with her catching me up on school, and I in turn, shared some of the ideas I’d had about where I might live once the house was sold, and where I’d apply to go to university.

      “I thought your dream was Edinburgh?” Fallon sat back in the wooden booth, placing her fork on the side of her plate.

      “Yeah, but Elijah’s there.”

      “Oh.” She pulled a sympathetic face, but I knew she didn’t really get it. She’d been away in boarding school for a huge chunk of our time growing up, and Elijah had always put on a front, acting normal on the occasions we’d all ended up together in the same place. I’d told her bits about his behaviour, but I’d mostly kept it to myself because of the fact that he was her brother’s best friend. It wasn’t like she could do anything about it, anyway.

      Steering the conversation away from Elijah, I leaned my head back, resting it against the stone wall behind the booth. “Anyway, what are your plans once you finish school? Are you moving back to Alstone?”

      Her breath huffed out in a sigh. “I think so. I hope so. Maybe. Not…I don’t want to live at home. I’d rather have some independence.”

      I nodded. “I get that.” We lapsed into silence as we finished up the last of our drinks, both lost in our own thoughts.

      “Any plans for tonight?” she asked me as we split the bill, tapping our debit cards on the contactless reader that the bartender had passed to us. Her gaze went to the left, where the pub fireplace had been decorated with a garland of pumpkins in a nod to Halloween.

      Following her gaze, I shook my head. “Nope. My plan is to stay in, eat a huge bar of chocolate, and watch Hocus Pocus. You?”

      “Not sure yet.” She gave a graceful shrug of her shoulders, before sliding her leather jacket on. “Are you okay to give me a lift back to Alstone? I can call Tim, otherwise.”

      “Of course I can. We should make the most of this—by the time you’re back home again for Christmas, I might not even be living here.”

      “Don’t say that. I’m happy for you, but you know I’ll miss you.”

      “You have an open invitation to stay with me, whenever you want and for however long you want. Okay?”

      A small smile curved over her lips. “I’ll hold you to that.”

      We headed out of the pub, out into the crisp autumn air, and I wondered if this really would be the last autumn I’d ever see in Alstone.

      I hoped it would be.
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      Tonight was supposed to be about getting one up on the Cavendish, Lowry, and Drummond families, showing them that they were no better than us, but all I could think about was Hailey. My focus was split down the middle, and it was making my fucking head spin.

      Logically, I knew my obsession with her was wrong. Some might even say it was sick. But when had logic ever applied? When had I ever cared what others thought? All I knew was that she was mine, mine to fucking own, to take care of, to cherish in the only way I knew how.

      With her…I couldn’t help myself.

      I attempted to focus my attention on Tim’s older brother, Joseph, as he explained for the tenth time to Jason, a guy new-ish to the area who had quickly made friends with Tim, why we had a feud with the three richest, most powerful families in Alstone.

      “This goes back years,” Joseph was saying, his face creased in a scowl. “They monopolised the land and the local industry, forcing the Hydes to concede valuable assets.” His voice rose, and I could see the signs that he was about to go on another rant about how unfair it was, so I tuned him out.

      “But why are we involved?” Jason asked, when Joseph finally paused for breath.

      “Because we’re on opposite sides. It’s what we do.” Tim shrugged, giving him a wry smile. “When we get the better of them, it’s…”

      “Satisfying,” I interjected. My contribution to the conversation over, I found my thoughts wandering to Hailey. Again.

      When Joseph had disappeared and Jason had made plans to meet us later, my best mate turned to me. “Eli.”

      “Tim.” I matched his serious tone, sitting up straight on his bed.

      “You’re not…you’re not gonna drag Hailey into this tonight, are you?” His bright blue eyes were concerned as he studied me.

      “I need her with me. I’m going back to Edinburgh tomorrow; I have to spend as much time with her as I can.”

      “It’s dangerous.”

      “I know that. I’m not going to let anyone hurt her.”

      He raised a brow. “Except for you.”

      “Me? I’m not going to fucking hurt her. I love her.”

      There was silence for a while as he stared at me, but eventually he gave a defeated sigh. “Yeah. I guess you do, in your own obsessive, twisted way.” Rolling off the bed, he stood. “Just keep her out of the way of the Four. And—” He cut off whatever he was about to say with a wave of his hand. “Never mind.”

      “I will.” I would. Hailey wasn’t going to get anywhere near anyone except me. I didn’t even want those assholes looking at her. From the way Tim was still eyeing me with that look on his face, I decided it was time for a subject change. “Are you ever going to come and visit me in Edinburgh?” Sliding off the bed, I moved to the doorway.

      “Nah. It’s too cold up there.” His apprehensive expression disappeared, replaced with a teasing grin.

      “It’s Scotland, not the fucking Arctic circle.” Elbowing him in the side, I shot him a fake glare. “Soft southerner, that’s your problem.”

      “Takes one to know one.” He elbowed me back. “But yeah, I will. I want to check out those haunted catacombs. Maybe I can come up after Christmas. Celebrate Hogmanay.”

      “It’s a deal.” I stepped out of the door. “I’m assuming you have a plan to get the Four to the house tonight?”

      “Yep.”

      “Alright. See you later.”

      There were only a few hours remaining before the mayhem would begin. It was time for me to go and get my girl.
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        * * *

      

      Darkness had fallen by the time I arrived back at the house. Perfect. I rounded the side of Hailey’s house and using the key I’d cut for myself years ago, I let myself in via the pantry.

      My breath caught in my fucking throat at the sight of her standing in the middle of the kitchen, staring at me in shock. She was wearing thick tights with a black, long-sleeved jumper dress. Although her body was completely covered, the soft material clung to every single one of her curves. So fucking beautiful. So fucking mine. I wanted her. Craved her.

      I held back. There’d be time to savour her later.

      A small noise came from the back of her throat, her chest heaved, and just like that, my control slipped.

      “Did you miss me, Hailey?” Stalking across the kitchen to her, I crowded her up against the sink, grinding my hardness against her softness. Sliding one hand around the back of her neck, I angled her head to the side so I could drag my teeth along the curve of her throat.

      Just a taste.

      Except with Hailey, a taste was never enough.

      “Elijah,” she whimpered, the sound going straight to my cock. Her hands went to my chest to push me away, so I released my grip on her, grabbing her wrists instead.

      “I’m going to give you two options.” I lightly bit down on her earlobe, and she gasped, so I did it again. “Option one: you walk out of here with me and get in my car like the good girl you pretend to be.”

      “Wh-what’s option two?” she whispered, her heart pounding against my chest.

      Trailing my nose up her throat, I breathed in her scent, a combination of sweetness and spice that was so fucking addictive. “You know what it is,” I rasped against her skin, feeling her shiver beneath my touch. “What’s it going to be?”

      She was silent for a long time, but I could be patient.

      When her words came, breathed out on a sigh, they were worth the wait.

      “Option two.”
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      I knew that the second I said those words, I’d sealed my fate. Elijah wasted no time, either, his teeth clamping down on my throat, sucking a bruise onto my skin, then licked over the bruise. He hadn’t kissed me yet, and I craved the taste of his lush, sinful mouth against mine, even though I knew it was wrong. Even though I knew I shouldn’t want this.

      His grip on my wrists loosened, and I took my chance, twisting out of his hold and making a run for the front of the house. If I could just get outside, then I could escape.

      I was almost at the door when he yanked me back against him. “Hailey, Hailey, Hailey.” His voice was a soft caress. “Did you really think you could run from me?”

      Silky material slid against my hands, and it took me a minute to realise that he was binding them behind my back. I struggled against him, kicking out and catching his shin.

      “I fucking love your fight, baby.” His hand came up to grip my throat, the other around my waist, my wrists securely bound.

      Swallowing hard against his grip, I forced the words out. “Where are we going?”

      He reached out to open the front door, moving me with the press of his body and his tight hold on me. “Back to the abandoned house. The boys want to play a few Halloween pranks on the Four, and I said I’d help, but…” Pushing me up against the side of his car, he lowered his head to my ear. “I wanted my girl with me.”

      What? “E—”

      Cutting off my words with his hand over my mouth, he kissed the shell of my ear. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep you safe from the monsters in the dark.”

      Didn’t he realise he was the monster in the dark?
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived at the abandoned house, Elijah drove around the side of the crumbling building, parking out of sight of the main entrance.

      “What’s really going on?” I looked over at him, unable to move, my arms still bound behind my back.

      “I told you. The Four won’t be able to resist coming here, and we’re going to play a few pranks on them.”

      “You won’t hurt anyone will you?”

      “What kind of monster do you take me for?” He slid closer to me, unclipping my seatbelt and lowering his head to my throat. His hot mouth closed over my skin, and I couldn’t have stopped my shiver if I’d tried. My questions were all but forgotten as he palmed my thigh, placing open-mouthed kisses to my neck and then onto my jaw. When he eventually took my lip between his teeth, a whimper fell from my throat.

      “I wish you’d stop lying to yourself,” he murmured against my lips. “We’re so good together.”

      “We’re not, Eli. There’s nothing right about this,” I whispered, my eyes falling shut. “The way you are…it’s not normal. I don’t want this. I want normal.”

      His body stiffened against me, and he abruptly let me go. Then he was out of the car, and opening my door from the outside. He pulled me out, then came to my back, loosening the ties around my wrists, although I remained bound. “There. You can go.”

      I spun around, staring at him. “What? Just like that? How am I supposed to get home?”

      Our eyes met, and all I could see was darkness. His lip curled. “Not my problem, Hailey.” Moving around me, he disappeared in the direction of the house, leaving me alone.

      I knew he expected me to follow him. I could read him so well by this point. But I wasn’t going to follow him, just because he expected it. Instead, I glanced around me, thankful for the bright moonlight that illuminated the grounds. There was a small overgrown path leading into the trees, and just before the tree line there was the remains of a crumbling stone wall. I ducked down behind it and prepared to wait. I couldn’t go anywhere at the moment, and I didn’t even have my phone on me, so my best option at the moment was to stay somewhere away from the house, and watch what happened without being detected. I needed to get my arms free as well—I was sure the material was now loose enough that I could manage to get out of it.

      But for now, I watched, and waited, hidden in the shadows behind the wall.

      What could have only been a few minutes later, Tim showed up, along with a few of his friends. Another car followed behind his, bumping up the track and coming to a stop behind Tim’s car. The new arrivals disappeared inside the house too, and I caught glimpses of torchlight and the glow of flames from inside. Smoke curled from one of the crumbling chimneys, so I deduced that someone had lit a fire inside one of the fireplaces.

      For the first time, I felt real fear. A premonition. Climbing to my feet, I took a step back in the direction of the house.

      There was a roar of engines, and a motorbike came rumbling up the track, followed by a black SUV. Ducking back down behind the wall, I watched as a group of guys climbed out, all in black hoodies, their eyes shadowed and skull bandanas covering their mouths.

      The Four had arrived.

      “Seems suspiciously quiet.” The driver of the SUV, who I knew was Cassius Drummond, although I couldn’t see his face, spoke up.

      “We knew it would be a setup, but we’re prepared.” That was Caiden Cavendish, their unofficial leader. “These fuckers will regret ever messing with us.”

      “Keep to the shadows. We’ll go inside, you two start the fire.” Zayde Lowry, the guy who had been on the motorbike spoke softly, but held everyone’s attention effortlessly. The two guys he’d been addressing both nodded, and then Zayde, Caiden, and Cassius melted into the shadows.

      I watched, frozen in place, as the two guys that were left headed over to the side of the house and crouched down on the ground. They moved with purpose, and I realised with utter certainty that whatever Tim and his friends had been planning, these guys were more than prepared to face it.

      Every part of me was on red alert, and the only thing I could think of was that Elijah might be in danger. Why I even cared when I knew that he could handle himself, and he was the worst monster of them all…I wasn’t prepared to face that. All I knew was, I needed to find him.

      My mind made up, I headed in the direction of the house. I scanned the empty windows, hoping for a glimpse of him. I almost missed the flash of blonde hair in one of the windows. My stomach dropped. Fallon? What was she doing here? Now I had even more reason to get inside, to warn the others that the Four had come prepared.

      As I slipped through the front door, I heard the whoosh of flames behind me, and glanced back to see that the guys had lit a fire in a semicircle, ensuring that whoever came out of the doors of the house would only have one direction in which to go. My heart pounded harder, but I reassured myself that the fire looked controlled, and all the area surrounding it was completely clear.

      Turning back around, I headed inside. The open doorway illuminated a long hallway with cracked black and white tiles. A tarnished chandelier hung at a crazy angle overhead, swaying slightly, and a gilt mirror with huge spiderweb cracks spreading all over it hung on the wall to my left. There was a set of stairs leading to the upper floors, with missing spindles along the bannister. Everything else was blackness, too far for the moonlight to penetrate.

      I held my breath, listening. The silence was absolute.

      My palms were clammy, and my heart was beating so hard that I could feel it in my throat. I couldn’t get enough air into my lungs.

      Closing my eyes, I took one long, deep, breath. Then I opened my eyes, took a step forward, and was swallowed up by the darkness.
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      I couldn’t see. Pressing my shoulder to the wall, I used it to guide me forwards, wishing more than anything I had my phone with me.

      There was a soft click behind me, and as I spun around, the front door swung shut.

      ‘Wh-who’s there?” I whispered into the darkness.

      The answering voice was low and seductive. “I knew you’d come back to me.” Arms came around my waist, holding me in place, and teeth scraped down my throat, followed by soft, biting kisses.

      “Wait, no. Elijah—I need—”

      The urgency in my voice made him pause in his movements. “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s the Four. They’re here and they have something planned. Eli, please. There’s a fire, and, I have a really bad feeling, and Fallon.” By this point I was pressed against his chest, shaking with adrenaline and the certainty that something was very, very wrong. “We need to get away from here. All of us.”

      “What about Fallon?” His grip on me tightened.

      “She’s here.”

      “Fuck,” he muttered, taking a step away from me. “Don’t move. In fact…” He spun me around again, pushing me down the hallway in front of him. I couldn’t see a thing, and I had to trust him to guide me. How he could even see where he was going, I had no idea.

      Stopping suddenly, he manoeuvred me into a small space that felt like an alcove. “Stay here until I get back. Do not move.” His tone was low and threatening, but I thought I could detect an undercurrent of concern in it. At least it meant that he was concerned enough about Fallon being here to actually listen to me and take action.

      He disappeared, and I was left alone.

      My frayed nerves stretched, every single noise seeming magnified in the blackness. The light of a torch suddenly swung across the hallway, and I held my breath, shrinking back into the alcove as much as possible. Muttered voices sounded as footsteps passed my hiding place, and by the time they’d gone, I was so on edge, that I was gasping for breath. Being here, alone in the dark… All I wanted to do was leave, to get away from this place, from Elijah, but I couldn’t, not until I knew Fallon was okay.

      The air seemed to thicken around me, becoming hotter, making it harder to breathe.

      More noises came from overhead—footsteps pounding on the floor, accompanied by shouts. Lowering myself to the floor, I attempted to start working my wrists free. When it was time to make a run for it, I’d need all the advantages I could get.

      Before I could completely free myself, a hand closed around my arm, pulling me to my feet, and I cried out.

      “Shhh.” Elijah pressed into me.

      “F-Fallon,” I whispered.

      “Tim’s taking care of it.”

      That was all I needed to hear. Putting all my strength into my movement, I ripped my body away from him, aiming in what I hoped was the direction of the door.

      I didn’t get very far.

      In fact, I didn’t get anywhere.

      Elijah's breath hit my ear as he held me immobile, his solid body hot against my back.

      "You’re not gonna try escaping, are you, baby?"

      A tear rolled down my cheek, and I bit down on my lip to stop a cry from escaping. I refused to let my tormentor think he'd won.

      "Hailey..." His fingers curled tightly around my throat, cutting off my air momentarily, before he released me. I gasped for breath, then stifled another cry as his teeth clamped down on my earlobe. "You—"

      The words died in his throat as there was a loud thump, a crunching sound, and then a chilling scream.

      More screams joined the first, piercing the darkness, echoing in my ears, joined by shouts and cries. The pressure of Elijah's body against mine was suddenly gone as he ran for the door.

      Stumbling after him, my arms bound behind my back, I made my way towards the now-open door, guided by the orange glow that penetrated the darkness surrounding me.

      I faltered in the doorway, poised on the threshold as I took desperate gulps of air into my burning lungs.

      Then, I lowered my foot and stepped into hell.

      Flames raged, and thick smoke billowed into the night sky, choking the light of the stars. The cries and shouts grew louder as I drew closer to the group of people crowded around something on the floor, silhouetted against the fire.

      My mouth dropped open, and bile rose in my throat as my mind tried to make sense of what I was seeing.

      Fallon, kneeling on the floor, screaming over and over, her eyes wild and unseeing. Some of the guys I'd gone to school with crowded around her with expressions of horror or fear on their faces.

      And in front of them all...a body, crumpled on the dirty ground, neck bent at an unnatural angle.

      Then the sirens sounded.

      “Oh, fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.” Finally getting my hands free, I ran. Throwing myself down next to Fallon, I threw my arms around her shaking form. My gaze scanned the crowd, catching Elijah’s stricken face as he stared at the body on the ground.

      My heart caught in my throat. The boy that I’d never seen cry, who’d never once shown any sign of weakness, had tears in his eyes. Unable to tear my eyes from him even as my hands stroked up and down Fallon’s back, I watched him drop to the floor, and take the limp, lifeless hand in his. The tears brimming in his eyes spilled over, and fell to the ground.

      Next to me, Fallon’s screams turned to deep, racking sobs, full of so much pain that my own tears spilled over, tracking down my cheeks and blurring my vision. I held onto her as tightly as I could, murmuring pointless words, and she clung to me like a life raft.

      “Fallon?” My head lifted at the voice, just as Fallon’s shot up. Zayde Lowry crouched down next to her, reaching out a hand to her arm, something flashing in his eyes that looked a lot like concern.

      “Get away from me!” Her scream was hoarse, as she flinched back from him like she’d been struck. “Get away, get away, get away!” She spun away, throwing herself at me, and I let her curl into me as much as she could, glaring at Zayde over her shoulder. The look on his face as she turned away…it was completely shattered. He sucked in a harsh breath, letting his features smooth out, turning blank and impossible to read. His icy eyes met mine, his lips setting in a flat line as he met my gaze. Right now, I didn’t care who he was. All I cared about was the fact that I’d never seen a person in such absolute agony before, and I needed to protect her in whatever way I could.

      “You need to leave,” I said softly, stroking my hand over Fallon’s hair, trying my hardest to soothe her.

      He stumbled back, and one of his friends, Caiden, came running over, taking his arm and dragging him away from us. A man appeared—Caiden’s dad, accompanied by a policeman, and then everything was a blur of sirens, and activity. Fire hoses directed at the house doused the fire that had broken out inside, while close to us, near the outside fire that still raged, paramedics attended to the broken body, Elijah still gripping onto his hand and refusing to let go.

      Fallon was wild, shaking and screaming and hyperventilating so much as she took in what the paramedics were doing, that when they took her away, carrying her into one of the ambulances to sedate her, I was relieved.

      Then, a policeman on the scene forcibly took a distraught Elijah away from the paramedics.

      Both of them were gone by the time they covered Tim Hyde’s body with a sheet, and pronounced him as dead.
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      After being questioned by the police, I was free to go. As I stumbled down the driveway, I heard Mr. Cavendish talking to a man who I assumed was the police chief, something about “making it all go away.” I didn’t care. I just wanted to see Fallon, to let her know I was there for her. Then…I owed Elijah Ripley nothing, yet I knew he needed someone to be there for him. He’d just lost his best friend, the guy who he’d grown up with, the person who knew him best.

      When I was almost at the iron gates that marked the entrance to the property, I realised that I didn’t have a way of getting home. I looked back towards the blackened, charred house, at the smoke still curling in the air, although the fire was extinguished now. There were still several cars around, so I was sure I could at least borrow someone’s phone to call for a taxi. Police tape covered the area around the house, but I could wait at the end of the driveway for a cab.

      As I started walking back in the direction of the cars, a large, matte black SUV pulled up alongside me, the window rolling down. Cassius Drummond, one of the Four, eyed me from the driver’s seat. “Do you need a lift home?”

      His face was compassionate, and in that moment, I trusted him. “Yes, please.”

      He indicated his head towards the rear passenger door, and I climbed inside, next to another couple of guys that I recognised as former students of Alstone High. The rest of the Four must have been elsewhere.

      The atmosphere in the car was heavy, the silence only broken by Cassius asking for directions to my house after he’d dropped one of the other guys off.

      The first thing I noticed as I climbed out of his car, was that Elijah’s SUV was gone.
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      Half an hour later, my calls to Fallon were finally answered. Except it wasn’t Fallon, it was her brother, Joseph.

      “Fallon will contact you when she’s ready,” he told me in a broken, cracked voice. “Thanks for thinking of her.”

      I gave him my condolences, feeling completely helpless. I couldn’t even imagine the heartbreak and pain they were dealing with. It had been the worst night of my life, yet they’d lost a brother. A son. A best friend.

      At a loss for what to do, I slowly climbed the stairs, and made my way into my bedroom.

      The first thing I noticed was my desk chair, propped up against my wardrobe. My heart beat faster as I climbed up on top of it, raising my hand to feel above me.

      The camera was gone.

      I flew back down the stairs, out of the house, and was knocking on Elijah’s front door before I even knew what I was doing. When Elijah’s dad answered the door, clad in a dressing gown and rubbing at his eyes, I realised my mistake.

      “Mr. Ripley. I-I’m so sorry to disturb you so late. Have you seen Elijah? I was—”

      Thankfully, he interrupted my tumbling words, a tired smile on his face. “Take a breath, Hailey.”

      Doing as he said, I sucked in a breath of the fresh night air, gripping onto the brick wall at the side of the doorframe. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologise. Now, what was it you wanted? You’re looking for Eli?”

      “Yes.”

      A shadow crossed his face. “He’s gone. Back to university. He left all of a sudden—barely gave us a chance to say goodbye. Still, I suppose we should be glad that we saw him at all, since he wasn’t due back at home until his Christmas break.”

      He’d gone back to Edinburgh?

      “Oh. Okay. Thank you. I’m sorry to bother you.” I took a step backwards.

      “You’re never a bother, Hailey. If you ever need anything, you only need to knock.” He gave me another smile, before gently closing the door.

      It felt final, like something was ending.

      Something I didn’t even know I’d miss until I really realised it was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      In the weeks that followed, I moved on autopilot. House contracts were signed, the sale moving along smoothly. It had been something I’d been looking forward to for so long, but I couldn’t find joy in it anymore, not after everything that had happened. Tim’s death had been ruled an accident. Fallon had been sent away, and I had no way to contact her, and no way of knowing where she was. She wasn’t allowed any contact “until she was better,” or so I was told. I’d done what I could—dropping care packages at the Hyde mansion for them to pass on to her, and letting the family know that I’d do whatever I could for them.

      As for Elijah, he must have blocked my number because none of my calls would connect. I’d never voluntarily contacted him before, but now I felt his absence. It was like a hole that couldn’t be filled. How fucked up was it that I missed him? After everything? He occupied my thoughts, a constant worry—how he was dealing with the loss of his best friend, if he had anyone that was there for him, if he was okay.

      The thoughts drove me crazy. I struggled to eat, to sleep, to care about anything that wasn’t to do with him or Fallon.

      When the estate agent’s call came to say that the house sale was complete, I felt nothing.

      Then it was time for me to move out. My car was filled—a total of three boxes and two suitcases, the sum total of my belongings. Other than a few items of sentimental value that had belonged to my grandmother, a few kitchen items, and two albums filled with family photos, I took nothing from the house. Everything else was immaterial, replaceable.

      It was time to leave Alstone behind. Time for a new beginning.

      I just hoped that a fresh start would fill the emptiness inside me.
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            ELIJAH

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        END OF AUGUST—TEN MONTHS LATER

      

      

      Letting myself into my apartment, I dropped my stack of books on the table. That was the last of it—I was ready for the next semester.

      I dropped into the armchair next to the window, looking out over the cobbled streets behind the Royal Mile. This apartment had been an amazing find, like gold dust. The chance of one of these coming up for sale was so minute, I hadn’t even considered it. Not until the estate agent had called me to say he’d been given advance notice that it was being put on the market, and if I wanted to get an early offer in, now was the time.

      When I’d got it, back when I’d first moved to Edinburgh, I had Hailey in mind. She would’ve loved it. It meant nothing to me now though since I’d let her go.

      It had been the right thing to do. Losing my best friend had gutted me beyond repair, and when I’d been there on the cold, hard ground, clasping Tim’s lifeless fingers between my own, with my heart fucking rending, torn into shreds, I had an epiphany.

      Hailey was so alive. I’d thought she had a darkness inside her, thought she was like me, deep down, but she wasn’t. I’d dragged her down, tainted her with my own darkness.

      I didn’t know how to be any other way. There was something broken inside me. But I could stop my sickness from spreading, and let her go. Let her be free.

      So I had. I’d gone back to her house, removed the cameras, removed every trace of myself from her life, and left Alstone, and what was left of my shrivelled, blackened heart behind.

      Her ghost was everywhere, though.

      When I pulled my phone from my pocket in attempt to redirect my thoughts, my fucking finger had a mind of its own. Scrolling through my contacts, it hovered over Tim’s name, which I couldn’t bring myself to delete. I couldn’t even count the number of times I’d called his number, just to hear his voice on his voicemail, right up until his phone was disconnected just a few months earlier.

      I’d lost my best friend and the girl I loved in one go, and nothing could ever replace them.

      Instead of staying in the apartment, lost in my depressing as fuck thoughts, I decided to take a walk. Heading through the narrow passageway that led onto the Royal Mile, I weaved around a group of tourists heading into the catacombs and made my way up the hill towards Edinburgh Castle.

      I kept walking, past the castle and down to the grassy area at the bottom of the hill. I paused at a bench, taking a quick breather before I continued on.

      The heavy clouds rolled in without any warning, darkening the sky. I should’ve been prepared for the inclement weather, but I hadn’t brought a coat.

      The rain poured. I didn’t care.

      “Elijah!” The voice carried through the rain, and my head snapped up.

      Hailey stood there, a few feet away from me. Drops of water rolled down her face, gathering on her lashes, her nose, her lips, drenching her. She was so beautiful, I couldn’t even breathe as I took her in, rising to my feet as I stared at her.

      “Hailey?” My voice fucking cracked, the shock of seeing her here, of all places—was I hallucinating?

      “I don’t want normal,” she shouted over the sound of the rain, and her words jumpstarted my heart.

      “What are you saying?” Moving closer, I gripped her chin in my hand. “Why…how are you here? How did you find me?”

      “I’m saying…” She paused for breath, her eyes connecting with mine. “I don’t want to just exist anymore. I want to live.”

      “How did you find me?” I couldn’t fucking look away from her.

      “Luck. I got your address from your parents, and I…it’s taken me the best part of eight months to work up the courage to come. I thought I’d walk from my hotel, and then it started raining, and then you were there…”

      Taking a step closer to her, I curled my other hand around her throat, over her wet skin, feeling her pulse under my grip, so steady and sure. I forced myself to say the words that I knew to be true. “I’m no good for you, baby.”

      She shook her head violently, droplets of water flying from her hair. “I don’t want good anymore, Eli. Don’t you understand? I tried a normal life. I tried so hard, and I…maybe I’m just as fucked up as you, but I don’t want it. I want you. Elijah Ripley. Whatever that entails.”

      My hand that wasn’t gripping her throat slid from her chin to her waist, before I pulled her into me. I lowered my voice as I skimmed my lips over her ear. “I hope you know what you’re letting yourself in for. You’d better be completely sure, because now that you’re here, I’m not sure I can let you go.”

      Drawing back, her eyes met mine, and a small smile curved over her lips. “I think I have a pretty good idea of what being with you entails.”

      Then she closed the distance between us and kissed me.
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            HAILEY

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t even know how we made it back to Elijah’s apartment. It was all a blur, and all I could focus on was him. It felt so right, after everything else had been so wrong for so long. I’d been fighting against him, against my feelings for such a long time, and once I’d finally admitted to myself that he was what I wanted, everything inside me settled.

      He didn’t hold back, taking control, pulling my jacket from my shoulders and directing me to my knees right there in the entrance hall. But there was something new between us. It wasn’t him being controlling, exactly, because I wanted it too, and I’d vocalised it. I knew that if I told him I wanted to stop, he would. Okay, so he had stopped in the past, but there had always been an arrogance, a certainty that we’d continue on where we’d left off. That arrogant surety was gone now, but all of his confidence was still there, and it made me want him even more.

      He pulled his cock from his soaked jeans, his lashes lowering as he gripped my hair, angling my head up. He slid the head of his erect length across my lips with a groan, and my tongue darted out to taste him.

      “Ten months, baby. Ten fucking months of feeling nothing, then you’re here.” His dark, dark eyes stared down at me as he fed his cock into my mouth, heavy on my tongue. “I’m going to fuck your mouth now.” One hand gripped my chin, the other still buried in my hair. Then he thrust his hips forwards.

      Tears streamed down my face as I choked on his thick length, sliding my tongue around him with no finesse as he fucked my throat raw. He came down my throat in an impossibly short space of time, then yanked me to my feet and kissed me, swiping his tongue into my mouth.

      “Fuck. Look at you.” Drawing back, he traced his thumbs down the tracks of my tears. “My beautiful girl. You’re mine, aren’t you, Hailey?”

      “I’m yours.”

      The smile he gave me was sinful, his eyes full of dark promise as he held my gaze, and I ached for him. I was so turned on from his kisses, the way he’d fucked my mouth, the way he was looking at me, I was trembling with need. He slid his hand around my throat. “You’ve been so good; you deserve a reward. What do you want?”

      My eyes widened as I stared at him. Endless possibilities ran through my mind, but in the end, there was only one option. I wanted to place myself in his hands. “I want you to…to do whatever you want.”

      There was silence for a long moment. Heat flared in his eyes, and he licked his lips as his gaze tracked over me. Releasing me, he moved to the wall, his hand poised over the light switch. “Do you trust me, baby?”

      I hadn’t taken in any of the details of his apartment yet, but as I took a quick glance around me, I realised that there must have been blackout blinds covering the windows, because the only source of light was coming from the one bulb above my head.

      Our gazes held, and I gave a single nod.

      He flipped the switch, plunging us into darkness.

      Then, my monster was free.

      Hot breath fell across my ear as he closed in on me, not touching me yet. I could only feel his breaths, first on one side of me, then the other, then he was gone again.

      “Hailey…”

      It seemed like his voice was all around me. I spun around, reaching out, feeling the wall beneath the fingertips of my left hand. Feeling my way, I moved down what felt like an endless corridor, using my instincts to guide me. There was a whoosh—a small disturbance in the air at my back, and I spun again. Hands lifted my dress over my head, a soft whisper of fabric, leaving me in just my underwear and summer shoes that were now soaked through. The presence disappeared, and I continued on, disorientated, hoping I was moving in the right direction. My hand hit a door, and I toed my wet shoes off before reaching for the handle.

      “Not yet.” A hard body pressed against my back, stopping me with a hand curled around my wrist. I stopped dead, and Elijah rewarded me with a kiss to my shoulder, then trailing kisses down my back as he divested me of my underwear, leaving me naked.

      The featherlight touches were driving me insane. I was so ready for him, needed him inside me, filling me up.

      “Are you wet for me yet, Hailey?” His low rasp sounded in my ear as he slid his hand down my body, stopping just below my belly button, teasing me by sliding his fingers incrementally lower, but not low enough.

      “Yes,” I whimpered, arching into his touch as his clothed cock pressed against my naked ass. When he pulled me back against him, I turned, and he let me lift his T-shirt over his head. His jeans were already gone, and all that was now between us was the fabric of his underwear.

      “Want to know a secret?” he murmured against my throat, then clamped his mouth down over my skin, marking me.

      “Yessss.” My hands stroked over his body, hot and hard beneath my touch. He’d never let me touch him like this before, never given me free rein to do what I wanted, and I was greedy for him, touching him everywhere I could, leaning forwards and following the path of my hands with my lips.

      He slid his hand under my chin, tugging me up. “My secret.” His confession was whispered into the darkness. “My heart…whatever’s left of it, if I even have one at all…it’s yours.”

      I was lost for words. My own heart beat faster, pounding in time with his own. His lips covered mine, this kiss turning frantic and biting as he lifted me, pressing me into the wall. My legs went around him, and his grip became punishing, his fingers digging into me as he held me, trapped in place, thrusting up.

      He moved, carrying me effortlessly, dropping me on a soft surface. This new room wasn’t pitch black—I could just about see the outline of his body as he loomed over me.

      With a swift movement, he scooped my legs up, pushing them apart, and then his hot mouth was on me, his tongue gliding over my wetness. I gasped, arching up, and he placed a hand to my stomach, holding me in place as his tongue worked magic, driving me over the edge almost as soon as he clamped down on my throbbing clit, and sucked, hard.

      My legs shook against him as I fell apart beneath him, crying out his name.

      He didn’t even give me a second to catch my breath before he was sliding up my body, dragging me into another biting kiss. I moaned into his mouth as I tasted myself on his tongue.

      “Eli, please…”

      “Trust me.” Moving back a bit, he took my wrists. “I’m going to tie you up now, baby.”

      It said something about how far gone for him I was that I didn’t even protest. Far from it. I lunged forwards, aiming for his mouth so I could kiss him again, but bumping against the side of his nose in the dark.

      He gave a small laugh, and the sound was so new and unusual for him, that I froze. Then a slow smile spread across my face. I wanted to hear that from him again. And again. I wanted to make him happy.

      The revelation stunned me. It shouldn’t have—I’d already made my peace with the fact that I wanted to be with him, and that was why I was right here now. But I wanted more. Everything that he could give me. I wanted his happiness, and his sadness, as much as I craved his darkness. I wanted everything that made up who Elijah Ripley was.

      “I dreamed of you riding me in this bed.” His lips skimmed over mine, before he drew back, pulling me up into a seated position. He put my hands behind my back, binding them in place with a soft, silky material. When I was immobile, he kissed me again, then moved away. There was a rustling sound, and then a sliver of muted grey light appeared from the window, enough that I could make out the features of Elijah’s face. As I watched from my position on the bed, he lowered his boxer briefs, revealing his hard, thick erection.

      “You’re gorgeous,” I whispered. When he returned to me tugging me into his lap, he tipped my chin up, staring into my eyes.

      “So are you. There’s never been anyone else, and there never will be.”

      Then he lifted me, and in one smooth movement, impaled me on his cock.

      I rode him as hard as I could with my hands bound behind my back, feeling him thrust up inside me, stretching me and filling me so completely that it took my breath away.

      “Eli.” I moaned his name over and over again as he thrust up even harder. He angled me forwards, and I was done for. My orgasm hit me so hard that all I could do was hang on, my entire body shaking against him as I came all over his cock.

      I was still coming when his climax hit him, his cock pulsing inside me, filling me with his cum while he groaned out my name, holding onto me like he’d never let me go.

      Much, much later, we were lying on his bed, both still naked. He’d untied my hands, and I had one draped across his chest while he held me to him.

      “I missed you so fucking much.”  His words broke the silence, and I tilted my head up to look at him.

      “I missed you, too.” I leaned up to kiss him, and we lost ourselves in a long, slow kiss, like we’d never had before.

      “You did?” When we drew apart, he stared at me.

      “Yeah. That’s why I’m here.”

      He nodded slowly. “Hailey, you have to promise me that you know what you’re getting into with me. I know you said you did earlier, but I let you go once, and I can’t do it again.”

      “I know. You’re possessive, jealous, a bit unhinged…” I smiled and kissed him softly as I said the words, so he’d know that I didn’t mean it in a bad way. “But I accept you as you are. I’m not expecting you to change.”

      “I tried to change. I let you go. But being with you…having you in my life again… I know the way I am…I know there’s something wrong with me, but I don’t know how to be any other way.”

      My heart hurt for my complicated, messed up man. All I could do was tell him my truth. “I love you how you are, Eli. And if it’s wrong, I don’t want to be right.”

      He pulled me to him, burying his face in my hair and holding me tightly.

      “I miss Tim,” he said a while later.

      “If you want to talk about it with me, you can.”

      His head shook against me. “Not yet. Maybe…maybe one day.”

      “One day. Whenever you want to.” One step at a time.

      “Okay.” Lifting his head, he met my gaze. “So…how long are you planning on staying here for?”

      I smiled. “Well, you did say that you weren’t going to let me go. I might have enrolled at the university here, and I might need somewhere to live. Do you know anyone who’s looking for a housemate?”

      A small smile tugged at his lips. “I might know someone. I’m not sure you could handle him, though. He can be quite…obsessive about things, or one thing in particular, let’s say, and his approach to relationships…you wouldn’t call it normal. He likes dark corners, the rush of adrenaline when he corners his prey, having his girl helpless and begging for him. He doesn’t do hearts or flowers. But he can promise to devote his entire fucking life to his girl.”

      There was a lump in my throat, and I placed my hand over his heart, stroking it across his warm skin. He continued speaking.  “Another thing. He’s also been known to set up cameras around his flat to keep an eye on things when he can’t be there, just so you know.”

      “Of course he has,” I muttered, but I was smiling back at him. “Tell me more.”

      “There was this girl he was obsessed with. Is obsessed with. He knew her dream was to live in Edinburgh, right off the Royal Mile, and he bought his flat with her in mind.”

      “Eli…” I was totally lost in him. How could I have fought against this for so long?

      “He’s also got a very big dick.”

      My smile widened. “In that case, I’m in. I’ll move in today.”

      His answering smile was followed by a kiss as he pulled me on top of him. “I’m never going to let you go.”

      “Never.”

      Those words, spoken in the darkened bedroom, were a promise, sealed with a kiss. We were both all in.

      Together.

      

      
        
        The End
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        Thank you so much for reading Elijah and Hailey’s story! Want to find out more about the Four? Need to know more about the Halloween events? Start the Four series now, free on Kindle Unlimited, and sign up to my newsletter or follow me on social media for more information about Zayde Lowry and Fallon Hyde’s story (release date TBA). Find all my links at:

        https://linktr.ee/authorbeccasteele
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      “Coming to Allison’s Halloween party?” my best friend Lowell asks me as we head to lacrosse practice. Since we were kids, we’ve been inseparable. Our parents were best friends, and naturally, we spent a lot of time together.

      Allison is the popular girl from Cedar Heights, and she’s been trying to date Lowell for ages. Unfortunately, he’s not into her, and she’s been edging toward me even more so. Almost like I’m a consolation prize.

      “Don’t really want to go, to be honest,” I mumble. The noise is more of a grumble, distaste at the idea of going to some party with a bunch of losers, pretending we’re adults when we’re still high school kids. Seniors, yes, but eighteen nonetheless.

      “Please,” he pleads, grabbing my arm. “I’m desperate not to be stuck with her. She’s insufferable.” I laugh, knowing he’s anti-Allison, and mostly, chicks in general.

      Most of us on the team are. If we date, it’s for arm candy. Because by the end of the day, they’re too needy for us. It may be the bare minimum ask, but I’m too selfish of my time.

      “Fine,” I grunt, readjusting my gym bag and lacrosse stick. “But if Evergreen wants to fuck, I’m ditching your ass.” Of course, it’s a lie, it’d take a miracle to get my dick hard, but I’ve never once mentioned that to Lowell.

      His face scrunches in displeasure as we reach the gym. Coach has been on us for drinking and smoking weed, but we’re teenagers, not professional athletes. Live a little or a lot. Either way, we’ve got time to mess up.

      “Fine, but I’ll punch you if she tries getting into my pants again. She doesn’t seem to take no for an answer with me.”

      “That’s because she’s the definition of hot, and why wouldn’t anyone want her?”

      “You don’t even want her,” he argues, his voice lowering a bit while we pass our teammates.

      “That’s because she’s a bitch. She’s still hot, though.” He shakes his head, opening his locker.

      “You don’t make sense.” Then, shoving his bag inside, he starts taking off his shirt and jeans. I’m stuck on how massive his quads have gotten since last season.

      “Have you been doing extra leg days without me?” Staring at the bulging muscles on his thighs, I’m almost jealous. No matter how much I work out, lift, and train, my physique seems behind in that department, unlike Lowell.

      He chuckles, smacking me with his shirt. “It’s your sugar and Red Bull addiction holding you back.” I think of the Red Bull and Snickers I had for breakfast, wondering if he’s right.

      “Sorry, I’m not the Antichrist when it comes to food. Live a little, Mischief.”

      He glowers, his eyes near slits. “You only call me that when you’re being an ass.

      I smile, feeling the way my dimples peek through. “And? Being an asshole is in the best friend job description.”

      “Fuck off,” he chuckles, hitting me one more time before putting on his shorts. Before he gets his shirt on, Cruz Dilaurentis saunters over, acting better than the rest of us.

      We’re all rich kids, but he’s next-level rich. Almost dickish like the Valridge and Arcadia kids. Fortunately, we only have to deal with them a few times a year. But Cruz? We have to deal with him daily.

      “Looking like a little bitch, Montlake,” Cruz blusters, narrowing his eyes at my best friend. The phrase they treat you like shit because they like you comes to mind, but I don’t say anything.

      “At least I only look like one, Cruz. Fuck off.” Lowell finishes getting dressed, eyeing me the entire time. He's not happy with me. Whether it’s because I didn’t argue or because he is pissed, his mood is obvious.

      I change into my gear, hoping the strain in my shoulder from fucking around this summer won’t hinder my game. Lowell and I went to our parents' lakehouses out in Arcadia for vacation, and we swung from the rope tree in the back. When Sanchez decided to assist me, dragging us both down, I gripped too hard, fucking up my shoulder.

      Lowell blamed himself for egging Sanchez on, but to be honest, I was too scared to make the jump with the lake waterline so low.

      Cruz strides out of the locker room, giving us both a sneer before closing the door.

      “Cruz is such a fuck,” Caesar points out, rounding the last row of lockers. He’s one of Lowell’s friends, not mine. He gives me vibes… vibes like he likes me a little too much.

      I’m not into guys, so he needs to get it out of his head quickly before I have to punch him for it. Fuck, I sound like a prick.

      “Yeah, fucking loser,” Lowell bites out. It’s then I realize my misstep; he’s not simply angry, he’s fuming. Not saying another word, he leaves the locker room, slamming the door on the way out.

      When I finally make it onto the field, they’re already running the track to warm up. Coach beats on us for the first few practices of the pre-season. And if we get high and drink too much, he does it for longer. It sucks having a hardass for a coach, but he seems to keep us going to nationals every season, so it must be worth it.

      “Chop-chop, Creekman!” Coach hollers in my direction when I make it to the track. His eyes are sullen like he got wasted recently and is sweating off the hangover. Ironic, since he’s constantly hounding us. “Stop staring and get running, princess!”

      Wanting more than anything to flip him the bird, I don’t. Instead, I shrug my shoulders and move forward, hoping he realizes he’s a dick and then gets karma coming for him.

      My pace is unhurried, hoping I can be slow enough for Lowell to catch up with me. When my best friend is mad at me, it’s like the end of the world. I’ve practically iced out the rest of the team, let alone the senior class at our high school. Without him, life doesn’t matter.

      As I run, my stomach clenches with the lack of food and water. Today’s going to be a bad workout—I’d forgotten my protein shake.

      My feet hit the ground at a slow and measured pace. It’s better to be deliberate with your pacing, ending stronger when you’ll be running for a while. Especially when you haven’t eaten, it’s easy to puke up everything otherwise.

      As I finish my first lap, I turn back to see if Lowell is near, and he’s not, but Cruz is. Fuck. He’s such an ass, and I’m sure he’s bustling to get to me.

      Cruz, Lowell, and I have had the worst rivalry since we were kids. Partly because Cruz wanted to be Lowell’s best friend, and so did I. Winning should’ve been such a great experience, but it wasn’t. It sucked. Cruz started making my life hell. It didn’t help that he tried sleeping with Lowell’s sister. The divide his actions created changed everything.

      Now, Lowell was going after Cruz’s sister, Caz. It wasn’t a pretty picture when Cruz found them making out behind the bleachers last season. I’d never seen Cruz make someone bleed so severely.

      It was intense, and now, Cruz does everything to fuck with Lowell. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say Cruz wants Lowell’s dick. The obsession mirrors one in stalker books.

      “You're going slow today,” Cruz chastises me.

      “And you're a cunt, what of it?”

      He scoffs, matching my pace. It's hard not to notice Cruz. He towers over me by about four inches. His stark black hair is messy and sweaty. Longer than last year, it plasters against his skin. His jaw is sharp and straight, and even though it's against the rules, he has two piercings. One in his lip and one you only see when he's smiling or being an ass.

      “We could be friends, you know…” he trails off, and it isn't until I spot Lowell a few paces back that I realize he's goading him today, not me. Why is that?

      “I'd rather tongue-fuck a scorpion, Cruz. Get fucking lost.”

      He chuckles with mirth, and his smiley piercing shows. That fuck, he's seriously playing with fire. Picking up his pace, he travels past me quickly, and then Lowell is at my side, anger eating away at his kind facial features.
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      I don't know what's more maddening, the fact that I'm in love with my best friend or the fuck I messed around with while thinking of said best friend.

      He's taunting me now.

      That's what the whole locker room fiasco was.

      Cruz wanted me to know he has me by the balls, and Patch is my weakness. I’d divulged my crush on someone nonspecifically when we were drunk and fooling around. It’s my fault. Pretty sure even if he wasn’t our rival, any person in this town would know Patch and I are best friends. This made it easy to tie my crush to my best friend.

      Last season, Cruz caught me hanging out with his sister, Caz. Last year, we fake-dated; I was trying to pretend to be straight. It didn't work. No matter how hard I tried.

      I started garnering feelings for my best friend and became desperate. Caz is a year older than me and hot—if you're into chicks. She begged me to make out with her at that game, hoping Oscar Delavigne would see us and get jealous. You see, Caz knows I'm gay. She supports me, and it's why we were hanging out.

      Cruz got pissed and punched me in the face, making me bleed. Caz freaked out and told him to stop. It wasn't until later that night that I finally admitted it was another guy who I'd wanted.

      We fooled around; he and I both agreed to keep it on the down-low. While I'm as straight as a rainbow, Cruz is bisexual. He'd never fooled around with a guy, but like me, he admitted to wanting Patch too.

      Unfortunately for him, I would never allow that shit to happen.

      If Patch suddenly decided he liked guys, it'd be me. Not fucking Cruz.

      After Cruz and I hooked up, I felt guilty. He hates Patch and me, or at least he did. We have a rivalry. I called it quits on our fooling around when the summer ended. For some reason, that really fucked Cruz up.

      Since then, he's been acting like he'll tell Patch. And as he jogs next to him right now, I'm determined to know why. Why now? What is he saying?

      A laugh leaves Cruz, and he's bolting from my best friend. By the time I speed up to catch him, Patch's scowling.

      “What the fuck is going on with you two?” he asks, but it's more of a demand. Did that fuck tell him? Did he out me before I was ready to be outed?

      My heart stops, and my stomach clenches, making me nauseous. As I'm about to have a full-blown panic attack while running on the track, Patch grabs my arm.

      Much like when we were kids, it settles me. “Dude, what the fuck? I just asked a question.”

      “Sorry, he's been threatening me since he learned me and Caz got back together,” I lie, cringing at myself. He scrunches his face in displeasure. I hate lying, especially to Patch. For one, he usually sees through them, and two, he's the one to tell me how it is, even if it messes with my head.

      “Why the hell would you get back with her? I thought she was a starfish?” His voice is dark and low, how he's always reacted to not getting his way.

      It's always confusing.

      When Patch is possessive of me, my mind and heart go to war with possibilities.

      “You shouldn't call chicks starfishes,” I rebuke. “It's misogynistic.”

      He shakes his head, making an unintelligible sound. “Well, fuck her and her lack of sexual prowess.”

      I flinch, not wanting to mention she's not the issue. She wanted me, hell, she was way more experienced, but the thought of sinking into her made me physically sick. Especially when I finally accepted my sexuality.

      When I fucked around with Cruz, it was the same issue but for different reasons. With Caz, it was her vagina that caused the problems.

      With Cruz, the pleasure I'd felt made me feel like I was betraying Patch. While we got each other off, Patch was my only thought. Don't get me wrong, Cruz's piercings, especially the one on his dick, were appealing, but he's not Patch.

      He's not my best friend.

      The love of my fucking life.

      “Stop slacking, ladies! The season is starting, and we can't have you behind the curve!” Coach yells, his face pale and nauseated.

      As we keep running, I try not to be mad about earlier or why Patch asked me what was going on with us, because if my best friend finds out I'm gay and into him, he'll cut me off forever.
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      He's acting so fucking weird. It's been three days since that moment at practice, and he's avoided me. Can't say the same about Cruz—that fuck won't stop being annoying.

      Lowell noticed too. He's giving me betrayal eyes every time he passes me.

      I'm not sure what the hell happened between these two and if Cruz caught him fucking Caz, but it's honestly exhausting being a piece of string between the two, tugging me until I’m frayed.

      I hate Cruz.

      Lowell hates Cruz.

      Why they're acting this way is beyond me, but I need to set Cruz straight. He's not my friend, nor will he ever be.

      Sitting at lunch, Allison comes over to me, sitting far too close for comfort. Her overly perfumed scent makes me cough a bit as I try eating the sandwich I've been starving for.

      Ever since I've tried beefing up like Lowell, I've cut out my normal Snickers and Red Bull breakfasts, eating more carbs for energy storage. The extra time in the gym has doubled my appetite. I'm sick of needing food constantly. It's exhausting.

      “So, I heard you're coming to my Halloween party,” she singsongs, her voice too chipper for this hot as fuck day.

      Nodding, I take another bite of my food, hoping to end the conversation before it starts. I'm not into her, not into Caz, not into Evergreen. Or any other chick at this fucking school.

      “Well, I was wondering if you'd like to be my plus-one,” she tacks on as if it'll inspire me. But it won't. I fucking hate her and her little posse. Lowell says I need to be more sociable, not be such a dick, but fuck, I'm sick of the chicks at our school constantly wanting to fuck me.

      The appeal of sex is nonexistent for me.

      Zero.

      “Can't. Going with Lowell. We have a bet.” Lies. I hate being a liar—hate having to use my best friend as my alibi, but he knew what he signed up for when we were kids. He's in it whether he likes it or not.

      My ride or fucking die.

      She huffs but doesn't recede. “How about you save me a dance then? Or agree to play spin the bottle?”

      “No,” I respond, being firm while also not wanting to be too big of a dick. She lets out a sigh, her voice higher.

      “Are you gay, Patch? Is that why you don't want me?” she practically screeches. She says it loud enough that the entire table of jocks and cheerleaders stare at us. Lowell is almost near the table now, and his face is one of horror.

      “No, I'm not fucking gay, Allison. I just don't want your overused pussy. Got it?”

      Tears shine in her eyes, but I can't feel even an ounce of remorse. She pushed and prodded and got the fucking beast of a guy without a soul.

      Lowell turns and walks away, and I'm stuck at this table with these pieces of shit, all alone, and when I look at the end of the table, Cruz is smirking at me. Then the asshole winks.

      Without a second thought, I flip him off, leaving the table.

      Running after my best friend, I take a quick last bite of my food before tossing the rest in the garbage.

      "Mischief!" I holler, knowing the others will wonder why I call him that but he'll understand.

      In the last five years, I've seldomly used that nickname. It's what I called him as a kid. He was the mischief to my solitude. He caused mayhem, and I calmed the storm brewed because of him.

      We're opposites, but it's always driven us together and not apart.

      He doesn't stop, even after I yelled. Not halting to acknowledge me, he slams open the cafeteria doors, his head lowered.

      His shoulder hits some random burly guy while he tries outrunning me. Then, for some reason, that kid wants to brawl because he stops Lowell and gets in his face.

      “Got a fucking problem, Montlake?”

      Lowell scowls at him, showing him he doesn't give a fuck who he offends. And before the dude can throw a punch, I grab my best friend's arm and lead him away.

      “Dude, chill the fuck out.”

      He growls at me, his voice low and annoyed. “Shut the fuck up, Patch.” When I don't budge, he shoves at me. “Let me go!”

      Tears well in his eyes, and I'm so confused about why he's feeling the way he feels that I let him run off. I can't stand seeing him upset, and he hates crying in front of people. He'll even probably pretend none of this ever happened. Lowell’s good at that.

      

      
        
        Lowell

      

      

      I've avoided him as much as I could. Hearing how angry he was at the assumption that he's gay was enough to scare me away from ever telling him about me. How could I risk it with him knowing when he's this hostile toward the question directed at him?

      How does he know I might be the next topic of conversation?

      What if I come out of the closet, or Cruz forces me out, and they constantly badger him because he's my best friend?

      I know when Caz and I started hanging out again after we “broke up,” everyone asked if we were dating again. Now, it's a lie I'm going to have to only sell to the school, but I’ll also need to tell Caz about it. She's in college now; it's not as much of a bother to her anymore.

      Stop fucking avoiding me, dick.

      Patch's text comes in, making my skin crawl. Not because I'm disgusted, but rather, filled to the brim with worry. Will he hate me? Abandon our friendship?

      What does this mean for us?

      Your read receipts are on, asshole. Fucking answer me.

      My stomach churns with anxiety, and my panic attack crests, making my fingers tingle. My body aches, freezing me in place. Unable to move, I can't type back, but it doesn't matter; his next text is plain and clear.

      Your chances are up, Lowell. I'm sneaking through your fucking window.

      I want to tell him no, want to yell at him to fuck off, but my panicking has my limbs seized and my tongue swollen with the inability to create words.

      He comes crashing through my balcony minutes later, and like the best friend he's always been, he notices my state.

      “Fuck, Lowell.” And God, the times I wished I could hear him say it over and over again while I got him off or he got me off, but it's not for a good thing even if the tone makes my dick twitch with hope.

      Unlike my parents, Patch understands me. He doesn't tell me my panic attacks are fake or for attention; he holds me, tells me it's okay. Patch keeps me stable, and with how much we've fought lately, it's no wonder I've been a goddamn headcase.

      “You ghosting me is so fucking shitty,” he reprimands, holding onto my shoulders like the lifeline he is. “Guess it's a perfect time for you to be speechless. Now you can fucking listen and not argue or avoid me.”

      I wish I could laugh, offer something, but he doesn't need that anyway. “I don't know what's up with you and Cruz or why it’s setting you off every time I'm angry lately, but it's making me feel like I fucked up.” He grips me tighter, his voice lilting with emotion.

      Patch isn't one for verbal affirmations or even kindness. He's actually kind of a dick to everyone, especially me when I piss him off.

      “He's not my best friend, though. You are. The fact that there's something you're not telling me is pissing me off, particularly since it seems Cruz knows and is holding it over your head.”

      Immobility releases its grasp on me, and I can feel my fingers again. The shaking has stopped, but that's usually only the mildest of symptoms when it comes to my anxiety.

      “I don't fucking care what it is, Lowell. Just be honest. We're best friends.” And because I'm a shitty friend, I don't let him know that my feeling is back or that he's holding onto me when I'm once again calm and relatively okay. It's the moments like these I smell him a little deeper, saturating my nose with his scent.

      Because once I come clean, and knowing my anxiety has only built since Monday, I have to tell him.

      “Stop acting like you're not able to talk, Lowell. I know you're able to.” Shit. When did he become hyperaware of my ebbing anxiety? When has he ever been able to tell I'm no longer in an attack?

      “You've got to promise to keep a level head,” I bargain, my words a little slurred. I didn't even get high for this conversation, and that was always the plan. To be fucked up when telling my best friend that I fucked with our enemy and almost lost my virginity to him.

      Hell, if fingers and toys counted, I did lose it. We were moments away from fucking before I remembered how much my best friend fucking hated him and I needed to think straight.

      Patch's grip on me tightens and loosens in rapid succession like he's angry at the aspect of being forcefully calm, and for some reason, that's comforting to me. He doesn't want to blow up, and that alone shows he cares about our lifelong friendship.

      He’s the oil to my water, a dangerous divide we force together time and time again.

      “Spit it out, Mischief. Whatever it is, you're still my best friend.”

      Turning to peer into his nearly black eyes, I find peace. Whether he means it or not, I've always trusted him to keep his word. He's never betrayed me—unlike me to him—and he always keeps his promises.

      “Cruz and I…” I trail off, nausea hitting me square in the gut.

      He stands up, his face full of worry, but not for the reasons he should be. Gripping my thighs and peering into my eyes for answers, he waits for me to finish. I let out a huff, tears threatening to spill.

       “What did that fuck do?” And my heart fucking beats so rapidly at that.

      Patch doesn’t care in the way I wish he would. With jealousy, the need to keep me to himself, possessiveness, I constantly feel… he doesn’t have that.

      It’s as friends.

      Just… friends.

      “We fucked around.”

      Not as little as a peep leaves him at my words. His hands, which were barely gripping me moments before, drop off my legs, and his eyes close as if he’s in pain.

      Is he?

      Is it jealousy?

      Hope sneaks its way into me like a snake into the grass before its strike.

      They finally open after a few breaths, and the disgust there is more than I could’ve imagined. It mirrors my fears, confirming my biggest worry.

      “Patch—”

      “He touched you?” he interrupts me like he’s stuck on the fact that Cruz touched me. The concern in his tone reminds me of a father whose daughter comes home after being attacked. It’s a scary thought.

      “Yes, but—”

      “I’ll kill him,” he growls, chopping the air. “Is that why you’ve looked terrified? Did he hurt you?”

      Tears finally brim; he’s missing what I said. We fucked around. We, as in, I wanted him.

      “No, Patch,” I start again, but hatred swims in his eyes, the scary kind. “I wanted to.”

      It’s like the words don’t affect him, don’t hit the intended target. He’s stuck on the fact that Cruz—our worst enemy—touched me.

      And while it’s almost possessive in tone, it’s wrong. Cruz didn’t do anything wrong. Everything we did was something I asked for. Begged even at moments, and while that information would probably make Patch angrier, I can’t allow this kind of madness to consume him.

      Standing and gripping his shoulders, I hope he sees reason. “I’m gay, Patch.” The fact that those words spilled out before anything else isn’t lost on me. Almost as if he’s seeing me for the first time, his eyes connect to mine, and it’s lethal.

      No longer does my lifeline stare at me with love and compassion. Instead, the loathing he showed Allison yesterday has doubled in size.

      His hands grip mine, flinging them off his shoulders as if I’ve burned him by simply touching him. The way his already nearly black eyes zone in on my mouth and then do a once-over of my body has me shifting uncomfortably. 

      As if Patch is now noticing the penetrating gaze he’s given, he pushes me onto the ground and jumps out of my window as if he didn’t come barging in here in the first fucking place.

      Tomorrow, he’s supposed to go to the party at Allison’s with me. How the fuck are either of us going to get along if he hates me?

      Will he even fucking show up?
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      It’s a lie.

      It’s a goddamn fucking lie.

      He wouldn't fuck with Cruz.

      Cruz, our enemy.

      Cruz, the bane of our existence.

      That betrayal hurts more than the fact that he’s into guys. It makes sense now. So much sense. The way he’d watch the guys at the pool when we’d swim. How I caught him watching porn, but he refused to share the video.

      I mean, that could be explained as embarrassment, but I offered to show him my favorites if he showed me just that single video.

      He’d been so adamant about it being too personal, and now I can’t seem to understand why.

      My feet hit the pavement as I race home. Yeah, I could’ve driven, but I’m only a block away, and Lowell’s parents hate when we hang out late. Staring at my phone screen, the clock stares at me. It’s almost midnight. My parents will take my phone privileges if they catch me out this late.

      Hell, I didn’t even realize it was so late when I’d ran over there in the first place. Lowell has been weird all week. It’s unlike him. We’re inseparable, and whenever they need to know where one is, they’ll know we’re together. Whether it’s playing lacrosse, football, video games, or anything in-between, we’re experiencing it together.

      It makes sense now why he said he was fucking Caz all those times. Was it Cruz? Did he lose his virginity to him? 

      For some unknown reason, the thought of that pisses me off. We tell each other everything. I told Lowell when I got my first handy. It was awkward as fuck, and I vowed never to have sex again.

      As I remember the expression on Lowell’s face, the way he scowled fits differently. He was jealous, not disgusted. 

      By the time I’m home, I end up sneaking in the back door. Knowing where Eden’s secret key is, I unlock it. Luckily, we own cats, and there’s no barking. Otherwise, my parents would rain hellfire down on me.

      Much like Lowell’s—which makes sense since they’re best friends—they can be brutal. They want to give and give, but only if we do our best.

      Lowell and I are the definition of rebellious teenagers.

      “Where were you at?” River asks, hiding in the dark. River is my eldest sibling. He’s the perfect kid for my parents, and that’s what makes me so much more scrutinized. The urge to be a little shit skipped him for some reason, bestowing it all on Eden and me. Except, Eden always got what she wanted without asking.

      “Fucking some no-name, what’s it to you?”

      He straightens his shoulders like he’s ready to go to war against me for being an ass. Sometimes my temper needed fixing, and oftentimes, no matter the fix, it wasn’t enough.

      Tonight, it feels like that might be the case.

      As my brother glares at me, I can’t help but feel irrational anger. Why is he so perfect? He’s at fucking Duponte, a top-tier school, he has a perfect girlfriend, and he’s never struggled with anger.

      Is it me being the middle child? Is that why it’s so hard for me?

      “You need to calm down, Patch. You’re off the rails. Plus, you’re tarnishing the Creekman name, it’ll catch up with you eventually.”

      “Fuck off,” I huff, leaving him to head to my room. He doesn’t follow, and I thank the fucking gods for not forcing me to punch him tonight.

      

      The party is at Allison’s tonight. I’ve avoided Lowell all day, even at practice. I’m not even sure why I’m mad at him.

      He’s gay, so what?

      But fuck, it hurts that even Cruz knew before me.

      Fuck them both.

      Are you still coming tonight? Lowell’s text pings on my phone. I stare at the notification without opening it, knowing my read receipts are on, and then I lock my phone, tucking it into my pocket. I’m so mad still. I almost hate how badly I wanted to beat the fuck out of Cruz.

      So much so that after heading for our shared gym class, and when we’re in the locker room to change, I see red.

      Cruz doesn’t get a warning before my elbow is in his chest, forcing him against the lockers. Fuck him. Full of shock, his eyes are massive, and his mouth ajar.

      “What the fuck crawled up your ass, Creekman?”

      I can’t form the words, I’m so angry, and our audience is growing. Pulling back, I hit him in full swing. Without words, I let out my anger, allowing it to seep from me and into his flesh.

      By the third or fourth hit—I lose count—Caesar pulls me off him. He doesn’t even know why I’m angry. But the way Cruz smirks at me, full of amusement and knowledge, he knows I know, and he’s fucking proud of himself.

      Making a mock jerking fist, he lifts it and shakes, creating a fake jizz shooting gesture. Pissing me off even more. I attack him once again but am stopped by three guys. 

      “Calm the fuck down, Creekman. You’re going to get expelled if you keep it up.”

      “I’m going to kill him,” I barely huff to Ajax. He’s the one at my left, holding me off the most. “I’m going to fuck him up.”

      “Dude, you already did,” he mentions, his face screwed up in disappointment. Before he can let me go, and before Cruz can get away, Coach comes in, and we’re both fucked.

      “Both of you, in my office!” The beet red color of his face terrifies me more than when mom takes away all of my electronics. He’s brutal as fuck when he’s mad.

      We follow him, Cruz cradling his jaw and me not noticing the pain from my purple knuckles. A bruise already forms on Cruz’s face. It serves him right. He knows he’s been a dick since birth and decided fucking my best friend was the right choice.

      It fucking isn’t.

      He’s so fucking dead to me.

      “What the hell was that?” Coach hollers, spittle flying at us both. The outrage on his face pales in comparison to the disgust running through me.

      “He started it,” Cruz replies, crossing his arms. The high and mighty way he carries himself makes me want to shove him down ten flights of stairs. 

      “Well, Creekman, explain yourself,” Coach demands, following Cruz’s lead by crossing his own arms. Coach leans against his desk, disappointment seeping from him like his hungover booze-ridden body does odor.

      “Nothing worth repeating, Coach.”

      He scoffs. “Well, if that’s how we’re playing it, you’re going home for the night. Hopefully, you’ll get your head out of your ass for the up-and-coming season. I’ll see you both here on Monday. You both better avoid drinking, or you’ll be running laps until graduation.”

      I nod and turn, leaving them both behind me. Not too far down the corridor back to the lockers, Cruz stops me, pushing me against the lockers.

      His face is too fucking close for comfort, but he doesn’t falter at all. “Jealous that I hooked up with your bitch boy, Patchy?”

      The chastising and boasting manner in which he states his jab nearly has me blacking out and giving into the rage deep inside me. 

      “If you don’t back the fuck off of me, you’ll leave in a body bag. Especially for touching my best friend.”

      “Hmm,” he muses, letting off me a little. A devilish grin covers his mouth as he sniffs the air several times. Delight. “Smells like a jealous bitch to me.”

      Pushing him off, I breathe slowly. I’m not jealous. Fuck him. I don’t give a fuck. 

      “Can’t even form words, Patchy? Seems like little bitch is the perfect description for you.”

      Roaring, I slam my fist into the locker, not wanting to further risk my senior year on a stupid fuck like Cruz.

      “Is it the fact that I sucked his cock so well that he barely lasted before squirting down my throat, or is it the realization that I’ve been in his tight ass before you could realize you like him?”

      “Fuck off, Cruz. I’m two seconds away from beating your fucking face in.”

      “Only because you’re jealous I had him first. You don’t even care that he fucked around with a dude, it’s the fact that it was me.”

      And he hit the nail right on the fucking head. “Get lost, and go find a new fuck buddy. Lowell is off-limits.” 

      He chuckles. The way it sounds grates on me. “Maybe next time, I’ll record it and blast it—”

      Before he finishes the sentence, I slam into him. Knocking us both to the ground, I hit him once more in the jaw before going to my locker and getting my shit, leaving his groaning ass on the floor.

      

      By the time night comes, I still can’t stop stewing over the way Cruz described my best friend. How could he demean him like that?

      Huffing, I grab the Ghostface mask I’d planned to wear with Lowell rocking Jason Voorhees. Whether he shows up or not, I’m going to be there.

      And I’m getting fucking wasted.
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      You’re still coming to the party tonight, right? Allison’s text lights up my phone. When I don’t immediately reply, she puts an emotional begging-looking emoji.

      Yeah, I’ll be there. 

      I don’t text her again, even when she responds. She’s trying so hard and after seeing her be a dick to Patch at the lunch table the other day, insinuating his sexual orientation based on his lack of attraction to her, it is the most frustrating shit I’ve seen in a long time.

      After reaching out to Patch again, I don't expect a reply after ten read texts and no responses. I’ll be at the party, hope to see you.

      Nothing.

      No response.

      My skin crawls with the worry that I might’ve lost my best friend over my sexuality. As Caz would say, “If they can’t love you as you are, their definition of love is flawed.”

      She’s been here for me through it all—my questioning and her willingness to try. Hell, for a while, we dated for real, trying to make it work. 

      Any person she wanted would be lucky to have her, but that person will never be me. The idea of vaginas in any aspect isn’t for me.

      

      After putting on my outfit, I head over to Allison’s. Her house isn’t far enough that I’ll need my car, but just in case I need a getaway and don’t want to walk, I’m driving. 

      My parents give me everything, my siblings too, we want for nothing. So, the fact that I drive a Tesla at the fresh age of eighteen isn’t exactly a shock. I’m sure if I wanted something else when I start at Duponte next year, they’d offer that to me too.

      With how angry Patch is, my drive is filled with disparaging thoughts while A Day to Remember echoes in the background. What if he doesn’t get over whatever he’s feeling? We’re supposed to room together next year for college. Our parents already planned to pay for a shared condo since attached at the hip is how we’ve been for ages.

      They may hate when we hang out super late at night when we’re supposed to wake up for school the following morning, but our parents love how we’ve stayed friends this long.

      And it wouldn’t end if I didn’t open my big fucking mouth last night. All because Cruz kept pushing, forcing my hand to come out, and he’s probably so proud of himself.

      My phone rings when I pull up at Allison’s. Her house is massive, ostentatious if you ask me. Her parents own half the city—no surprise there, but fuck.

      “Yeah?” I answer, not realizing it’s Cruz on the other end. 

      “You going to Allison’s?”

      “What does it matter to you?” It takes everything in me not to yell at him for forcing me to tell Patch what we did together.

      I hear a low chuckle on the other side of the phone. It’s easy to imagine his arrogant smirk as my uneasiness amuses him. “Just wondering if you’ve seen Patch since our fight earlier.”

      “Fight?” I balk, feeling my palms sweat.

      “Not much of a fight when the asshole sucker-punched me,” he complains, but his humor is still there. “He didn’t like the fact that we fooled around.”

      “So you decided to just bring that shit up?” I hiss, my breath coming in short and frequent pants. The panic starts to rise inside me, suffocating me slowly.

      “No, dick. He attacked me, and it felt nice to rub it in his face that I got to touch your dick first.”

      “Fuck you, Cruz.”

      “You almost did. Forget already?”

      Before I completely seize into my anxiety, I hang up. The phone call was as unproductive as I’ve been all week, stressing about Cruz and Patch.

      Getting out of the car, I slam the door, my nerves frayed. The music plays loudly, so loudly it’s a shock the cops haven’t shown up.

      “Yo, Montlake!” Caesar yells, waving at me. He’s dressed in scrubs, blood covers it in splatters, giving him an insane visual. His eyes are glazed over, and I’m sure he’s either tipsy or high. Either way, he’s enjoying the party already.

      “Montlake, we didn’t think you’d come,” Sigyn mentions when I walk toward the lacrosse team. She’s had a thing for me almost as long as Allison. She’s pretty, gorgeous even, but not for me. I’ve tried letting her down more than once, but she can’t seem to get the hint, much like Allison in that sense.

      Her hand clutches my shoulder before I can entirely dodge it, rubbing her thumb into my muscles in a far too intimate way. “I’ve got to go find Allison,” I lie, hoping she doesn’t realize it. It’s not exactly news that I’m not into Allison or any chick. Though, Caz always has my back when the rumor mills run.

      Letting me go, she offers a pout. “Save me a dance?” Not wanting to commit to anything I’m not comfortable with, I walk away without responding.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      “Bro, have you seen Creekman?” My ears pique at that, but the question wasn’t directed at me. Instead, it’s aimed at Cruz, who just showed up.

      Wanting to hear the gossip mixes with the desire not to be seen eavesdropping, which has me standing far too close to the two.

      “Nah, what’s going on?”

      “He showed up about an hour ago, wasted. He’s been tongue-fucking Ever for the last ten minutes, and they look five seconds from fucking.

      The words burn through me, lighting my skin on fire.

      Kissing Evergreen.

      He has to be fucking kidding.

      Weaving through the crowd, I go to the backyard where all the booze is. Not thinking twice, I grab the first bottle on the table, bringing it to my lips.

      So much for being sober and sane.

      

      
        
        Patch

      

      

      All I see is red, all I feel is hate, all that consumes me is the pictures in my head of Lowell with Cruz. Fuck.

      After my fourth swig of vodka with a Red Bull chaser, it seemed like a perfect time to make out with Evergreen. I feel absolutely nothing.

      Yeah, I told Lowell I'd fuck her if she asked. Because in my head, it seemed plausible.

      It's not.

      Even with her tongue-fucking me, rubbing her body against me, grinding every part of her on my dick, I'm not even slightly stiff.

      I'm broken.

      Something's wrong with me.

      When I got my first handy, it was from Sigyn. She's hot, attractive, whatthefuckever. But sexually? There's nothing here. My dick doesn't twitch, grow, or even feel anything.

      Am I broken? Most dudes my age fuck everything and anything with legs, and while I'm usually known as someone who gets girls, I never actually fuck them. Comfort is all they offer me, sexual desire doesn’t exist.

      "You're so hot, Patch," Ever groans, leaning back into me. My stomach clenches with the wrongness of it. It's an out-of-body experience, where my body moves with hers but doesn't feel a goddamn thing.

      It's unsettling, feeling like a stranger in your body. Doesn't help that my intoxication numbs everything else. My mind still sticks to Lowell. To Cruz touching him… fucking him.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      Fuck.

      My unease unsettles me. Why the fuck do I care?

      Is there an actual reason for the emotions rattling inside me?

      When she cups my dick, I grunt. Must think it means she’s turned me on since she rubs up and down my flaccid length. And nothing. No arousal touches me, and the frustration is almost too much.

      “What the fuck, Creekman?”

      It doesn't take me even two seconds to realize it's my best friend talking. Even though he used my last name, which definitely means he's pissed at me.

      “Busy,” I mumble, gripping Ever's throat, bringing her mouth back to mine. Somehow, she's lifted off my lap. Blinking several times, I search Lowell's face. He's holding her away from me.

      “He has herpes. I'd get myself checked.” The fuck.

      Coughing laughs echo around us, but it doesn't faze me. Unlike Lowell, little embarrasses me. Yeah, it's a shitty thing to lie about your friend, but he's pissed, and somehow, it's glorious to witness. He’s the passive one in our friendship, always thinking ahead and underreacting. Seeing his anger brings me joy.

      She scrunches her face with distaste. “Ew.”

      Lowell directs his head to the left. “Get fucking lost.”

      No hesitation. Ever walks away, grumbling the entire way. Everyone watches for Lowell’s next outburst, and while I don’t want to make a scene, he seems to carry no qualms. My eyes struggle to focus on his face. Vodka’s a slithery bitch.

      Somehow, I didn't even realize he dressed like Jason, even with us fighting. He's always been loyal, my best friend.

      That is until he fucked our enemy.

      Pulling my mask down over my face, I ignore everyone surrounding us. Lowell doesn't, though. Instead, he lands on my lap, straddling me while gripping my shirt aggressively.

      “How could you be so fucking dumb?” he hisses. I'm sure this looks too fucking sexual, but he doesn't get off of me or seem bothered.

      Maybe I should push him off.

      The liquor in my system disagrees.

      Twitch.

      My heart hammers.

      Not just in my chest, but a low throb in my dick.

      What the fuck?

      Twitch.

      Thump. Thump. Thump.

      It creates a staccato through my length, rising for the occasion.

      This can't be happening, not with my best friend on top of me, yelling unintelligible things. Not him in front of everyone.

      It has to be aftereffects of Ever.

      Has to be.

      I'm not gay.

      I've never been gay.

      “Get the fuck off me!” I roar, seizing my own fear by pushing him to the floor. Blood rushes to my head, and my dick continues its steady rhythm, beating with my heart and confusing the fuck out of me.

      He doesn't take long to get back up, rising with the ugliest scowl I've ever seen him sport. Then, without another glance at me, he rushes out the back. Luckily, their pool house is back there. If not, there's no way we would have the privacy to berate and cuss at each other.

      It seems that's the route we'll be taking because his face is red and covered in sweat like this entire situation has exhausted him.

      What's not helpful is the raging hard-on that I can't seem to force down. It's hard. For the first time, it's fucking hard.

      I've never had it go full mast before. Half, sure. Full, and by someone else? No. Not ever.

      An ache builds in my stomach, and it's the most confusing feeling throughout my body. I stare at Lowell as he leads me to the pool house. Fortunately, no one follows. Or at least, I can't see anyone.

      Buzzing interrupts my steps. Montlake there? My dick needs its special mouth. Rage consumes me as I continue toward the pool house, slamming the door behind me. Lowell wears the most hurtful expression, his brows pinched and his lips in a thin line.

      Where his anger is stemmed from sadness, mine consumes me through emotions I’ve never experienced.

      Envy being the utmost important one.

      I'm not sure why I do what I do next, but my anger drives me to grip his shirt and force him against the door. My breathing is ragged as my dick pulses between my thighs. Warmth spreads through me like a hot poker, singeing my skin as my chest pounds faster.

      Quickly, I remove my mask, tossing it across the room. By the time my lips slam against my best friend's, my mind is completely fucked over this entire situation.

      I'm not into guys.

      I'm not into girls.

      I'm not into anyone.

      But, with Lowell right here, at this fucked-up moment suspended in time, I'm into this fucking kiss. He isn't, though, and he pushes me off him, furiously wiping his lips.

      "What the fuck, Patch!" It's a rhetorical question, and so many emotions warp his expression into one of horror. "This can't be fucking happening."

      He grips his head, turning toward the bed in the center of the room and sitting down. The torture on his face probably mirrors mine.

      I just kissed my best fucking friend.

      And my dick still won't soften.

      Shit.
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      What just happened? Did he really just fucking kiss me? My stomach churns with how turned on I am from such an aggressive kiss. I've kissed three people in my life, Patch being the third, and none felt like that. The first was stolen in the third grade by Ever and didn’t even count.

      Now?

      Fuck. I don't think I've lived until this moment. The second his lips took mine, I moaned. My dick has never been this hard, let alone has it felt the need to burst simply from a kiss.

      And shit. Patch was hard too.

      I've seen him naked so many times, but nothing compares to him clothed with a stiffy against me.

      “What the fuck was that?”

      He shakes his head, his nerves obvious. “I'm sorry,” he apologizes, and with the crazed expression he's sporting, I believe him. Sitting next to me, he grabs my shoulder. “I don't know what the fuck that was.”

      The small part of me that's logical knows he's struggling with something, but the big part of me, the one who has been in love with him for years—that part feels so wounded at his words.

      “It's fine,” I grit out, knowing the sadness will seep out if I say more. I've wanted to kiss Patch for so long, but not like this.

      He stands, almost noticing my inner battle. Loud rattles hit my ears as he opens and closes cupboards. I'm sure he's searching for alcohol—which I appreciate—but I'm not following him to see.

      Maybe he needs it to erase the fact that he just kissed me… a dude. He's been adamant about pussy, even insinuated he wanted Ever's. Somehow, thinking of her brings back my annoyance.

      When I took several swigs of whiskey, my throat churned. Nausea built from the acrid taste, but worsened when witnessing Ever straddling his lap, rocking against him.

      That must be why he was solid when he shoved his tongue in my mouth. It still throbs from the aggressiveness of him. My lips swelled from his bite, the feeling welcome and cherished.

      He touches his own mouth while he's walking back with a bottle of reposado tequila. I've never been a fan of tequila, but Patch definitely is.

      His smile is small, but I force myself to believe it's because he found his favorite kind of alcohol rather than the fact that he kissed me. It took every ounce of strength I possessed not to kiss him back, but fuck, he'd regret it later.

      As much as his lips on my mouth and the dream of them on my cock sounds heavenly, my friendship is fifty times more important to me.

      I could live without him as mine.

      But without him entirely? Impossible.

      “Cabo Wabo, reposado,” he muses, still trailing a finger over his bottom lip. My eyes glue themselves to the motion, thinking of how he tasted like vodka and Red Bull, wanting to taste it again. He's so fucking hot with his tousled hair and lip ring twisting from his nerves.

      He's too much for me.

      But he's everything too.

      “Gross,” I finally offer, meaning it. It's putrid in flavor, something indescribable but somehow unique to tequila.

      “You lack sophistication, Lowell.” The slight slur to his words has me relaxing. He'll probably forget everything tomorrow. No worries.

      Tomorrow, he'll be my best friend.

      Tomorrow, he'll forget his mouth was on mine.

      Tomorrow, his dick won't know the feel of mine as he presses against me.

      It's cool.

      Cool. Cool. Cool. Cool. Cool.

      He takes two large gulps, several drops letting loose on his chin. Patch has been converting into alcoholism for the last year. His intake rises as his tolerance does, but right now, I'm aching, and it's the last thing I'm thinking about.

      Wanting to forget myself, I take several gulps, slurping the nasty flavor down. Tequila isn't like whiskey or vodka, it goes down smoothly, but the aftertaste is too much.

      “Slow down, dude,” Patch warns, but he's grinning from ear to ear. He steals the bottle from me, taking another thick swallow.

      His throat contracts, the veins in his neck catching my attention all while the thickness of his Adam's apple moves with the action.

      So fucking hot.

      My dick throbs, reminding me I'm very much gay and in lust with my best friend. Not noticing, I peer back into Patch's eyes, and they're staring at me in a way I don't recognize. He watches me watching him with yearning, and for some reason, his glazed-over look reminds me of Cruz when he wants to come.

      While I shouldn't be thinking of Cruz right now, it's the only comparison I have for someone who's turned on.

      He's turned on.

      Patch.

      My best fucking friend.

      Offering me the bottle, I close my eyes, repeating Patch's actions by taking slow swigs. When the pop of the bottle sounds out from my mouth, our eyes meet, and the heat in his expression scares me.

      “We should probably chill out,” I stumble, hearing my own words dancing like the liquid in my stomach.

      “What did you and Cruz do?” he asks huskily, ignoring my suggestion.

      Is it huskily, or am I drunk? Focusing on the deepness of his voice, I think it might be husky. It takes him asking me again to realize he just asked me a question.

      “What?”

      He helps me sit up on the bed, taking another drink from the bottle. “What did you guys do?”

      Stumbling over my thoughts, I struggle to form the words. “Fooled around,” I slur, knowing the way my words sound like cursive writing to the ear.

      “You said that,” he clarifies. “But what did you do specifically?”

      I don't know what to say or how to respond. Struggling to form even words makes me nervous, especially when all I can think of is how Cruz and I fooled around, and the entire time, I'd imagined Patch.

      When words don’t form, Patch pushes me down on my back, this time he’s the one straddling me. “Is this what he did, Mischief?”

      I swallow dry air, gasping for a semblance of discourse. His fingers grip the hem of my jeans, trailing across the waistband. Sweat trails down my forehead, only proving how hot I feel and how much this scares me.

      It can’t be real.

      I’m drunk.

      Having the hottest wet dream.

      That has to be the reasoning.

      “What about this?” he questions, slipping his entire hand down my pants. Grazing my cock, my body jolts, flinching from the simple brush of his fingers. Patch doesn't stop there, he grips my entire length soon after. With his other hand, he undoes my pants, dragging my length out of the confines of my boxer briefs. His eyes widen while he unconsciously licks his bottom lip.

      “Patch,” I hiss, feeling like I'm about to jizz in his palm just from the touch alone. “You're drunk.”

      The humor leaves his expression, but he chuckles anyway. “So are you. Is that why you dick is hard, Mischief? Because you're drunk?” I nod frantically, knowing it's a lie. This isn't the first time I've been hard for him, and I'm sure it won't be the last.

      “Hmm,” he hums, closing his eyes briefly. “I don't fucking believe you.”

      Leaning down, he licks my cockhead, and a long abated groan escapes me. What the fuck is he doing? Shit. He needs to stop.

      “Tell me how he did it, Lowell. Show me how he sucked your cock.”

      “I-I,” my words stutter as he flicks his tongue along the tip over and over again. “Patch, we can't do this.” My thoughts are hard to un-muddle, stuck on the pleasure his mouth is bringing me.

      “Why?”

      “You're straight, for one,” I gasp, barely getting the words out with how he's blowing air across me. Popping the head of my cock inside of his mouth, a cry of unadulterated lust rushes from me. “Shit, Patch. Please stop.”

      He laughs lowly, his voice lower than ever before. “Scared to have your best friend touch you, Lowell? What about make you come” Sucking my tip again, he bites harshly. Pain slices through me, but pleasure soon follows. “What about fuck you? Would you let me inside you, Mischief? Coat my hands with your release while I slammed inside your tight hole?”

      Shaking my head, I moan loudly. “Stop talking,” I rasp. “You're drunk. You'll regret this tomorrow.”

      “It's only fair,” he rumbles, crawling up my body. “I want what Cruz had.”

      The words make me shiver and flinch simultaneously. “You don't know what you're saying. Emotions are high.”

      “I want to fuck you, Lowell.”

      Shit.

      Shit.

      Shit. Shit. Shit.

      The times I’ve imagined those exact words isn’t lost on me.

      Doubt hits me, reminding me how straight my best friend is.

      He’s drunk now, but what about tomorrow? He'll regret this.

      I know it. He's been straight our entire lives. Why would that change suddenly?

      “Let me inside you,” he taunts, pumping me while leaning into my neck. His teeth sink in, grinding into the tendon. My nipples tighten from the shiver shooting across my body, but I love it.

      He begins sucking furiously. He's going to leave marks, hickeys, a stamp of ownership he has no desire for.

      “Why now?” I barely muster, needing some reassurance. Needing to know this won't ruin our friendship.

      “Because you were mine first,” he growls greedily, biting my bottom lip. Lost in his aggression, I don't notice him bringing his other hand to my throat. Patch squeezes my airway, forcing my mouth open.

      Blinking twice, I notice the spit dangling above me, and my cock twitches twice before shooting all over us both. No movement, no thrusting, just the simple fact that he's about to spit in my mouth.

      He lied.

      He saw the porn I watched. How else would he know my kink?

      It was a dude spitting in another dude's mouth. I jerked to that video for months. If Patch noticed me blowing my load, he doesn't mention it.

      He grinds down onto me and releases the spit. “I knew you were a fucking freak, Mischief. Always watching gay porn. Wanting to be degraded like a slut.”

      “H-How'd you know?” I mumble, shame slicing through me. He closes my mouth, forcing me to swallow his saliva, and I do, savoring it.

      His jean-clad cock rubs against my already hardening one, making a mess of both of us. “Looked at your search history when you'd pretended to go pee at night. Don’t be shy, admit it, you were jerking off to it.”

      Swallowing air, I gasp at the realization. “You knew I was gay?”

      A nod is my only response. “Then why—"

      Forcefully, he squeezes my throat. “You fucked our enemy, and now I'm going to fuck you.”

      With amusement in his features, he jumps off me, touching the splooge on his jeans. “Get undressed, Lowell.”

      “We can't do this.”

      “Either get undressed or I'll undress you,” he challenges.

      “No.”
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      Alcohol sluices through my blood. I'm not sober, but not tanked either. Not really. I know what I'm doing, even if I don't actually know what I'm doing.

      Spitting in his mouth had me near orgasming, which has never happened to me before. My cock throbs in tandem with my breathing. I'm so fucking turned on I can't see straight. All I know is that I need to sink inside him and erase Cruz from his memories.

      It makes no sense, and it changes absolutely fucking nothing.

      Tomorrow, we'll go back to being best friends.

      This won't have happened.

      I’m straight, he’s gay, and we’re just friends.

      “Either get undressed, or I'll strip you naked with my pocket knife,” I demand, losing what little peace I've garnered from standing. Lowell’s spunk covers my pants, and while the thought would usually disgust me, I'm so fucking close to coming myself that I can't seem to care.

      “No.”

      His defiance borders on fear. We're all driven by our baser needs when stressed. Lowell's is apparently flight.

      But he's not running.

      We're doing this.

      Get it out of our systems and graduate high school like we never fucked around. But this way, he’ll be mine, and Cruz can’t shove it in my face.

      Taking two steps at a time, I make it to the bed, pulling him up by his shirt. By the end of tonight, it'll be stretched beyond repair from my pulling.

      Regardless, the dazed and fearful expression he's sporting further pushes me. His eyes are closed, and his eyebrows nearly touch from fear.

      “Clothes. Off.” When he doesn't move, I grab my knife, flicking it open. The sound of metal against metal has his eyes honing in on me. From the collar of his shirt, I slice and start dragging it off him. Halfway through, as if he's divorced from the idea of losing his clothes entirely, he assists.

      “Do you even know what to do?” he chides, worry echoing in his voice.

      “I've watched enough porn in every fucking category to know how to fuck, Lowell.”

      He nods, but then pauses, his eyes widening. “Porn isn't realistic, Patch. They don’t even show lube usage.”

      Letting out a sardonic laugh, I bite his worried lip. “Believe me, Lowell… nothing I want to do to you is realistic.”

      Logically, I know this is wrong. We're both drunk. We shouldn't be doing this, but while I know better logically, it doesn't hinder my resolution to take my best friend. Even if the plan for tomorrow is pretending I'd blacked out and forgotten every moment.

      Nothing can change after this.

      We have futures to think of.

      When he's fully naked and erect in front of me, my body shakes with anticipation. He's hot. I've noticed his muscles before. Both clothed and unclothed, of course. Toned abs, thick quads, and even thicker thighs. He's everyone's wet dream. And now, he's mine.

      For tonight, at least.

      Of course, it had to be Halloween night. At a fucking party, no less.

      I've never felt sexual desire. I wasn't lying to Lowell when I told him that I'd watched tons of porn. I have. Everything.

      Dubcon, step-sibling, amateur, hardcore, and everything in between, I’ve seen it all. Not a single one made me hard, and not a single one helped me understand my sexual needs or desire.

      Until tonight, when my dick twitched for the first time for my best friend, I've never even experienced arousal.

      I need this.

      Pushing him back down on the bed, I decide my mouth is the only lubrication available. Unless Allison's family stashes lube here.

      Deciding it’s best not to rip through him, I go scavenging. One cupboard after another, I scrounge for anything we can use.

      In the kitchen, I find a bottle of coconut oil and smirk. Not exactly a good thing to use for any type of sex, but it'll suffice.

      Rounding the archway, I find Lowell thrusting his cock into his palm. “Couldn't wait? Always causing mayhem, aren't you?”

      “I don't know what I'm doing, but after chugging a ton more of that nasty shit—” he explains, gesturing to the near-empty bottle of tequila. “I feel a little less unsure.”

      “On all fours,” I direct, wanting to see him exposed to me. This will be my only experience with him and my first sexual one with actual pleasure. His face reddens, his cheeks full of color and shame. It's such a beautiful look on him.

      “I've never—”

      “Never bent over for Cruz?” I grumble.

      “Never went all the way,” he admits. Those five words go straight to my dick, reminding me why I haven't run off.

      “Good,” I respond with pride. “My cock will be better than Cruz’s ever would have been.”

      Without another argument, he goes onto his hands and knees, opening himself for me. “You wax?” I think aloud, touching the bare cleft between his cheeks.

      “Yes,” he hisses. Bringing my hand back, I smack his left cheek, wanting to see it red. When he moans without complaint, I do the other, switching back between the two before he whimpers. “Cruz likes to… you know…” he avoids saying the words.

      “Eat your ass?” I offer.

      He nods but hides his face soon after.

      “You really are a slut like the guys in those videos you watched on repeat,” I muse, rubbing my palm across the reddened and raised flesh. “Was it Cruz's cock you always fantasized about, Lowell?”

      “No,” he grunts when I smack again. “Not Cruz, never Cruz.”

      Leaving it at that, I fall to my knees behind him, taking the oil with me. He flinches when my mouth hovers over his hole. Without thinking too much, I glide my tongue across the rough flesh. The sounds leaving Lowell urge me on.

      My tongue slides against him over and over, then finally enter him. Holding his squirming hips, I forced him to assist fucking himself on my tongue. When he's a whimpering mess, I tease his cock with a few pumps and smile when he begs me for more.

      Grabbing the bottle of oil, I pour an excessive amount onto my fingers, lubricating them beyond necessary. Then, with little nerves, I prod at his asshole, sticking one digit in. After he seems to suck me in, my second glides in too.

      By the third finger, he's thrusting back in tandem with my hand. “Seems like you're desperate for my cock, Mischief.”

      “Yes, Patch. Please.”

      “When you scream, make sure it's my name. Because it's my cock that's sinking into you, filling you, taking your virgin ass for my own.”

      “Patch,” he begs. With hurried movements, I remove my fingers, tearing off my shirt, shoes, pants, and boxers. My body shudders with a need I've never experienced. It's overwhelming and sweltering, but all I want is to experience it.

      I reach for the bottle of oil once more and drench my cock, thrusting into my palm several times. I've never been able to jerk off, not successfully, and now I'm feeling tingles with every upstroke of my head.

      Leaning toward him, I tease his entrance with the sensitive tip of my cock, craving every experience I've neglected.

      Inch by inch, I push inside my best friend. He's so fucking tight, suffocating my cock with every breached muscle.

      “You're so fucking tight, Mischief. Fuck.” With my grunting, he offers nothing more than a moan. “I've never wanted to fuck anyone before,” I admit, not knowing why. “Your ass is the first I've ever touched, let alone fucked.” Again, I groan when I'm bottomed out. “I want you to feel me for days, Mischief. I want you to walk to class and feel the imprint of my cock between your ass. I want you to be at practice and run with the lacrosse stick, knowing I stuck my big cock up your ass, and you begged for it.”

      “Stop talking. Please just fuck me, Patch. Jesus.”

      I chuckle at his impatience, pulling out and thrusting home. My balls tingle as I pick up the pace. Rotating my hips, I hit at a different angle, and that's when he bites the comforter, barely muffling his screams.

      Creaks from the bedframe fill the air as I fuck him without remorse. Lifting one leg, I adjust my angle on the bed, hitting him deeper. “Fuck, your ass is so tight,” I rumble, feeling my orgasm rise.

      Reaching around us, I grip his solid length and pump in tandem to my thrusts. He cries out, spilling all over my hand and the comforter. Several harsh thrusts later, I feel myself release for the first time ever.

      My balls squeeze, an ache reaches to my stomach, and my jizz unloads into Lowell. When it finally stops pouring out in sync with my heartbeat, I inch out.

      Lowell collapses, but the sound of the door opening forces me to cover my junk.

      

      
        
        If you want more from Patch and Lowell, their villain arc is in the Bully God Anthology. You can pre-order it now for $.99: https://books2read.com/bullygod
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      The hardest thing about life was living when a part of you died. I know people talked about it all the time, how you had to move on, but half the time, the people who gave that advice had not experienced heartbreak like I had.

      Our neighbors considered us lucky, while others said we were privileged. It wasn’t that simple, though. No. My father came from immigrant parents, and he worked his ass off trying to make a better life for his family. Now my uncle was in politics, while my father ran his own business. They were living the American dream.

      I grew up living in the nice side of our town, dealing with the prejudice that came when a Hispanic family was doing better than most “Americans.” It was easy to ignore, and we considered ourselves blessed.

      Maybe our blessing came at a price.

      You see, I was one-half of what used to make a whole.

      My brother, Victor, and I were inseparable since birth. It didn’t matter that he was a boy and I was a girl. Our twin bond was stronger than that. When we were seven, we moved to  Shadow Oak’s. My family somewhat of an outcast, until he came along.

      Carson Austin.

      He was exactly what his name suggested. Hot, wealthy, and spoiled, but I didn’t always think about him that way.

      Carson became our neighbor, and since he and Victor were the same age, they became best friends. Where Vic went, I followed.

      It was nice having Carson around because he instantly became a member of our family. His parents were out more often than they were home. Family was everything to the Romeros—it was ingrained in our roots.

      I went from having one bother to having two.

      We did everything together, from swimming lessons to martial arts. In high school, they joined football, and I did cheer. There wasn’t a time where one went and the other didn’t follow.

      Those brotherly feelings I had toward Carson started to change as soon as I turned fourteen. For my younger self, all these feelings were very complicated. To like a boy like a brother one day, to wanting to kiss him the very next day.

      Carson was hot, and he had so many girls around him all the time, and as I embraced my feelings for him, the more I would hate sharing him with the rest of the girls at school.

      The sad thing about it was that I knew the exact moment when things changed for me. If I could go back to that day, I would make myself turn off that little feeling and stop it from growing. Or confessed and have him reject me or put me in the friendzone, because what happened afterward hurt.

      The three of us often had sleepovers and would go camping with my family. Our sleeping arrangement started when we were seven. Victor and I hated sleeping in the middle. It made us feel claustrophobic, so Carson would suffer and take one for the team. This lasted until we all got older, and my parents began to separate us.

      Then for our sixteenth birthday, we really wanted to go to a concert, so my parents took us. It was somewhat of a drive, and it began to rain toward the end of the concert. The drive was so difficult that my dad had to pull up at the first inn he found.

      We all got stuck in a room. My parents got the bed, and the hotel gave us blankets and pillows, so the rest of us were stuck on the floor. Being the big baby he was, Victor had the bright idea of putting all our blankets together to make laying on the floor softer.

      Thus our little sleeping rule came into play.

      Sleeping next to Carson when I was seven was totally different than when I was sixteen. The feeling inside of me were those famous butterflies people liked to talk about, weren't they? My body could feel a pull to him. There was an invisible force that was telling me he was right freaking there.

      The next day, I was the first one to wake up, feeling a weight across my waist. Carson’s arm was wrapped around me, and it gave me a funny sensation. I had always felt safe with him and Victor, knowing that nothing would ever touch me, but it was like I was invincible this time.

      I slowly turned and looked at his features, and was hit with the feeling of how could something I had been looking at every day for the last couple of years suddenly change?

      His dark hair was more stylish, his face wasn’t as round anymore, and his lips—it was like they beckoned me to kiss them.

      It was at that moment that he decided to wake up. He didn’t call me a creep; instead, he smiled at me.

      “Morning, Ness,” he spoke, and I wondered when did I miss the moment his voice started to change?

      We used to be a trio, and up until my brother’s death, I never thought Carson minded.

      Everything after that trip seemed like a blur. I could never dive deep into my feelings for Carson because Victor’s health deteriorated.

      It wasn’t alarming at first, we just thought his defenses were low since he was such a picky eater and loved his junk food. My mom took him to the doctor, then everything kinda went downhill from there.

      You never really worry about going to your routine checkups, until they tell you further testing will be needed or send you to a specialist.

      Those words loomed over us as we tried our best to remain with our normalcy.

      Day by day, I had to watch my brother lose that little spark of mischief. When they told us he had a tumor, our first reaction was to get rid of it. Unfortunately, life wasn’t as simple as that.

      It was inoperable, so the next best thing was shrinking it with radiation. We were all a strong unit relying on each other trying to stay positive for Vic. Things seemed to be going good, but they quickly took a turn for the worse.

      All of us were in denial about everything that happened. Vic resigned himself to his impending death. Once he made peace with the fact, he smiled more, despite his lack of strength. He would remind my parents how much he loved them and how he had been lucky.

      Every time he would start talking like that, I would leave the room so he wouldn’t see me cry. I wanted to burn the world down because it wasn’t fair.

      On the night before Vic passed, something in me was screaming to hold on stronger. At the time, I didn’t know what it meant, but now, looking back, I knew he was going to die.

      I left Vic’s hospital room and ran outside. The hospital had a small garden, and I sat there for a few hours, just staring at the night sky.

      “Ness,” I heard his hesitant voice call out to me.

      I looked up at him with tears in my eyes. He didn’t look much better than I did. Without a word, he took a seat next to me.

      After a while, I broke the silence. My voice was raw. The words I needed to say wouldn’t come out; they were clogged in my windpipe.

      “I-I’m scared,” I whispered.

      Carson’s response was quick. He pulled my body toward him and wrapped his arms around me. I clung to him as if he were my lifeline. My body shook violently as I cried all the tears I refused to cry in front of my twin.

      Carson held me tighter, his hands rubbing my back soothingly. He knew there were no words to be said now, and I appreciated him for it.

      I somehow ended up being cradled by him. Funny how our bodies can multitask, right? The person who was giving me comfort was now making me nervous. It’s like we both realized this at the same time. He turned to look down at me, and for the first time, the unease I felt in the pit of my stomach wasn’t filled with dread.

      My head rested on his shoulder, and I craned my head to hide it in the crook of his neck and inhale his scent. Carson’s sharp intake was loud. His gaze locked with mine, and for a second, I forgot all about the pain.

      “No matter what happens, Ness, I got you,” he said as his arm wrapped tightly against my waist and pulled me closer to him.

      This time, it was me who forgot how to breathe.

      Carson closed the distance between us, and I didn’t dare move.

      His lips were rough and chapped, but the way he kissed me was soft. My arms wrapped around him, and his came to my waist, fixing me, so I was straddling him.

      Before the kiss could become frenzied and we lost control, I pulled back, gasping for air because I was drowning in him and in grief. There was only so much I could take at a time.

      Carson was breathing as heavily as I was. He bit his lip as he looked at me and blinked a couple of times as if trying to remind himself that there was more going on around us.

      His hand came to my cheek, and with his thumb, he wiped the last of my tears.

      “Smile, Ness, we don’t want Vic to know you’ve been crying.”

      He was right; all it would do was cause Vic more pain, and we wanted him to smile as much as he could because we knew we only had a few of his smiles left.

      I took a calming breath, and that’s when it hit me that I was in his lap, and he was still holding on to me. Before I could get up, he stood, taking me with him, then set me down.

      “Come on, let’s go see if he’s awake.”

      Carson took hold of my hand and walked us to my brother’s room. Victor was awake, and he looked up at us as we walked into the room.

      As soon as we walked in, I let go of Carson and rushed to the part of me that was slowly withering away.

      At one point throughout the night, my brother passed away.

      It has been over a year, and the pain never doused. Some days it felt like I was finally moving on while others, the pain was just as intense, maybe even more than it was back then.

      The sad thing about it all was that I didn’t lose just one brother, but two that day.
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      As soon as I woke up, I knew this weekend was going to be a hard one. I had a lot of those days, the ones that were hard because you used to share an unbreakable bond with another person. Christmas, New Year, the anniversary of Vic’s death, and our birthday.

      You know how hard it was to celebrate turning older when your other half was forever sixteen? It fucking killed.

      This whole town was excited because Halloween fell on a Friday, but all I could think was the fact that my eighteenth birthday was nearing, and I would be spending it alone.

      I sat up, took a deep breath, and gathered up the energy to get me through the day.

      The weather was cooling; winter was fast approaching. I used to love all things summer, but that part of me also faded after Vic died. Now I was glad for fall and winter. It was a season where I didn’t have to go outside and socialize with people. Not like I had anyone to socialize with anymore.

      My huge closet was there for decor nowadays since I didn’t have the energy to get ready like I used to. I threw a black pair of jeans on and a white tank top. Grabbing my stuff, I left my room and made my way to the room next to me. It still looked the same, and it was probably unhealthy to keep it that way but walking in here the way it was, it felt like Vic would come out and greet me.

      My parents have tried to clear it out, but I kept stopping them. I couldn’t handle it. His room mirrored my own in a way, except his bookshelves were filled with comics and mangas. Ignoring the pang I felt, I walked to his closet, steering clear of the side window, and grabbed the first black sweater my hands made contact with.

      Once that was done, I walked downstairs, where my mother was having her morning coffee.

      “Morning, Mami,” I greeted her as I kissed her cheek.

      “Morning, mi amor,” she said and smiled at me, but I knew it was somewhat fake, but props to my mother, she tried harder than I did.

      I grabbed my keys and headed for my car. Another thing I felt guilty of. Vic died before we ever got our license. He got sick at sixteen, and our driving lessons were few, and then we forgot about them as he got worse.

      We used to talk about the cars we would get and knew we were privileged because our parents were going to give them to us. I used to want a baby blue beetle, but when the day to pick finally came, I picked Victor's dream car.

      As soon as I started walking toward my car, I felt him. It was rare nowadays to see him next door. Our gazes clashed, and after the last time he humiliated me, I refused to shy away from his stare. How was it that while I felt like time stayed still for me, it kept on going by for him?

      He was even taller now than the last time I saw him. He wore dark jeans, a white t-shirt, and our school's football jacket. His shoulders were broader. His face was sharper now; there wasn’t any softness left in him. He still wore his black hair just long enough to run his fingers through it, and in his ears, he had small gauges. As quickly as he looked at me, he dismissed me and got into his car.

      I didn’t dare drop my head as I made my way to the car that matched his. He had a black Corvette, and I had it in white. As soon as I was in, I let my head drop back on the headrest, knowing he wouldn’t be able to see in here since both of our windows were heavily tinted.

      How was it that he could still affect me this way? My mind reeled back to the day when it all went down.

      A few weeks after my brother had passed, my parents kept nagging at me to go out, to continue living for both Victor and myself.

      So I listened to them and got changed.

      Opening my Instagram, I knew where there would be a party, and I showed up. I found Carson quickly. He was seated, and a crowd surrounded him.

      The closer I walked to him, the more nervous I got. The last time I had properly talked to him, we had been kissing after Vic died and Carson pulled away from me. I think he found it too hard to be around me because I reminded him of his best friend, of what he’d lost. It wasn’t something I liked to think about often because even though it still gave me butterflies, what happened afterward gave me pain.

      When I had broken through the crowd, the first thing I noticed was the girl on his lap. I froze for a second, and I had to remind myself he wasn’t my boyfriend, and at the end of the day, regardless of that, he was like my brother.

      As soon as people started to notice me, the conversation around them died down. That’s when Carson finally realized I was there. I felt like a dork when I raised my hand and waved at him. I had even mustered up a fake smile.

      “What,” he said in a tone I had never heard him use before, at least not directed at me.

      My mouth parted a bit in shock.

      “I-I just wanted to hang out,” I said, putting a tendril of hair behind my ear.

      Carson laughed and looked away before snapping his gaze at me once more. At this point, everyone was looking back and forth between the both of us. His stare went from the top of my head down to my boots.

      “I’m sorry for your loss, Vanessa, but now that Vic’s gone, I no longer have to tolerate you,” he spat at me.

      I never thought I would hear him say anything like that.

      “You can leave now,” he said as he waved me away.

      I blinked back the tears. And right before I turned away, I saw him kiss the neck of the girl he had on his lap.

      So that’s how I went from having two brothers and half of the school as friends to being a social pariah.

      I was about to turn into the street that took me to school when the ground began to shake.  Even though I couldn’t be seen, I slowly turned my head as the bikers passed me by, one by one. For years, we had a Motorcycle Club reside in our town, much to my uncle's dismay. He was the mayor, and to say he hated them was an understatement.

      The official story was a gas pipe burst, and the whole MC went down in flames, but no one really bought it. And now the MC was allied with the town's richest man. And I guess as to their apology, they wanted to do a fun Halloween festival today. They had exciting afterschool programs for the kids, volunteered to help patrol the trick-or-treaters, and had a thrilling scavenger hunt for those eighteen and older.

      When I got to school, I tuned out everyone like I usually did. All anyone could talk about was the damn hunt.

      More than half of the seniors were mad because they wouldn’t be able to participate.

      I was just annoyed by it all. I couldn’t wait to graduate and leave this place. As a twin, I never felt alone, and after the death of Vic, I learned to live with my own shadow as a friend.

      Lost in my own head, I realized that the hall was now empty. I grabbed my textbook and my laptop and rushed to class.

      You had to be fucking kidding me.

      Bumping into Carson twice in a day was some sort of omen. He was walking on the other side of the hallway, and since we were going in opposite directions, we were about to meet in the middle.

      Don’t ask me why I did it. I don’t even have an answer to that. I just knew that I was angry, sad, and needed to let go of some of those feelings before they suffocated me.

      “Eat a dick, asshole.”

      Saying those words made me feel lighter. It was what I should have said when he humiliated me. I didn’t even get a chance to get another step when I was shoved against a locker.

      Carson was right freaking there, glaring down at me. He had both his hands on either side of my head. I could smell the peppermint from his mouth, and, shit, it reminded me of that kiss.

      What the fuck was wrong with me?

      I was on the verge of going into a cardiac arrest since my heart was accelerating at an abnormal pace.

      “Say that again?” Carson said between gritted teeth.

      I didn’t know this new version of him, so I couldn’t read him accurately, but there was something other than anger behind his brown eyes.

      Either way, this time, I knew I couldn’t back down.

      I raised on my tiptoes, and he sucked in a breath.

      “Eat,” I started, tilting my chin defiantly. “A,” I enunciated as I glared. “Dick,” I finished off as I looked straight into his eyes.

      A slow smile crept over his features, and I let my weight drop. Carson bent so his face was right fucking there, so close that we would kiss if either one of us moved.

      “Nessa,” he said in a flirty tone, and I gasped.

      The last time he called me that was on that night. Two things happened at that moment. One of them being a storm of butterflies in my belly that I had already experienced before, but the other one, fuck, this was not the moment for me to have my sexual awakening.

      I was fucking wet from just one word.

      “I’ll pass. How about if you get on your knees and suck my dick? I’ll make sure you choke on it.” His voice was husky, and despite the crassness of it all, it made me feel for the first time in a long time. It was like feeling the first breeze of spring after being in an eternal winter.

      I put my hands up to push him and run away to my class, but I was tired of running. I was tired of being life's punching bag. As soon as my hands touched his chest, I felt a pull. I wanted to bury myself into his chest once more because that was one of the only places I used to feel safe, but that wasn’t who we were anymore.

      Carson froze; his eyes connected to where my hands had fisted his shirt, so he wasn’t even paying attention to the rest of me.

      I lifted my knee and didn’t stop until I hit his dick.

      “Fuuuck,” he groaned as he doubled over.

      “You don’t have enough to make me choke on it,” I said as I finally pushed him away and walked to my class.

      “Baboso,” I groaned to myself as I made it to my class, trying to get my heartbeat to slow down.
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      When school ended, I was the first one out. Luckily my dick was no longer hurting, and I was able to walk just fine.

      That didn’t mean I didn’t get shit from my friends.

      Fucking Vanessa had one hell of a kick.

      As soon as I made it to the parking lot, I made a beeline for her car. A sense of sadness hit me — he should have been alive. Had he not died, I knew my Corvette would be in between his and a fucking beetle.

      I shook that thought out of my head. It was useless to think about that now. The future that I had thought I would have, died along with Vic.

      When I made it to Vanessa’s car, I sat on the hood of the car and waited for her to come. A part of me did wonder why I was doing this. It fucking went against everything I had vowed, but now that I was here, I couldn’t make myself move away.

      While I waited, I checked my phone, finding text messages from my parents begging me to be good this weekend since they wouldn’t be home. I rolled my eyes because they were never home. It didn’t matter to me if it was Halloween or not.

      My friends made their way to me first, and I got annoyed at the fact that all of them followed me around. Calling them friends was a bit of a stretch because since Victor died, I stopped letting people in. Now everyone was here, and I wouldn’t get Vanessa on her own, but at this point, it didn’t matter after what happened today. I just wanted more of her. It didn’t matter how I got it.

      “Bro, this is cold,” Pat, one of my football buddies, said. When I looked at him quizzically, he kept going. “I know she annoyed the shit out of you, but isn’t it her birthday tomorrow?”

      How da fuck did he know that?

      My crazed look might have asked that question for me.

      “I remember her parents would throw the twins Halloween parties every year; they were dope.”

      Yeah, I remembered that too. So I wouldn’t feel left out, Vic and Ness would include me in their matching costumes.

      So many memories that I kept locked away.

      “Why are we here?” Whitney whined as she made her way to my side.

      She tried to touch me, but I moved my arm. Whitney huffed but stayed close enough. I was starting to get irritated when I saw her walk out.

      The last couple of months have been hard to watch. Vanessa used to be full of life, always smiling. She dressed fucking good, but now she was just a shell of her former self. It was like she died right along with Victor.

      My first boner belonged to her. I didn’t know what it was, but she had tits and ass before most girls her age did. The first time I rubbed one out wasn’t to some porn video. It was to her face.

      Now all I had was the memory of her hot little body since she was always wearing baggy tops. She was petite, with dark brown hair and even darker eyes, thick long lashes, and brows, her face was round; and it still had the power to bring a man to his knees.

      Her steps halted for a second as she noticed all the people that surrounded her car and me.

      I ignored everyone else and waited to see what she would do. When that old fire I recognized sparked in her eyes, my dead fucking heart skipped a beat. She walked with determination toward me, and I smiled.

      She was beautiful to watch. It was like watching ice sculptures slowly melt with fire.

      “Do you need something?” Whitney was the first one to speak.

      “You do realize this is my car?” Vanessa said as she raised a perfectly arched brow.

      Whitney turned red, finally realizing how stupid she sounded.

      “What do you want?” Vanessa said, her attention fixed on me. She crossed her arms and waited for my answer.

      “Baby, you almost broke my dick this morning, and now you want to pretend like you don’t know why I’m here?”

      The guys around us hooted and cheered, while the chicks glared.

      “Is that why you were walking funny?” someone said, and I looked away from Nessa’s angry face and smirked.

      “What can I say? She’s a wildcat.”

      They didn’t know she got me hard, then kneed my balls. Let them think I fucked her.

      Vanessa’s face turned red, and those eyes that had been dead lit up in fury.

      She looked sexy as hell.

      I raised a brow to see what her next move would be. To my surprise, she turned around and started to walk away. It took me a second to realize she was making her way to my car.

      Shit.

      “No one follows us,” I said as I started to go after her.

      The dipshits on my team cheered me on. I made it to my car just as Vanessa had her key out and was ready to key my fucking car.

      I grabbed her by her waist and pulled her toward me. My dick jumped for attention, not caring that this was the same chick that almost left us out of commission. She was still a curvy little thing under all those baggy sweaters. Her ass—fuck, I fought back the urge to press my dick against it even more.

      “What are you doing?” I groaned into her neck.

      She still smelled amazing. The last time I was this close to her, I almost came in my fucking pants. The thought of my best friend dying was the only reason why I didn’t lose control.

      “I’m going to key your car, baboso.”

      Why was smiling around her so easy? She called me an idiot, and I found it amusing.

      “Go ahead and do it,” I said as I let her go. She took a step toward my car and pulled out her key once more.

      Just as she was about to start moving her hand again, I warned her, “Tear up my car, Ness, and I’ll do the same to your pussy.”

      She turned around so fast it was almost comical. Her mouth opened and closed. She was angry, but she was also blushing.

      When I kissed her that night, I knew I was taking her first kiss. She wasn’t experienced it, but the way she kissed me back was more than enough.

      “Don’t,” she spat. “Don’t call me Ness.”

      She pushed past me, and I let her. I watched as she marched back to her car, then pulled out like a bat out of hell.

      As soon as I got in my car, I punched the steering wheel.

      “Fuck,” I groaned.

      I still fucking wanted her, and bad, and that made me angry. It was so much easier to just hate her.

      I ignored everyone who wanted to talk about the hunt. Like I cared if they could or couldn’t go. As I drove home, I couldn’t help but notice all the trick-or-treaters or the decorations, and I wondered what this year would have been like if Vic had never died.

      My house was empty, no surprise there, maybe I should have a party and just fuck the whole hunt. When Vic was alive, I could have cared less if my parents were around because I was always welcome at the Romero household.

      Pizza en tow, I made my way home. Like always, I looked across my window, knowing full well that the light signal Vic and I would use wouldn’t be flashing, but I still couldn't help and look.

      That’s when I saw Nessa in his room. She was dusting his manga shelves as she wiped tears from her eyes.

      Fuck.

      That did something to me. I threw the box of pizza on my bed and got closer to the window.

      I wanted to soothe her pain, but I couldn’t. I couldn't go near her, because Vanessa Romero wasn’t meant for me.

      So instead, I pulled down my blinds and watched her until she took a nap in her brother's bed.

      While she napped, I hopped in the shower and fought the urge to rub one out to the image of Ness on her knees for me.

      By the time I got out, I had rechecked the room and saw her lying there, so I did something I hadn’t done in two years.

      I used to climb through Vic’s room all the time. I made my way over to the side of the house and started climbing.

      It was easy enough with the plant guide his parents had set up, providing a sturdiness to the balance and acting like a ladder.

      When I made it to the top, my heart was racing. Was I really going to go through with this?

      It was going against everything I had stood for the last few months.

      No, this was payback for her hitting my balls. I pushed the window, and thanked God it opened.

      Fuck, the smell hit me, and my knees buckled. Victor's memory persevered in this room, and the vow I made to him was beginning to choke me.

      Nothing looked out of place. No dust anywhere, and the girl lying in bed was to blame.

      Slowly, I crawled in the bed, knowing it was wrong, but I didn’t know if I could stop myself.

      The temptation beckoned me, and it was too hard to resist. This was payback, I repeated the lie.

      Shit, this was probably the first time I’d seen her in a tank top in months. She still had the best rack I’d ever seen.

      I pushed my knee between her legs, and I felt the way my heart thudded. My hands shook a bit, but I didn’t waiver. Once she was in between my body and the bed, I pressed my knee higher until it came in contact with her pussy.

      Her eyes started to flutter, but not enough for her to be conscious.

      “Boo,” I whispered, letting my breath fan her cheeks.

      Her eyes sprang wide open, and she opened her mouth to scream, but I covered it right away, letting her moans get blocked by my hand.

      My body pressed down on her to stop her from moving.

      It was a bad idea. Her heart was in a frenzy, her skin was covered in goosebumps, and all it did was turn me on. I wanted to kiss her until her heart calmed down. I wanted to caress her skin until her goosebumps changed from fear to arousal.

      “What was it that you said about my dick, Ness?” My voice was hoarse as I growled out the words.

      I took one of her hands and brought it to where my dick was trying to break free from my jeans.

      “Should we test how long it takes you to gag on it?”

      Her breathing sped up, and she blinked a couple of times. Then her body relaxed, and that made me weary. Vanessa wrapped her legs around my waist, then flipped me to the side, so she was straddling me.

      I’d never been more turned on in my life. I was about to smirk at her when she gripped my jaw.

      “Don’t forget I took karate classes with you,” she seethed, full of rage, finally getting off me. “Get the hell out of this room.”

      “He was like my brother too,” I said softly.

      She looked at me and crossed her arms. My eyes locked on her pushed-up tits.

      “And I was an annoyance,” she stated, and regret streamed through my body, but I kept my mouth closed.

      I wanted to say something, anything, but before I did, she looked at the clock and cursed.

      “Shit, get out,” she said.

      She stormed out of her brother's room, and I followed her.
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      Why was Carson here? I’d gotten used to living without him. I had cut him out of—wait, no, he cut me out of his life, and he had no right to insert himself in it just to torment me.

      Being together in Vic’s room, it almost felt like old times. I needed to get out of there as soon as possible. Past and present started to collide. I heard his footsteps following behind me, and prayed my parents didn’t wake up, but I highly doubted that. They would rather be numb as much as possible to Vic's birthday. As for me, I wanted to feel every second of the pain it brought.

      Once I was in the kitchen, I grabbed the cupcake I had saved there. It was chocolate with buttercream fudge—Victor's favorite.

      Carson’s presence was right there, along with the darkness that always seemed to embrace me.

      “That was Vic’s favorite,” he stated.

      “No shit,” I said.

      I looked at the clock, and it was almost midnight. Halloween would come to an end in a few hours.

      Shit. I forgot my sweater. I didn’t want to risk going back upstairs and get caught by my parents. I’m sure I had something to wear in my car, so I left my house knowing full well that Carson was right on my ass.

      I had one foot out the door when he was pulling me back by my waist.

      “Are you fucking crazy?” he said. “Where’s your jacket!”

      “Let me go,” I said, trying to pull away from him, but he tightened his hold on me. My ass was to his front, and I could feel something digging into my ass.

      Shit.

      Why did I like it?

      “I have something in the car,” I murmured, still trying to get away from him.

      “Let’s go,” he said as he started to walk us both to my Corvette.

      “You can let go of me,” I told him once again, trying to get set myself free.

      “I'm keeping you warm, Ness,” was his soft reply.

      Shivers went down my spine, and not because it was cold. His words warmed a part of me that had been frozen over.

      After digging around my car, the only thing I found was an old leather jacket, that no longer zipped. Big boobs were nothing but an inconvenience.

      I jumped, trying my damndest to pull it up, but it wouldn’t. Sighing, I left it open. When I looked up, I noticed Carson’s gaze was on me. Nope, scratch that, it was on my boobs.

      “My eyes are up here, baboso,” I snapped at him.

      He bit his lips and grinned at me but didn’t comment further.

      We just stayed there, staring at each other, not saying anything.

      “Well…bye,” I told him, trying to run to my car, but I wasn’t fast enough. Carson pushed me against the car door as soon as he caught up to me. My front was to my car while Carrson was at my back.

      “Where the hell are you going?” He whispered against my ear, and it was hard not to react.

      “None of your business. Now get out of my way.”

      One moment I was facing my car, the next I was turned around facing him.

      “Like fuck if you’re joining the hunt on your own,” he seethed, then dragged me with him.

      “Let go!” I yelped, struggling in his hold.

      When we were by his car, I succeeded and started to run back to my own. My fucking cupcake was probably all ruined from the shaking.

      I heard them before I saw them. The rumble of bikes had blocked me in on my own driveway.

      Two bikers were on either side of me, and both were drop-dead gorgeous. The one to my right was looking me up and down and made no apologies for staring at my boobs. He wore white sneakers with black jeans ripped at the knees, and despite the cold, he was shirtless under his leather jacket.

      Despite being skinny, he had well-defined abs, tattoos all over his chest, and wings that peeked through his neck.

      When our eyes met, I realized who he was.

      Duncan Crull, the youngest of the Crull brother and the one my cousin had fucked over.

      I took a step back and saw the other biker. He was much taller and pale. He looked a lot like Eric from True Blood. He wasn’t valiantly checking me out, but he looked amused.

      “Get on the back of my bike,” Duncan said, and I panicked.

      “She’s mine,” Carson growled as he pushed past them to grab me. He stood behind me with one arm wrapped around my waist, and his fingers dug into my hipbone. I didn’t know if this was a warning not to say otherwise or a message to the bikers. For some insane reason, I didn’t speak.

      “Are you two doing the hunt together?” the tall, blonde biker asked.

      “Why do you care?” Carson looked at them without flinching.

      Duncan smirked my way.

      “Only those participating can be out on the streets tonight.”

      I spoke before I could process the words. “Yes.”

      It was almost midnight, and I wanted to celebrate it with Vic. I expected the bikers to leave, but instead, they looked at each other and smiled. The big one whistled, and suddenly, lights were coming our way. It took a second to realize it was a van. Before Carson or I could move out of the way, it stopped, and two men wearing clown masks jumped out.

      They looked terrifying, and my reaction was to get closer to Carson.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t do any good.

      “Let the games begin,” I heard someone just before I got pried from Carson’s hold. The cupcake container dropped on the floor, and I screamed.

      “I’m going to kill you,” Carson screamed at the bikers, and just as I turned to look at him, I was thrown in the van where it was pitch black.

      I didn’t see anyone, but I felt them. My legs were entwined with someone else’s, and heavy breathing could be heard inside the van.

      It felt like my heart was pounding out of my chest.

      I wanted Carson again, and I know how stupid that sounded because as soon as Vic died, he ghosted me.

      “Everyone calm down,” a female voice said. “You have my word no one will get harmed.”

      “I’m sorry,” I spat. “Hard to trust someone I can't fucking see.”

      For the second time that night, I spoke without thinking. I don’t know why I was surprised about it if this was the real me. This was the person I kept buried under pain and grief, and it was surprising seeing myself again.

      The girl who had spoken laughed.

      “Babe, don’t be a dick. Turn on the lights.”

      As soon as she spoke, lights were turned on, and I had to blink a few times to adjust. I was right; I wasn’t alone. There were seven other women here, all of us varying in age. I looked to be about the youngest one, and also the only one not in costume.

      “Where’s your costume?”

      I recognized the voice of the girl who had spoken. She was the same one who had told us to calm down. I wasn’t sure, but I think she was dressed up as Chucky’s bride. Except her hair was lilac. I knew who she was. Everyone in this town did. Finley Primrose, the other powerhouse in this town.

      “I didn’t have a chance to change,” I lied.

      “Why are we here?” someone else asked.

      Finley smiled—she was gorgeous, but something dark lurked in her eyes.

      “The scavenger hunt is simple. Everyone participating is taken to the Crull estate and released into the forest. There will be prizes along the way. The trail ends at the MC’s clubhouse, and everyone can stay for the party.”

      No one said anything. I got the feeling that others were quite excited.

      “Why can’t people walk around at night?” I asked because all I needed to do was make it to the cemetery, then I would happily go home.

      She looked at me like I was crazy.

      “Because it’s All Hallows’ Eve, and people do crazy shit. And it's easier to keep an eye on those participating.”

      I guess it made sense.

      The van came to a stop, and I let out a sigh of relief. The cemetery was down the road from where Crull’s Manor was located, so all I had to do was make my way over there. The only thing that sucked was that I didn’t have the cupcake anymore, but being with my brother—even empty-handed—was better than not showing up at all.

      Someone opened the van from outside, and all the other girls shrieked in excitement and rushed out. Just as I was about to move, Finley spoke.

      “Everyone dresses like a hooker on Halloween. Why didn’t you?”

      “Is that why you’re dressed like a hooker?” I bit back.

      She laughed. “Baby, I dress like a hooker every day. It turns my man on.”

      Okay, I didn’t need to know this.

      “Let’s switch clothes.” As soon as she said this, the van door closed again.

      Seriously?

      I would have to dress like a puta to get out of here, so I went along with it. The white bridal dress was short, maybe even more short on me because of my boobs. My too-small jacket just showcased them at this point.

      The girl ran her fingers through my hair a few times.

      “Okay, now you're ready.”

      She tapped on the door, and it opened up. Someone helped her get out, and when I peeked through, I saw who it was.

      Nashton Crull—the oldest of the brothers.

      He was taller than Duncan, with tattoos all over his neck and his hands.

      He didn’t even look at me. He had eyes only for the lilac-haired beauty, and it made my chest ache. Not because I harbored feelings for him, but because I wanted someone to look at me that way. The only boy I ever liked didn’t friend-zone me; he straight up dropped me.

      There were a lot more girls here, and I wondered what had happened to the guys. Finley was right—everyone was dressed up or, in this case, barely dressed. I looked around, and since I couldn’t see any of the guys, I felt relieved that Carson was nowhere near me.

      Or so I told myself.

      I made my way to the front and accidentally bumped into a girl. She was dressed beautifully like a gitana—a gypsy. Wavy black hair in lush waves, red lips, and smoky eyes with long lashes. She was beautiful, and maybe I stared too long because she gave me a horrified look and ran the other way.

      “Okay.” Finley clapped her hands. “Listen up, everyone. The rules are simple. Make it to the other side of the woods to where the house is, and you can stay at the party.”

      Everyone cheered. After the explosion incident, the club stopped allowing people to come, so this is their chance to party with the MC again.

      “There will be small prizes along the way, so make sure to grab as much as you can,” Finley said as she looked at all the girls, before adding dryly, “Some of you will be able to grab more than others.”

      “So that’s it?” someone asked. Finley smiled, and all of a sudden, I had a bad feeling about this.

      She raised her hands, and my stomach dropped. In her right, she had handcuffs, and what looked like a long string of velvet in her left.

      “You will be handcuffed with your hands behind your back and gagged, and your partner will be given the key. Make this as easy…or as hard as you want.” She chuckled.

      I was fucked.

      Before I could even back out, there was someone already handcuffing and gagging me.

      Shit.

      “We will be giving the girls a three-minute head start,” Nash said as he pulled out a gun. My first instinct was to back away. “When you hear the shot, that’s the signal that the men have been set loose.”

      Shit.

      I needed to make it to the clubhouse before Carson found me, and then I can this stupid shit off me and make my way down the hill.

      “Oh, and one more thing.” Finley smiled at us as she held on to Nashton. “You don’t have to leave with the boy you came with.”

      And my stomach dropped for the second time that night.

      What did that mean for me?

      “GO!” Finley shouted, and everyone started to run.

      I had always hated to play hide and seek, because my anxiety couldn’t take it. And one thing was for sure—this new version of Carson was just unhinged and someone I wasn’t certain I could handle much.
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      I can’t remember the last time I was this wired. Fuck, it was the day before Victor died. I was on a fucking high for a minute, with Nessa’s body on top of mine. It was a surprise that I didn’t come right there. Then the landing was motherfucking brutal.

      My gut had some discomfort from where I tried to push past the bikers to get Ness. Seeing her getting dragged away had me ready to go against the two bikers, not caring for the consequences.

      They told me to get my keys and follow them.

      Now I was parked at Crull Manor along with a bunch of other dudes. Some of them were in costumes, but most weren’t.

      “Listen up!” Duncan, the asshole who was checking out Vanessa, said. The urge to hit him was still potent, but if I did, I would probably end up dead, and what I needed was to find Ness.

      “You’re going to be handed the keys,” he said as he held up a box and rattled it. “Find a partner and get to the clubhouse.”

      A few guys started screaming. It was apparent they were drunk.

      “A partner or our partner?” someone else asked.

      Duncan looked at me and smirked.

      “There are more guys than girls. Whoever doesn’t have a partner by the time they get to the clubhouse aren’t going in.”

      Fuck.

      That was directed at me. I grabbed the stupid key, and as soon as they told us to go, I ran into the fucking woods.

      I needed to make sure I got Vanessa.

      Not how I envisioned my night going, but now that I had this opportunity, I wasn’t going to waste it.

      No one was getting Vanessa except me. She was mine, and as I ran, I looked up at the sky and cursed Victor because even though he had been my best friend, there were just some promises that shouldn’t be kept.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Three years ago

      

      

      My best friend was dying, and I was hard.

      I was hard as he lay on his death bed.

      It didn’t matter which way I spun it. There was no denying the fact that I was in love with Ness, and Victor didn’t have much life left to live. For one part, I wanted to feel ecstatic that she seemed to feel the same way about me, but as we made our way to Victor’s room, I couldn’t even cherish what had happened.

      I held onto Vanessa’s hand a little tighter. For so long, I wanted to do this. For everyone to see that she was my girl, but right now, my hands on her offered comfort and a sense of impending doom.

      Everything was so fucked up.

      We opened the door to Vic’s room, and he put on his fake smile. His eyes jumped from Vanessa to me and then to where our hands were joined.

      Lately, the days have seemed too short. Every time Vic closed his eyes in agony, my stomach would clench, wondering if he was going to open them up again. He used to be so full of life, and now his tan complexion was missing its color. His eyes were sunken, that bright light that lured people to him was dimming, and it scared the fuck out of me.

      What was I going to do without him?

      The room was too quiet. Victor fell asleep after talking with us for a while. Vanessa was seated next to him, but the exhaustion had also gotten to her. She was sitting in a chair next to his bed, her head beside his lap as she could held on to one of his hands.

      Even in her sleep, she didn’t look peaceful like before.

      Back when we used to have sleepovers, I was always the first to wake up. Even though it was uncomfortable, I stayed in the middle because I loved watching how relaxed and carefree Ness looked. The last time I saw her like that was after the concert.

      It was one of the best and worst sleep of my life. That’s when I knew for sure that my feelings for her went beyond brotherly. Part of me didn’t want to move; the other part was scared to poke her with my aching dick.

      “I don’t…”

      I looked up only to find Vic’s eyes on me. This guy was my best friend, but the look on his face was one I didn’t recognize.

      “You…” he tried to speak again, but his voice was too hoarse. I hurried to the pitcher we kept in his room and poured him some water.

      After I helped him drink, he took a deep breath and turned his focus on me.

      “Promise me you’re never going to get with my sister.”

      My body went cold.

      Everything inside of me stopped working for that second. It's like my body forgot how to function.

      “I love her,” I told him before I ever got the chance to let Vanessa know. I wanted him to understand that she meant something to me in a different way than he did.

      “You can’t,” he said, sounding weak. “You’re going to break her heart, then she’ll have no one left.”

      “I wouldn’t hurt her,” I spat, angry at him for doubting this—for doubting me.

      “You won’t mean to, but you will. You don’t even know what love is.”

      My throat constricted, my breathing got erratic, and I felt like throwing up. He was right; my family was all jacked up, but that didn’t give him any right.

      I opened my mouth to explain to him, but he spoke again before I could get a word in.

      “Swear to me on my dying bed that you won’t get with my sister.” Victor’s voice sounded stronger with more conviction.

      “You’re not going to die,” I told him, but it sounded more like a plea.

      “I can feel it…not long now.”

      Tears welled up in my eyes.

      I looked at him and then at Vanessa, and I couldn’t do it. I didn’t want to give her up.

      “This,” Victor whispered as he made a move to sit up, “is all I ask of you. Don’t deny me this dying wish.”

      Fuck.

      I couldn’t even speak. I looked at Vanessa and then at him.

      “Fuck you, Vic,” I spat at him as I made my way outside his room. I looked at him so fucking broken, and then at Vanessa holding on to him for her dear life, and my heart fucking shattered.

      “I’ll stay away from her,” I vowed as I left the room.
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        * * *

      

      At first, I wasn’t angry with Victor. How could I, when he died on us the next day? I was a hollow shell the following days. I was with his family as all the preparations took place, and it was killing me—the distance I started to put between Ness and me, but I tried to commit every second to memory because it was all we would have. Victor didn’t want me to hurt her, but it couldn't be helped in the end. I didn’t know how to be near her without wanting her. My feelings for her consumed me so hard, it was easier to let her go on without me.

      At least that way, I kept my promise to Vic, and I didn’t get with her, but I just couldn’t do it anymore.

      Graduation was nearing, and the thought of not seeing her walking around terrified me more than breaking a promise I shouldn’t have made in the first place.

      A loud shriek pierced the air, and I ran toward the sound. When I made it past a few trees, I noticed a woman on the ground with a man on top of her.

      All my mind could think of was Ness.

      As I made my way to them, I heard the woman moan as the guy started to fuck her.

      Yeah, fuck that, no one was laying a hand on Ness but me.

      I passed more girls, but they weren’t Ness. It was dark, but the new moon made it easier to see. This was so frustrating.

      What if she was already with—No, I didn’t even entertain that idea.

      “Don’t be scared, kitten, I don’t bite…unless you want me to.”

      I was about to leave them to their games when I heard someone say, “Pendejo.”

      My dick recognized the insult before I did, as if being called an idiot was something to get hard about.

      “One more step, and I’ll break your dick,” Vanessa seethed as she stepped back closer to the tree. I stopped dead in my tracks. That was not what she was fucking wearing when she got taken.

      I instantly recognized her harasser as one of the drunk fuckers that was in the clearing with me.

      The bastard hooted in excitement.

      “Wildcat!”

      Just as he made a move toward Vanessa, I got him in a headlock.

      “No means no,” I spat at him.

      It was common fucking sense, and it was one of the only rules they gave us before they let us loose.

      “She clearly wanted it! Bitch was humping me.”

      My blood started boiling. I looked at Vanessa again, and I noticed she had what looked like a piece of cloth hanging from her neck, her hair was a mess, and her chest was rising and falling, but the dirt smeared all over the dress was what got to me.

      “You piece of shit,” I seethed as I turned him around, then pummelled my fist into his nose. The sound of his nose breaking was overshadowed by his screaming.

      “You’re going to pay for this,” he croaked. I braced myself for him to hit me, but the fucker pulled out a knife.

      “Carson!” Ness screamed for me.

      I wondered if something else was going on so I looked up, and that was my mistake. The only reason the asshole didn’t take one of my eyeballs was that he was drunk.

      Warmth spread from my temple down to my chin; the asswipe had nicked me.

      Backing away, I kept an eye on Vanessa in my peripheral vision. When I saw her move, I shouted at her.

      “Don’t you fucking move,” I seethed as I saw her take a step toward me.

      She glared at me, but I didn’t care; I wanted her safe.

      The drunk asshole ran toward me again, and I dodged him; then, I kicked him as his back was turned. As he fell to the ground, I put my foot on his back so he wouldn’t move and grabbed the knife that had slipped from his grasp.

      “Did. You. Touch. Her?” I asked, trying to contain my rage. I dropped to one knee on his back while I pulled his head back by his unruly hair. I was in a blind rage, not realizing that I was holding the blade to his nape, until I was being pulled back.

      “Woah, buddy,” someone said as they took the blade from me.

      I was getting ready to fight when I noticed it was another biker—according to his patch, the VP.

      “Go back to your girl; this never happened,” he said the last part as a warning, meaning the club would handle the punishment.

      I watched as they dragged him away and then made my way back to Vanessa, except the little bitch was running away.

      “Vanessa!” My scream echoed through the woods. She stopped and looked at me with those wide almond eyes. “You don’t wanna find out what happens if I catch you.”

      She didn’t flinch nor came running toward me. No. Vanessa was too strong-willed. “Am I supposed to be scared of you?”

      The challenge in her voice had my body vibrating with need. The moment I took off running, she did too. Her hands were cuffed behind her back, and the sight of it all had me on the verge of shooting my load.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            6

          

          
            VANESSA

          

        

      

    

    
      “Caught you.” Carson’s husky voice rang in my ear as his arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me back into him.

      Unlike earlier, I wasn’t scared. Not like with that drunken idiot. Lord knows that if I wasn’t tied up, I would have kicked his ass. With Carson, it felt like coming home. God, I missed this, missed him. Even if he was temporarily back in my life in all the wrong ways, it still felt like old times. It made the pain a little more bearable.

      “Good for you. Now you can uncuff me and let me go,” I spat back at him, reminding myself of the humiliation he brought upon me.

      He didn’t answer me. Instead, he turned me around so fast the woods spun, then I found myself pinned against a tree.

      “Did he hurt you?” he asked in a soft tone.

      I looked at him, and I was at a loss at how to proceed with this version of him. I was so used to him ignoring me that having his attention now felt like a curse.

      Carson reached for my cheek, and I held my breath. He turned my face, examining for wounds. He then put some stray hairs behind my ears.

      When I didn’t answer, he spoke again.

      “Did he touch you?”

      I didn’t know what happened or why he stopped caring, but he was obviously concerned about me this time.

      “No,” I whispered, and he seemed to lose some of the tension.

      He took a deep breath, and his eyes met mine. The bark of the tree scraped against my bare legs as I leaned back. Carson’s eyes went from my face down to my cleavage and then to where the dress stopped.

      “One last question, Ness,” he said, sounding like his usual self. He gripped my chin and tilted my head up. “What the hell are you wearing?”

      I knew this outfit was going to get me in trouble.

      “None of your business.”

      Carson grinned, and something about that look made my lower belly dip.

      “It is, when you look like a wet fucking fantasy.”

      My mouth opened and closed, not sure how to respond to that. I went from not existing, to him blatantly flirting with me.

      “You don’t have to tolerate me; Vic’s dead. He’s been dead for months,” I reminded him, and he flinched.

      Using the opportunity, I pushed past him with my shoulders. I didn’t know where I was going, but I was sure that as long as I arrived at the mansion, someone was bound to take off the damn cuffs, and then I could continue on my freaking way.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t work, and I ended up tripping. This caught Carson off guard and we both fell on the forest floor with me on top of him.

      “If you wanted to ride me, Ness, all you had to do was ask,” he said in a hoarse voice, and my cheeks flamed.

      How many times did I wish for him to notice me? To apologize for the things he said and be the old Carson. But now, this asshole only thought of me because he wanted to get in my chonnis.

      No, fuck that.

      My eyes teared up, and I scrunched my nose. Since my hands were tied up, I had to straddle him to use my legs to get up.

      I felt a tear spill, and before I could move, Carson’s hands were on my waist. I gasped at the sensation. In that second, my senses went into overload. From the way the forest sang with all the animals to the wind caressing my legs, but most of all, I could feel an electric current that connected me to Carson.

      The strongest amongst all was the feeling between my legs.

      "What's wrong, Ness?" he asked.

      "Can you please let me go?" I hated the way my voice was breaking. Carson looked at me for a second, then nodded. He put his hand on his pocket and pulled out a key, and sat up as he got to work on the lock.

      This reminded me too much of the time on the bench. If I could turn back time, I would have never sought his comfort that night.

      Once my hands were free, I brought them to my chest and massaged them. Red bands went across my wrist from where they had put the cuffs on too tight. I was just about to get up, knowing I should have done it as soon as I was free, but before I could do it, Carson made my world spin.

      "I missed you, Ness," he stated as he cupped my cheek.

      I smiled sadly at him. "Did you realize I wasn't so horrible after all?"

      Carson flipped us, so I was the one on the ground this time, and he was on top. I could feel the dirt rubbing against my bare legs, but that didn't matter. It was the way Carson had me caged in—not like he was trying to possess me, but he didn't want me to go. His knee wedged between my legs, and his body pressed against my own.

      "I didn't have to realize anything, Ness. I've always known."

      I opened my mouth to call out on his bullshit, but I didn't get a word out as he put his mouth on mine.

      This wasn't anything like when he had been sixteen. We had two years of pain between us, and the taste of it made this kiss all that much sweeter.

      My weakness around him didn’t make me kiss him back. It was because I was strong that I wanted to take something from this that I did it.

      As soon as I wrapped my arms around his neck, Carson groaned. He deepened the kiss, his tongue teasing me, and it made me squirm. My pussy rubbed against his leg, and I moaned.

      “Fuck,” Carson growled as he pulled away.

      I would have been shy if it wasn’t for the look in his eyes. They were full of want, his mouth was parted, and his lips swollen from where we were kissing.

      “First time I jerked off was to the image of you,” he said in a smoky tone. His finger went to my neck and pressed against the vein that was pulsing like a second heartbeat. “I imagined doing everything to you before I even turned fifteen—I had already had you in every position.”

      His finger dipped lower until he descended it between my breasts.

      “You would be sitting next to me, and in my head, I was eating your pussy.”

      Why was this turning me on?

      His finger went to the side, and I felt it touch my puckered nipple. In one quick second, he had my boob out.

      “Did you imagine me doing this to you, Ness?” he asked right as he captured the tip of my nipple in his mouth. He sucked, then twirled the nipple with his tongue. Foreign sensations took a hold of me. This was way more intense than when I touched myself. He pressed harder against my pussy with his knee, and I knew he felt just how wet I had gotten.

      “Because I sure as hell did,” he spat, sounding angry. “Tell me, Ness,” he breathed into my neck, and shivers went down my spine. His other hand went between my legs, and I felt his fingers slowly trailing from my thighs to my apex. “Do you think of me when you play with your pussy?”

      My hips jolted when his fingers made contact with the tiny scrap of cloth that covered my pussy.

      “Do you, Ness?” he repeated while he dipped his finger inside of my underwear.

      I bit my lip and nodded.

      Carson’s nostrils flared. When he kissed me, I was just as hungry for him as he was for me. His finger entered me slowly. He played with my pussy, taking his time inside of me. This was sooo much better than when I did it.

      When he inserted his second finger, my back arched.

      “Carson,” I moaned.

      “Fuck,” he groaned. “I’ve waited years to hear you moan my name.”

      The moment his thumb started to play with my clit and his mouth moved from my lips to my breast, I lost it. I held on to him with my arms as my body shook.

      “So fucking hot,” Carson whispered in my ear once I had finally stopped coming.

      Everything came crashing back at that moment. The way my dress was pulled up to my hips and my legs wrapped around him. My exposed breast, and the fact that my so-called white dress was probably covered in so much dirt I’d be doing Tiffany proud.

      Slowly, Carson pulled his fingers out, fixed my dress, and then I had no other option than to look him in the eyes. I didn’t want to; I wanted to look away, but my gaze got stuck in his, and all I could see was the times he pretended like I didn’t exist.

      Two moist fingers touched my lower lip, and I quickly realized he was rubbing my own release on me. I sucked in a breath as he leaned down to meet me. He took my lower lip in his mouth and sucked it.

      “I don’t want to pretend like you don’t exist for me anymore when you’re all I can fucking see.”

      “But you—” I tried to protest in disbelief.

      “I lied, Vanessa, and you believed it.”

      When he pulled away, it felt like I had been suckered punched.
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      “I lied, Vanessa, and you believed it.”

      There it was. The wound I had been hiding was now exposed. I swore to Victor that I would not get with his sister, but I knew if she came at me with all she had, I wouldn’t be able to resist. In the end, I made a hollow vow because I never intended not to have her.

      In the last few hours, I realized I couldn’t honor a dead man’s wish at the cost of a living person’s happiness. That was no way to live.

      “These feelings,” I told her as I moved my index finger between us, “aren’t new for me.”

      I couldn’t stop looking at her in the moonlight. The way she looked beneath me, how she moaned, the way her body responded to me—it was better than everything I had imagined.

      She was biting her lip, and I briefly wondered if she could taste herself, and it just made my dick ache painfully. I looked down at my pants, and she followed with her gaze.

      She was about to say something when shouts were coming near us. I quickly picked up Ness and brought her to the other side of the trees to take some cover. I pressed her front to the trunk. We both craned our heads to the side to see who was making all the noise.

      A woman, dressed as a gypsy, ran between the trees. Her hands were no longer restrained, and there was a beaming smile on her face.

      Nessa gasped but quickly put her hand on her mouth. A few seconds later, Duncan came running closer to us. Blood was trailing down his lip, but there was an excited grin on his face.

      We stayed standing like that for a few minutes after they passed us. We could hear more rustling, but none of it was near us. Vanessa didn’t say anything about my dick poking her ass. Had she been anyone else, I would have already sunk myself so deep in her so I could forget the last few months.

      “Come on, let's go. We only have a few hours before daylight breaks,” I told her, pulling away.

      She turned around and looked at me, then down to where my dick was tenting my pants.

      “You trying to gag on it, Ness?”

      “Babo—”

      I pulled her toward me by the hips and cut her off with my lips. She kissed me back just like every other time.

      “Are you going to let me keep doing this?” I asked in a low tone as I held on to her.

      “I don’t know,” she replied honestly.

      There was nothing more to say for the moment. I pulled away and grabbed onto her hand as we made our way out of the woods. The fact that she didn’t pull away left me with hope.  Now that I wasn’t chasing after, I was actually paying attention to the path, and so did Vanessa when she spotted a gift card along the way.

      “It’s for fifty dollars,” she said in disbelief.

      “There was one for two hundred back there,” I told her.

      “Why didn’t you grab it?” she asked, and she didn’t have to say it for me to know she was calling me an idiot once more.

      “My ultimate prize has always been you,” I told her.

      Vanessa smiled shyly at me. Music could be heard on full blast, and shortly after, the clubhouse came into view.

      People were dancing outside near a bonfire, although a lot of them were just fucking. I reached for Vanessa’s hand, and there was still some hesitation on her face, but she let me.  I could still feel her pussy tightening around my fingers. The taste of her release on my lips was keeping me in a permanent aroused state.

      Not that it mattered to me right now because she had never felt more attainable.

      “Why is your car parked there?” Vanessa asked me.

      That was a good question. “They exchanged my keys for the handcuff key.”

      Vanessa blushed. “Umm, we left the stuff back there.”

      I tightened my hand around her as I remembered how good she looked for me. We made our way to where a group of people were sitting on bikes.

      “Looks like you had a good time?” I followed the sound of the voice to the princess of this town. Finley Primrose. I turned to look at Ness with a confused look since I didn’t know she spoke to her. After what her cousin did to Duncan, I didn’t think they would be friendly. “Did you like the dress?” She turned her attention from Ness to me.

      When I didn’t answer, she just smirked, and the bikers chuckled. I loved the fucking dress, but I also wanted to burn it, so no one else ever saw her the way I did.

      “My keys,” was my reply.

      The biker who had stopped me earlier stood and pulled them from his vest.

      “You got balls. You ever wanna prospect, let me know.”

      I nodded as I took them.

      “You’re not going to stay for the party?” Finley asked Vanessa.

      Ness shook her head and then looked at me. “We gotta go see my brother.”

      Finley scrunched her nose because it was an odd hour to pay a visit, but before she could say something, Duncan barged in.

      “Has anyone seen that gypsy bitch?”

      “What's the matter, Duncan? Two pumps and you were done,” One of the bikers said.

      “It was the best sex of my life,” he responded angrily, and Finley started to laugh.

      “That didn’t mean it was the best sex of her life.”

      People snickered around us, and we took that as our cue to leave.

      The drive to the cemetery was filled with tension; we were drowning in silence. The last few months were catching up to us and quick. How could I begin to explain to her the reason why I stayed away? I loved Vic, but that damn promise was killing me. Especially this year, that damn vow felt like an invisible rope around my neck that was choking me.

      I pulled up to the cemetery's entrance, and Vanessa hastily unbuckled her seat belt.

      “Thanks,” she murmured without looking at me.

      “For the ride or the orgasm?” I replied sarcastically because she was trying to get rid of me.

      In an instant, she looked at me, and she did it glaringly so. All that fiery passion she always carried inside her was directed at me.

      “Thank you for leaving me alone again,” she spat and then got out, slamming the door.

      My hand slammed on the steering wheel. I took a few calming breaths and got ready to follow her. She was so worked up she didn’t even notice the hour.

      Ness and her family had this weird superstition that it was "hora de brujas," or witching hour from midnight to three.

      I gave her a few minutes head-start and then got the box she had dropped back in her driveway and followed her.

      My chest constricted the second I heard her soft cries.

      "I still don't get why you had to leave me," she sobbed. “It’s not the same without you. You were the one everyone loves, the one that people gravitated to, and since you left…I’ve been so alone.”

      Fuck, I felt that. I was the reason she was alone now. The guys left her alone because I’d lose my shit if any of the assholes at the school touched her, and the girls were fucking jealous.

      “Sometimes, I think it would have been better if it was me who had gotten sick and not you.”

      I was going to throw up.

      “Don’t say that,” I hissed. “You’re wanted. You’re loved.”

      She turned around with tears that I had caused because I was selfish. Because I couldn’t handle to love her and not have her. Because I had been too much of a pussy to tell my dying friend to fuck off.

      “I loved Vic so much. He was like my brother, but lately, all I can do is think back and hate him,” I told her, and she gasped. “Maybe because hating him is the only way I can betray him with a clear conscience.”

      I kneeled down in front of her and wiped the tears from her face.

      “I loved you then, and I love you now, Ness. That night, it was the worst and best night of my life. I knew what you tasted like, what you felt like on my skin, but I also knew it was something I couldn’t have again.” Her mouth parted. “You’ve known me most of my life, know what my parents are like, what I’m like, and you might have not taken any of that into account back then, but Vic did…” I looked over at her and then at Vic’s headstone. It was too dark to read it properly, but I had it memorized. Victor Romero beloved son, brother, and friend. “The last person he wanted to see you with was me,” I finished off.

      “Vic would want to see me happy,” Ness said in disbelief.

      I ran my fingers through my hair, frustrated. “He loved you above everything, and the last thing he wanted was for me to break your heart. Our last conversation was him begging me to never date you.” I sat back and put my head down, finally letting it all out. “My best friend died, and I was so fucking angry with him, and since I couldn’t be, the only person left was you.”

      I took a few deep breaths and then handed her the box.

      “Happy birthday,” I told her with a weak smile.

      She reached for the box and opened it, and out came a ruined cupcake.

      “Happy birthday, Vic,” she said as she put the cupcake in front of his gravestone. “I love you forever and always.”

      She got up and kissed the headstone, speaking a few things I couldn’t hear. Once she was done, I was still in the same spot looking at where his name was engraved.

      “I’ll wait for you in the car,” she told me and walked away.

      Did she know that the last time I had been here was when they buried him?

      “Long time no see, Vic,” I whispered, half wondering if I was crazy for talking to a headstone. “I fucking hate you somedays. For leaving, for that stupid promise, for all the things we missed out on. I don’t even know why I hate you sometimes. All I know is that everything would be better off if you’d be here.”

      I stood up and dusted the dirt off my jeans.

      “I still love her, and I have decided I don’t care anymore if I promised you anything. You’re dead, and she’s very much alive. I’m going to spend the rest of my life proving you wrong, so when we see each other again, you won't want to kick my ass.”

      As soon as I spoke those words, I felt lighter, like I wasn’t being weighed down. I didn’t mean to give him a hollow vow, just provide him with peace of mind.

      When I got to the car, Ness was sleeping against the window. I smiled because I knew where we were headed to. If tonight was any indication of it, she would eventually give in.
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      I woke up in my bed the next morning with the sun shining on my face, disorientated as hell, since the last thing I remembered was going to Victor’s grave. “I loved you then, and I love you now, Ness.” It was everything I always wanted to hear, but I didn’t know how to feel now that I knew all of it. I couldn’t even begin to process what had happened in the woods, not in this state of mind.

      Of course, Victor knew what was going on—he was sharp, and he knew us better than anyone else.

      I guess I felt betrayed by him. Is this how Carson felt all these months?

      I needed to let go—it was time. I sat up and noticed I was still in my dress from last night.

      “Carson,” I whispered his name.

      Sighing, I got up and showered. This time when I got out, I didn’t wear one of Vic’s old clothes. It was my birthday. My birthday, not Vic’s, or it would have been our birthday. Mine, because I was still alive. I needed to live now more than ever, not just for me, but for Vic too.

      The next thing I did was grab the boxes my parents had bought a long time ago, but no one touched them, and I spent the next few hours cleaning his room.

      God, I didn’t expect it to hurt this much. Every single thing I packed away was filled with memories. They took me back in time, and I swore I could hear us laughing, crying. I remembered how he smelled. Saying goodbye didn’t just happen at the wake or when you laid them down to rest. Saying goodbye meant that all those memories you once had were slowly going to surface, but the feeling in your heart would remain.

      It took hours, but once his closet and bookshelves were emptied, I cried again about how this didn’t look like his room anymore.

      Once mostly everything was boxed up, I turned off the lights and walked out of his room, making my way to the living room where both my parents were.

      “Happy birthday, mija.” My dad walked up to me and hugged me. “We didn’t want to interrupt you,” he said, and I nodded gratefully.

      My mom hugged me tight and kissed the top of my head. “Te quiero mucho,” she told me she loved me.

      “You want to go out for a birthday dinner? It’s not too late,” my dad said with a warm smile.

      I shook my head. I still wasn’t in the mood.

      My mom walked over to the fridge and pulled out a cake. It was both mine and Vic’s favorite, except this time, it only had my name on it. My parents sang me “Las mañanitas,” and then I blew out the candles.

      “You want to take the ofrenda to the altar?” my mom asked as she gave me a piece of cake.

      I reached for the cake offering and took it to the altar my mother had put in our living room. November second was the day of the dead, but the first was the day of all the angels, and I truly believed that’s what Vic was. I put the cake offering in front of his picture, then I lit the candle.

      “Rest in peace, Vic,” I whispered.

      “Oh, I almost forgot, Carson stopped by earlier today,” my mom told me as she cut another piece of cake. “Want to take him a slice?”

      Not really, I thought to myself, mostly because I didn’t know what to say to him.

      With my cake in hand, I made my way next door. The house was dark, and the only reason I knew he was home was that his car was in the driveway.

      As I rang the doorbell and waited for him to come down, I wondered if these past few months had been lonely for him too. His family was always on business trips, and the only home-cooked meals he used to have were at my house, but he cut himself off when Vic died.

      I was about to ring the doorbell again when it opened. Oh my God. He was shirtless with only jeans hanging low at the waist. Abs like that should be illegal. I wanted to reach out and touch them. The top button was undone, and I could see the band of Calvin Klein boxers. Carson has always been hot, but I remembered the barely teen version of him; nothing about his physique screamed boy anymore.

      I opened my mouth to say hello, but that didn’t seem like enough. Our gazes met, and I could tell he was trying not to laugh.

      “What?” I bit back, annoyed.

      “Nothing.” He grinned. “I just didn’t want you to stop looking at me like that...”

      “Like what?”

      He licked his lips and looked me over. I wasn’t wearing anything special, just a simple sweater dress with boots, but he made me feel beautiful.

      “Like you want me,” he said in a cocky tone.

      That irritated me. I handed the container with the cake, more like shoved it at his abs. He held on to my wrist.

      “You broke my heart,” I told him.

      He lost the cocky smirk.

      “Give me a chance to never break it again,” he said in a low tone. Before I could reply, he pulled me in for a toe-curling kiss.

      I never imagined a kiss could take you back in time, but right now I felt like it just did. For a few moments, the pain didn’t exist. For the first time in a long time, the dark shadows I carried were drowned by light.

      I wrapped my arms around him, giving in to the kiss, in to what should have been since the beginning.

      Feeling out of breath, we both pulled back, and what we did last night slammed our equilibrium. I still felt him between my legs. “Ness,” Carson groaned as he pulled me inside his house.

      I didn’t know who reached for who first, but I did hear the container drop to the floor as my back hit his door. Both his arms wrapped around my waist, causing me to break out in goosebumps. He lifted me, and my legs cinched around his waist, seeking the release he gave me last night.

      “You’re so fucking hot, Ness,” Carson whispered between the kisses as he walked us to his room.

      I lost all sense of time while I was with him. Next thing I knew I was flying through the air and landing on his bed. I didn’t even have time to check out his room because Carson was kneeling on the bed crawling my way. My stomach dropped, and the feeling between my legs intensified.

      Shit. I was in trouble.

      “Have you been thinking about last night like me?” he asked as his hand started to make its way up my thigh.

      I bit my lip and shook my head.

      Carson chuckled as his hand reached my soaked panties. He moved the fabric aside and inserted two fingers deep in me.

      “It’s okay, your pussy has,” he groaned as he moved his fingers in and out.

      God, this felt so good, but I wanted more; I wanted everything with him.

      “Carson,” I moaned his name.

      The way he looked at me changed after I said his name. It became more intense. The way he touched me was slower but deeper. All I could hear were my moans and the wet sounds I was making. I felt my legs begin to shake, and Carson stopped.

      I was about to demand for him to get back at it, but he was pulling off my boots and taking my panties off.

      “You have no idea how many times I fantasized about this,” he told me as his head lowered. Carson lifted my hips, and then his mouth was on my pussy.

      “Shitttt,” I cursed as I gripped the bedsheets because the sensation was too much.

      “Carson…Carson…Carson!” I whined as my hips shook uncontrollably.

      My legs felt like Jell-O, and my pussy behaved like it had a heartbeat of its own. I laid on his bed, not knowing how to form words anymore.

      “So fucking hot,” he whispered in my ear a bit later.

      “Keeping you around might be handy,” was my smartass comeback.

      Carson smiled at me. “I’ll eat your pussy any day.”

      That’s also when I regained my feeling and noticed he was still in his jeans, and most importantly, he was really hard.

      I reached for him, but he stopped me. I bunched my eyebrows in confusion.

      “I’m good with taking things slow, Ness; I’m just glad to be back in your life.”

      And that was the Carson I remembered, the one who was always putting me above himself. Except I wasn’t the same person he remembered.

      “It’s my birthday,” I told him.

      “I know.” He grinned.

      “Where’s my present?”

      He hovered on top of me.

      “You want another orgasm? I’m totally game with that,” he said with lust.

      “I want you,” I told him as I moved him so I could sit up. I removed my dress, and he bit his lip as he watched me. “I want all of you.”

      “Are you sure,” he said in a low voice that went straight to my core. I nodded because I couldn't speak anymore. I was naked except for my bra, which made me feel silly, so I went to remove it.

      “Stop,” he groaned as I put my hands behind my back. “I have thought about this too much to let you remove your own clothes.”

      I giggled, but stopped soon when he got off the bed and removed his pants and boxers.

      Okay, I might have been over ambiguous. His dick was long and thick and pointing right at me. He grabbed it with one hand and stroked it.

      “You’re going to enjoy when I fuck you, Ness,” he said confidently.

      Right now, with the size of that thing, I wasn’t so sure.

      Carson crawled on the bed until he was hovering over me. I felt his penis grazing my leg, causing little tingles between my legs.

      Our gazes clashed, and he reached for my cheek. “I love you, Ness.”

      He said it so freely, like he had been holding it in for a lifetime, and my eyes watered. “I love you too,” I whispered because if I said it any louder, I might cry.

      His mouth came down on mine, and this time, it was demanding. Taking everything that should have been his from the start. I wrapped myself around him—all arms and legs. He only pulled back when he unsnapped my bra.

      “Fuck, your tits,” he moaned as he trailed kisses down. He cupped them in his hands and pinched them while my pussy ground against his leg, but it felt so good I didn’t care. By the way he was kissing and biting me, I didn’t think he did either.

      “You sure?” Carson asked me as he reached for his drawer. I nodded as he pulled out a condom. He tore the wrapper with his teeth and then put it on.

      “Next time, you’re riding me while I get lost in your tits,” he said right before he kissed me.

      One of his hands held on to mine, holding it tight while the other wrapped around my waist. I felt him enter me slowly. He stretched me in the most painful yet pleasant way.

      “Just a little bit more, baby,” he whispered as he kissed my neck.

      “I love you,” I told him, and he finished sliding in me.

      His hips moved in slow synchrony that slowly built a fire inside of me. He let go of my waist, then brought his hand to where he was fucking me, and started to move his thumb against my clit. I moaned, and his hips moved faster. He did it again. This time, he thrust deeper.

      “Your pussy feels like heaven,” he groaned as his finger moved faster.

      I moaned his name and prayed to God that my parents wouldn’t hear me next door.

      “Fuuuck,” Carson cursed as he slammed into me one last time before we came in unison.

      We laid there, with him still inside of me, both of us coming down from the high. I waited to see if the regrets came, but they didn’t.

      “Beautiful,” Carson murmured as he kissed my temple.

      He looked down at me me, and there was nothing triumphant or cocky in his gaze. It was all warmth, and because of that, I believed every single thing he said to me.

      “I’m going to tell your parents I took your virginity,” he stated.

      “What!” I shrieked as I pushed him off me.

      Carson started to laugh and then got serious. “It’s okay, Ness, they’re just going to make me marry you.”

      “Baboso,” I called him an idiot.
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A FEW MONTHS LATER

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t tell Ness’ parents that I took her virginity mostly because her dad scared me. I did, however, tell them that I wanted to date their daughter and about my plans to attend the same college with her. It followed a long talk of how I should take care of her, of course.

      School was great once she was back in my life. Most of my friends didn’t give a shit, and I dropped the ones that minded.

      My parents came to my graduation more for show than for me, but it was okay because I had Ness. She filled the void that they left behind.

      Now the day was here for us to get the fuck out of this town, and I couldn’t wait. Not that I wasn’t going to miss this place, but I think we just needed something new; a place with our memories, where Victor's ghost wasn’t hunting us.

      The guilt I once felt was gone. All I had to do was look at Ness smiling up at me, and I knew I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that. She was it for me. A part of me did wish Vic would have seen that when I did.

      “Baby, we need to go,” I yelled from where I had my car parked in the driveway.

      She peeked out from what used to be Vic’s room. “Coming.”

      Ness wasn’t bringing her car to school; she sold it a few weeks back. We didn’t say anything because we all knew that was the car Vic had always wanted. I know it was hard for her, but I was proud of the fact that she was putting her own dreams and wishes above his, because that's what he would have wanted.

      Ness came back out with her parents trailing behind her. I walked up to them so I could say goodbye. Her mom hugged me.

      “Drive carefully, mijo,” she told me as she kissed my cheek.

      Her dad pulled me for a one-arm hug. “Take care of mi hija.”

      I looked at Ness and nodded. I was going to marry that girl.

      With one last wave, we got into my car and drove away.

      “Can you make a stop?” Ness said, and I was ahead of her, already turning toward the cemetery.

      Hand in hand, we walked to Victor's grave. Once we got there, Vanessa let go of my hand. She pulled out a picture from her back pocket and placed it on his grave.

      It was the three of us shortly after meeting. Vic and Ness were wearing matching clothes—where he had pants on, and she had a skirt and pigtails. He had one arm around me, and Ness was on his other side. Above all, we were smiling, except I was the only one not looking at the camera.

      That had been the first time I felt like I was part of a family.

      “This is goodbye, for now, brother,” Ness said, her voice breaking. She walked up to the headstone and kissed the top.

      “I’ll always take care of her,” I vowed to him, this time meaning it.

      That was the beauty of being alive. You got to get up and try again, to live with no regrets. Together with Ness, I swore to live not only for me, but for all the things he would never get to do. Live a life that would have made him proud.
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      God, yes. Right there. I’m so freaking close and god do I need an orgasm right now. I’m sure everyone could use the big O bright and early each morning, but I really, really need it. Today more so than most because I am an idiot. I deleted my voicemail inbox. Just wiped the entire stupid thing clean without even registering what I was doing.

      Tears prick the backs of my eyes as I think about Mom’s last message. Her voice. The fact that I’ll never hear it again. It was such a dumb mistake and I hate myself for not paying better attention. For letting my grief and sleep deprivation get the better of me because now I’ll never have that message back. I tried. For over an hour, I fought with my stupid phone. I googled all the ideas. None of it worked.

      I blink hard, determined to clear my vision. I’m having sex for chrissakes. Now is not the time to fall apart.

      Come on, Kasey. Focus on Dominique. That’s why I came over here in the first place. The grief crept in and I needed a dose of dopamine to chase my blues away.

      I have a problem. One I am very well aware of and have absolutely zero intention of correcting. At least, not anytime soon. Because it works. It’s the only thing that’s worked and trust me, I’ve tried all the things. Drinking away my sorrows—which is more difficult than it should be as an eighteen-year-old college student.

      Getting in fights. That one went well. I almost got kicked out of my sorority house, earned myself a black eye, and had not one but two-hour long lectures between Dominique and my brother about how reckless and immature I’d been and how disappointed they were in me. I shouldn’t care what they think of me, but pulling the disappointed card fucking hurt.

      After that I tried a little weed, but that didn’t work out too well, either. I learned, though, that weed is not for me. I think it was mixed with something, or maybe it was a weird strain. I’m not sure. But I hallucinated some shit and wound up even more messed up than I was before. My big,  Quinn said I kept calling out for my mom. So yeah, I won’t be trying that again.

      But this… sex, it works.

      Every time I get in my head, or the grief creeps a little too close, I chase this right here. This feeling of being owned. Claimed. Of his skin on mine and pleasure coursing through my veins. It’s the best high out there.

      My heart is pounding, my throat already hoarse from moaning and crying out Dominique’s name. I showed up on his doorstep fifteen minutes ago having rolled out of bed, looking like hell with messy hair and red-rimmed eyes and Dominique took one look at me, ushered me inside, and the next thing I knew he’d bent me over and was fucking me from behind, chasing all of my pain away.

      Sex is the cure-all for everything but cancer, if you ask me.

      And death. It definitely cannot fix death but anything else — My mind hooks onto that thought. Of dying. Of losing the people you love. Not getting to say goodbye. Suddenly, the sound of tires screeching fills my ears like a roar and her screams rattle through my skull. Metal crunches. I close my eyes. Deep breaths, Kasey.

      This is not where I want my head to be right now.

      I swallow the lump in my throat. Breathe. In and out. Come on. Fucking breath. You’ve got this. I repeat the words in my head. Over and over but… Urgh!

      Come. On.

      Fuck.

      I focus on the feel of Dominique inside me. Of his hands digging into my hips, fingers biting into my flesh. There will be bruises tomorrow but I don’t care. I relish every mark he leaves on my body, and I admire them every time I need to remind myself of what this feels like. Of how it can make everything else wash away. My breath catches in my throat and I’m overwhelmed by the feeling of his powerful body curling over mine, wrapping me in his heat and his strength. His chest brushes along my back and I shiver beneath him, sucking in another lungful of air.

      That’s it. Right there. Focus on the good. Another deep breath through my nose and out through my mouth.

      Don’t think about mom. Think about sex. Think about getting right… there.

      I score my finger tips? along the table’s edge and my toes curl as I chase my release. So fucking close if I can just keep my mind in the gutter where it belongs…

      I push my hips back and take Dom deeper, clenching my teeth against the sharp spear of pain because he’s big and this angle, it’s a lot to take but as he pounds in and out of me, whatever discomfort I’m feeling is washed away and replaced by a pleasure so intense that spots flicker behind my eyes.

      Dominique’s hand tangles in my blond curls before he pulls back, forcing my gaze up. I shiver again, swallowing past my emotions. My back arches, the tendons in my neck straining as my body contorts to his will.

      I snap my eyes open, but my gaze is unseeing, lost in the haze of lust and want and need.

      “You like that?” He growls, his warm breath washing over the shell of my ear.

      He’s close too and I fucking love it. When he gets like this, rough and dominant and… “Fuck, yes.” I hiss.

      The sound of flesh against flesh fills the room. This has become a habit the past few months. Him in my room or me in his. We fight. We fuck. Rinse and repeat.

      I’m grateful for it. I might despise Dominique ninety percent of the time, but that ten percent when he’s buried deep inside me, I actually like the smug bastard.

      I crave him. Would give my left tit to have him. Just like this. Every night. And every morning.

      Which is why this is so dangerous.

      He’s Dominique Price for god’s sake and I cannot afford to get hooked on him. Varsity football and asshole extraordinaire. He’s the starting quarterback for Suncrest U, on the path to NFL stardom, and he’s been best friends with my older brother Aaron, since they were kids. Now that they’re both in college, they live together. Rent this townhouse like two peas in a pod. Proverbial BFFs.

      But we both know this is one relationship my brother will never approve of and one I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that it would never work between us anyway, even if he did. And that’s assuming I even wanted a relationship with Dominique.

      Which, for the record, I don’t.

      And he doesn’t want one with me either. We barely get along. If it wasn’t for our friends, we wouldn’t even talk to one another, let alone force ourselves to be civil. Usually. Okay, we’re not even that. But I mean, sometimes I try.

      It doesn’t matter though. None of it does.

      I need Dominique Price. I hate to admit it, but it’s the truth.

      I’ve gotten more and more reckless as the weeks have passed. And if I don’t shape up and start being careful, we’re going to get caught. And screwing like this, a whopping twenty feet from the from front door, is just plain stupid.

      I know this. He knows this.

      Did that stop either of us from doing it, anyway?

      At the moment I’m bent over a table with my leggings still hanging off one leg and my ass up in the air, in their kitchen no less, with Dominique pounding into me so… Obviously not.

      I’m clearly addicted to his dick.

      But given that it took him a matter of minutes to get me partially undressed and have him thrusting inside me, I’d say he is equally addicted to my pussy.

      Knowing that should not bring a smile to my face. He’s an asshole. A Grade A, domineering, arrogant, possessive, asshole.

      But God does being bent over by him feel good. It’s freaking great, actually.

      Which ladies and gentlemen, is why I have a problem. Because I cannot afford to be addicted to Dominique’s dick. I mentioned that, right? If I allow this to continue, there is a very good chance I’ll get hooked on the person attached to said dick. And that cannot happen.

      He’d be easier to quit if the sex was bad. Hell, I could walk away from mediocre, or decent, even. But this, this all-consuming, fucking amazing, screw me mindless sex, it’s impossible to quit. And even though I realize I have nothing to compare it to, given that I slipped Dominique my V-card in a moment of grief induced insanity, there is no way it can get any better than this. No fucking way.

      We’ve been sneaking around to sleep with each other for weeks now. It’s never dull. He’s always amazing. I get off every single time. And I swear I always want more. I expected for the newness of it all to eventually wear off. For this… craving to go away. But it doesn’t. Dominique Price is like tequila to an alcoholic and a shot of him goes down so damn smooth.

      The sex has been an almost every day or at the very least, a every other day occurrence since we started this up. But Football season is well underway and of course Suncrest U is killing it.

      Dominique’s time has been limited this week, more so than most. Between training in the mornings, classes in the afternoons, then practice after school and games every weekend, half of which require travel, it’s like we barely see each other.

      I’m exhausted for him just thinking about his schedule. Not that he’ll get any sympathy from me. That’s not how this little arrangement works. He scratches my back. I scratch his. And we both satisfy an itch the other has. But lately, something’s felt off. Like there’s something missing, but I don’t know what.

      I’ve tried to ignore the feeling which is easier to do on days like today. When I remember that less than eight weeks ago, my mom died in a tragic car accident. That she was in the middle of leaving me a message when she crashed and that I’d been too busy ignoring her to answer. And now it’s gone. Her message is gone. Her voice. The words she spoke, telling me she loved me. It’s all fucking gone. And god dammit. Here I go again. What is wrong with me?

      I suck in a ragged breath and Dominique’s thrusts slow.

      This is why I’m here right now. Why I showed up on his doorstep barely after seven AM. Because of that stupid voicemail.

      Dominique curses, drawing my attention back to him. He releases his hold on my hair and spins me around to face him. His dick slides out of me with the change in position and a noise not unlike a sob passes over my lips.

      “I’ve got you,” he says, and he lifts me onto the edge of the table, spreading my thighs open for him to step between.

      Wrapping my legs around his waist, I let out a small sigh of relief as he thrust back into me. I throw my head back, more than ready for this to continue, and brace myself against the table, expecting Dominique to fuck me hard like he’d been doing only seconds before, except he doesn’t. In fact, he does the complete opposite.

      Cupping the nape of my neck, he tilts my head forward until he’s all that I see. Dark brown eyes framed with heavy brows meet my baby blue gaze and he sinks into me almost painfully slow. I take in the hard lines of his face. The twin slashes that cut thin lines into his brow and his dark brown skin. He’s the same arrogant asshole he’s always been only now, he’s looking at me like I’m more than his best friend’s little sister. Like I’m more than an easy lay.

      His dark brown eyes are soft, gaze heavy lidded. He peppers my face with tender kisses, his lips brushing along my cheeks, my nose, and trailing down along my neck before making their way to my lips and covering my mouth with his. He swallows my sounds of protest and his hand cups the side of my neck, holding me in place but also supporting me with his strength.

      Dominique pulls out until only the tip of him is still inside me before sinking into me again. Slow. Methodical. Eyes boring into mine and making the act that much more intense. It’s… intimate.

      I don’t like it.

      His gaze searches mine for something. It’s like he’s asking me a question, but I can’t make out the words to give him a response. His hands roam over my body, skimming over my ribs. He peels my shirt up, exposing my stomach and breasts as he tugs down the cup of my bra and palms one of my breasts in his large hands. He rolls my nipple between his thumb and forefinger while I’m struggling to increase our pace.

      I dig my heels into his lower back, encouraging him to go faster. To thrust into me harder. But he refuses to budge. With a grimace, he forces himself to thrust in and out of me at a measured pace, never giving me what I need. Keeping it slow and steady, like he’s worried I might break. Or worse. Fucking shatter.

      “How’s that, baby girl?” His voice rasps over my heated skin as he touches his forehead to mind.

      “Fuck me,” I snarl and he chuckles, shaking his head.

      His thumb grazes my lower lip, and he leans in like he’s about to kiss me again, only to whisper a single word against my mouth. “No.”

      I groan and move to shove him away from me, but pushing Dominique is like trying to move a mountain. “You want me to stop?” He asks, surprise coloring his voice.

      “No,” I snap. “I want you to fuck me like you hate me. Give me what I need.”

      I cringe, hearing the whine in my voice, but thankfully, Dominique doesn’t pick up on it. Nor does he do what I ask.

      “You can’t tell me this doesn’t feel good.” He demands, continuing to thrust in and out of me. I look down at where our bodies connect, watching his smooth, dark shaft sink into me and without meaning to, I release another breathy moan.

      The sight of his dick does things to me I can’t even explain. He has a beautiful dick. Long and thick. He’s perfectly symmetrical, the skin smooth and just a few shades lighter at the tip. His hand dips between us, practiced fingers finding my clit.

      “I feel that sweet pussy of yours clenching around my cock. You want this. Don’t pretend you don’t.” Keeping with his slow pace he thrusts into me a little harder, not giving me the friction I want but hitting a deeper point inside of me that has me digging my fingers into his flesh, holding on to his biceps like I need him to anchor me, like I’m worried he’ll leave if I don’t.

      “Fuck,” he hits that spot deep inside me, the perfect one that lets me know my release is in sight. His calloused fingers strum my clit, increasing the pleasure tenfold. “Harder,” I demand.

      “No.”

      “Faster, then.”

      He nips at my bottom lip.

      “No.”

      “Screw you, Dominique. Fuck me.”

      His eyes flash with pure lust, and his lips curve into a cruel smile. “What do you think we’re doing here, baby girl?”

      Sweat drips down my hairline, my chest rising and falling rapidly as I fight to slow my heart rate. Meanwhile, he continues to rub teasing circles around my clit. “Oh God.”

      “That’s it, baby girl. Let go. I’ve got you,” he murmurs, and his voice is almost soft.

      My muscles tense and my eyes flutter closed. A whimper passes over my lips as intense waves build inside me. He’s too good at this. No one should be this good at sex.

      The hand at my throat tightens, not enough to restrict my airway, but just enough to add a spike of adrenaline to my system and then I’m flying. My pussy clenches around him as wave after wave of pleasure skates through my entire body. I slump back, my back meeting the cool wood of the table as Dominique milks out every ounce of my release, leaving me boneless.

      Fuck, that was… amazing.

      He looms over me, bracing himself on either side of me and he continues to thrust in and out of me and then his lips are on mine and his hot cum is filling me as he shudders through his own release.

      He pulls back enough to meet my eyes. His mouth opens to say what, I’m not sure, because the next thing I know there are familiar voices outside and Dominique is cursing, sliding out of me as I rush to slip my legs back into my leggings and right my top.
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      I jump down from the table, panic rushing through me.

      “Kasey…”

      “Get dressed,” I hiss.

      His cum leaks out of my center, but I don’t have time to deal with that right now because I’m almost positive Bibiana and Allie are about to walk in right now. I pull the hair tie from my wrist and throw my hair into the fastest messy bun I can manage just as there’s a knock at the door, followed by it opening and my two best friends coming inside.

      “Hey!” Allie calls.

      “Kasey, we went by the Kappa Mu house and Quinn said we’d find you here. Are you kicking it with Aaron today? How’s he doing?” Bibiana asks, waddling further into the house. She’s close to NUMBER months pregnant and looks ready to pop. It’d be cute if I didn’t know just how miserable she was. The beginning of the pregnancy went well enough, but she’s been struggling the last month. She’s tired and sore and from what I’ve gathered, more than ready for baby Chavez to make his debut already.

      I hook my thumb behind me and snort. “I was trying to, but all I found was this ray of sunshine.” She gives me a knowing smirk. One I choose to ignore, and claims one of the dining chairs, carefully lowering herself into it, one hand holding her round belly.

      “Hey Dom.” She exhales a sigh of relief and he gives her a quick kiss on the cheek before moving to grab the giant box in Allie’s arms.

      “What’s this for?” He asks her.

      She gives him a mischievous smirk. “We bought forks. It’s the day before Halloween and we’re going forking.”

      Dominique drops the box on the table, giving me a heated look while the girls are distracted. One that clearly says he’d like to do some more forking, too.

      I roll my eyes and a smug look curls the corners of his mouth, so I flip him off and turn my attention to the girls.

      “What the hell is forking?”

      Allie opens the box and shows us the contents inside. Hundreds of plastic forks greet me. “I’m glad you asked,” she tells me, holding one up. “Forking is when you take a bunch of plastic forks and stab them into the grass. Usually you do this to someone’s yard but today we’re going to go fork PacNorth’s soccer field.”

      My brows pull together. “Why are we forking their field?”

      His eyes flash. “Because Julio is a butthead.”

      Bibiana snickers.

      I grab a fork from the box and hold it out to Allie. “This one is a spork.”

      She grabs it from me and tosses it back into the box. “I bought all the forks at Pauli’s and sporks were the next best thing. Spoons don’t really work.”

      “What’s the point of this?” Dominique asks. “Sticking forks in a university field doesn’t seem very effective if you’re trying to make a point, here.”

      Allie huffs out a breath. “Maybe we should fork your field,” she mutters.

      “Game. Anytime.” I tell her and offer her a high five.

      Dominique glowers at us, but we all ignore it. He loves Allie and Bibi as though they’re his sisters and they know it, so his scary face doesn’t work on them and me. I like seeing his angry face. It means I managed to piss him off, which happens to be my second favorite pass time lately. After the screwing, that is.

      “You stick the fork in the field. And when the offending party goes to yank them out. They snap.” She breaks one for added effect. “It’s annoying as hell and makes unforking the field tedious and annoying. Julio hates stupid shit like this, so it’s the perfect kind of revenge.

      “Revenge for what exactly?” I ask. Julio is Allie’s bestie from her home town and as far as I knew, the man could do no wrong.

      “He got drunk and made out with Adrianna.”

      I suck in a breath.

      “The chick who fucked your ex before he was your ex.”

      “Yep. She was Allie’s best girl friend at the time, too.” Bibiana adds, and I wince. That’s a serious girl code violation.

      Dominique whistles and steps back from the table. “This sounds like a good time for me to head out. You ladies have fun forking or whatever you want to call it.”

      “What? No!” Allie whines. “We need a getaway driver. That’s you!”

      Dominique shakes his head. “Can’t. I’m training with the boys today.”

      She mutters out a curse and smacks her palm over her face. “I knew that. Roman was talking about it last night. I don’t know how that slipped my mind.” She pauses. “Well crap. Who’s going to be our getaway driver now?”

      “Why don’t you want to drive? You’ve got the Audi.” I remind her.

      She gives me the ‘please tell you’re kidding’ look. “Richland is two hours away.” As if that answers the question. “I do not want to have to watch the boring ass road for two hours while you bitches get to relax in your seats.” Okay, fair point. I don’t want to make that drive either. Being a passenger will be bad enough. There’s nothing but farmland between here and Richland, so you can’t even take in the view because there just isn’t one.

      “And I’m pregnant,” Bibi adds.

      “I think we’re all very much aware of that.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. But I’m a shit driver and my stomach bumps into the steering wheel every time I try to go anywhere.”

      I pull out my phone and go with the phone a friend option. If I don’t, then I’m ninety-five percent positive it’ll be me stuck as the driver and yeah, no thanks. I turn it on speaker phone, knowing this will get a reaction and feeling entirely okay with that.

      Dominique turns to head out of the room, not even bothering to say bye, not that any of us are surprised. He’s not much of a talker, that one. But before he’s made it far, the call connects and Deacon’s voice chimes out of my phone.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      Dominique’s entire body stiffens.

      “Hey. The girls and I are heading to Richland to play a prank on some friends. We need a getaway driver. You in?”

      He doesn’t even hesitate. “I’m down. My schedule’s clear since Coach is doing some bullshit training exercise with the starting line players today. When are we heading out?”

      Before I can answer, Dominique tears the phone from my hand and ends the call. “No.” He barks out.

      Silence fills the room.

      I glare at him and hold my hand out for my phone.

      “Kasey—” there’s a warning in his voice. One I choose to ignore.

      “I thought you needed to go to training?” I ask.

      His nostrils flare. “Deacon is bad news. Find someone else or fuck, don’t go at all. But you are not spending the day with that asshole.” He’s funny if he thinks that’s going to stop me. Hasn’t he realized ordering me not to do something just means I’m that much more determined to do it?
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      Twenty minutes and a good fight with Dominique later and we’re piling into Deacon’s car and heading to Richland to fork the soccer field. Allie is giddy with excitement, but I imagine that’ll fade soon. PacNorth is a two-hour drive away, so I settle in for our mini road trip and play with the stereo until I find a station I like. Sueco’s Paralyzed plays over the speakers and I lean back, letting the music shake loose some of my lingering tension. The argument with Dominique would have gone on longer if it wasn’t for the fact he couldn’t be late to practice, but when he finally stormed out of the house, I called Deacon back and he was immediately down.

      “You owe me,” Deacon reminds me.

      I roll my eyes and turn to look at him. He keeps his eyes on the road but reaches out and gives me a light shove on the shoulder.

      “Pretty sure you owe me for getting Dominique off your ass.”

      He grunts. “Pretty sure Dominique was only ever on my ass because of you.”

      He’s not wrong. But that’s not really my fault either. It’s his.

      “How much are we betting that this puts me firmly back on his shit list?” He asks, not sounding at all worried. It’s stupid really. I mean, I’m glad he agreed to take us. Allie was right. Being stuck in the driver seat would have sucked. But he knew what he was doing when he agreed. Dominique’s gone all big brother over me on his ass before. So have Roman and Emilio for that matter. And he still agreed to come so that’s on him.

      I release an exaggerated sigh. “Ah, the consequences of our actions. Don’t you just hate when they strike?”

      “What’s this about Dominique?” Allie pipes up from the backseat.

      “Nothing. Just that he’s an asshole.” I tell her, a smile in my voice.

      “Truth,” Deacon mutters and gives me a fist bump in solidarity. Dominique might not be kicking his ass on the field anymore, but those two will never be friends. Dom’s inner circle is tight and given the rocky start these two had, it’ll be a long day in hell before they ever have anything close to a civilized conversation with each other. The fact in which Dominique could give two shits about. He’s not looking to make friends. Though Deacon’s a nice, personable guy. I wonder if it bothers him how much Dominique dislikes him?

      “Dominique is one of the sweetest guys I know.” Allie argues. “How you manage to pull the worst out of him always surprises me.”

      “He really is incredibly sweet. He used to watch Luis for me and Emilio during his non-schedule back at Sun Valley High, remember? That man has a heart of gold.” Bibiana adds.

      I snort. “He’s sweet to you two. To us,” I indicate the space between Deacon and I, he’s an asshole. Always has been. “I’m his friend’s annoying little sister—”

      “And I’m the guy gunning for his spot on the field,” Deacon finishes.

      Allie reaches forward and pats him on the arm. “Hate to break it to you, but until he graduates, you can go after it all you want, but it’s not going to happen. Coach will never replace Dominique as the starting QB and with the way things are looking, he’s going to land the Heisman. Again.

      Deacon huffs out a breath. “I’m aware. Doesn’t mean he doesn’t still hate me.”

      Now it’s Bibi’s turn to roll her eyes. “Doubt it. He probably doesn’t ever think of you.” She touches her forefinger to her lower lip, “though now that I think about it, when Kasey called you to drive us, he did look two seconds away from committing murder. What was that about, anyway?”

      “I’ve always said there’s something going on between these two. Maybe he doesn’t like the idea of another guy near Kasey.” Allie says it flippantly, but in the back of my mind I’m silently freaking out. If Allie and Bibiana figure out what we’re doing, then their significant others—Roman and Emilio—will know too. And if they find out, no way will Aaron not get wind of it. I need to shove them off that trail of thought right away.

      “Hardly,” I chuckle. “He just likes to play the protective older brother part whenever Aaron isn’t around. I’ve heard him call it some bro code bullshit or something. I wouldn’t read too much into it.”

      Deacon gives me the side eye but thankfully says nothing and after a few comments from the girls about what a bummer that is, and how it would have been so great if we got along and coupled up like they did, I finally get them onto the topic of Bibi’s impending birth and get sucked into talks about her birthing plan and the baby shower, and all things baby Chavez.

      Thank god for that. They don’t really need much input from me, so I relax while they talk about themes and colors, whether Bibiana wants a doula or if she just wants Emilio in the room when the baby comes.

      Deacon doesn’t join the discussion. Instead, he pulls out his phone, typing a quick one-handed message before tossing it in the car’s cup holder.

      My phone vibrates in my pocket and I frown at him as I pull it out, Deacon’s name flashing across the screen.

      Deacon: I take it they don’t know about you and Dominique?

      I scowl at him and type out a response.

      Me: There’s nothing to know.

      His phone chirps and he reads my message, grunts, and types out a reply.

      Deacon: Bullshit. You two fucked in the locker room last week.

      I turn wide eyes toward him. Floored. I am fucking floored right now. He saw us? We checked and double checked that no one was in there. How the hell could he—Another message comes in.

      Deacon: Stop freaking out. Your secret is safe with me and I didn’t see shit. I heard plenty when I grabbed my gear after practice. Cut back on the ‘God, yes. Oh Dominique. Yes.” The man doesn’t need the ego stroke. It’s plenty big already.

      I cover my face with my hand, heat rising in my cheeks. He knows. Shit. No one is supposed to know.

      “You okay?” Bibi asks.

      I give her a thumbs up, keeping my face turned away from her as my mind scrambles to come up with an excuse. A way to deny this, but I’ve got nothing. Literally nothing. “Yep. Super peachy.”

      Deacon for his part laughs and I know with that sound alone that while he might tell no one—jury is out on that though because I don’t know him that well — he definitely plans to use this against me. Great.
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      She’s panicking. I can see it in her eyes. The fast flutter of her lashes. Her mouth is stuck in this in-between stage with her lips parted like she wants to speak but has no idea what to say. It’s fucking cute as shit. No wonder Price wants her all for himself.

      Too bad the fucker can’t always have what he wants. He has shit so fucking easy. Life given to him on a silver platter. And if I can’t take his spot on the team, then I’ve got no issue swooping in and claiming his girl as my consolation prize instead.

      Don’t get me wrong. He’s earned his stripes. I won’t deny that. Right now, he’s the better quarterback. But he’s not the better man. Sooner or later, Kasey is going to realize that.

      I slide my hand over the center console and give her knee a squeeze. “Relax. I’ve got you,” I tell her. I could fuck Price over with this information if I wanted to. There’s a reason he and Kasey are keeping things on the down low. I don’t know what they are yet. But I’ll find out. And in the meantime, I’ll hang on to this knowledge, earn Kasey’s trust, and show her why she’s wasting her time with a dude who’s clearly uninterested in showing her off. Idiot. It’s like he has no clue what a fucking catch she is. She’s younger than him by a few years so it could be that but I can’t imagine that’s reason enough to avoid laying a public claim on the girl.

      She swallows hard, her throat bobbing with the motion, and I leave my hand on her knee for the rest of the drive. I’m not sure if she realizes it’s there, likes that I’m touching her, or is just too lost in that pretty head of hers to care.

      Either one works for me. I’ve spent the last few weeks building a relationship with this chick and doing my damnedest to not get stuck in the friend zone, which is a hell of a lot harder than I expected.

      I’m an alright looking guy. Getting a girl’s attention has never been an issue. But Kasey isn’t like other girls. She’s feisty and could give two shits what anyone thinks about her, and she never has a problem speaking her mind.

      I’ve managed to make touches like this casual. Normal and to be expected.

      She doesn’t bat an eye anymore when I toss my arm around her shoulder and walk with her after class, or when I pull her in for a quick hug goodbye. She’s comfortable with me. And Price fucking hates it. Knowing that it eats away at him is the only thing keeping me sane these days.

      Tuition bills are racking up and if I can’t move up to a starting position, my parents aren’t going to help with tuition any longer. My pops says if you’re not the best then you’re wasting your time but I love competing. I was born to play. I’m fast as shit, have quick reflexes, and I’m solid under pressure. No way am I going to let a guy like Dominique Price get in the way of my future. I might not be the best yet, but I can be. He just needs to be knocked off his game.

      The drive goes by quickly, the girls talking about babies and all the things I have zero clue about, but it keeps them busy and lets me clear my thoughts before we’re pulling up to PacNorth University. Allie directs me to the soccer field and I park at the rear, away from the rest of the cars in the lot. What she’s planning seems harmless enough but the girls are wanting to be sneaky and shit like this is some big covert operation.

      We all get out of the car and I keep an eye on the pregnant one. Bibiana. I know she’s Emilio’s chick and obviously very pregnant. On the drive, I overheard her saying she still has a ways to go but no way can the girl get any bigger. She’s small. Over a foot shorter than me and all belly. If I didn’t know for a fact she was carrying E’s kid, I’d assume she shoved a basketball under her shirt. It's that ridiculous.

      With one hand supporting her swollen stomach, she follows Allie and Kasey out of the car and to the field. I take up the rear after claiming the box of forks from Allie’s grasp and scan the parking lot for anyone who might snitch on us.

      “Thanks,” Allie mutters, but I just nod.

      My parents and I have a lot of differences, but my momma raised me right. I’m not gonna make a girl shoulder this thing when my arms are free and I’m more than capable.

      “No problem. So… what’s the plan?”

      Allie pulls the hood of her sweatshirt up over her head. “Since it’s a Saturday and the day before Halloween, the field should be empty. Everyone is off getting ready for whatever campus parties are happening tonight and tomorrow.” Makes sense. “So the plan is to pretend we’re supposed to be here.”

      “Is that why we’re doing this in the middle of the day?” Kasey asks.

      “Yeah. If we tried to do it at night and someone saw us, they’d immediately assume we didn’t belong but since the only people who know what's going on with the field are the players and the coaches, all of whom should be gone already for the day, we should be in the clear. We might get a few curious looks but no one is going to freak out seeing us.”

      I tug on the back of her hood. “So what’s with the cover up, then?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Habit. Come on.” We rush across the lot and slip through the gate onto the field and I set down the box. Allie immediately starts laying forks out on the grass in some sort of design.”

      “What are you doing?” Kasey asks, saving me the trouble.

      “We don’t have enough forks to actually fork the entire field so we’re gonna spell out a message.”

      “What’s the message?”

      “Tu madre., traidor.”

      “Which means?”

      It’s Bibiana who answers. “Your momma, you traitor. It’s some weird inside thing between Allie and Julie that none of us understand.”

      Allie smirks. “You don’t need to. Just help me spell out the words. Deacon, you should probably play look out. I don’t think we can really get in trouble for a harmless prank but you’re an athlete and PacNorth is technically a rival school. If we get caught I don’t want to be responsible for you getting a suspension.”

      I nod. “Sounds good. I’ll kick it by the locker rooms since that’s where coaches or players are bound to head if any show up.” I leave the girls to their work, scrolling through social media posts on my phone. There are a few parties going down tonight back on campus I might check out when we get back. I’m not really into Halloween and dressing up. It’s never been my thing. But I don’t mind when the girls go full on Slutober and display all the goods. It’s like Halloween is a free pass to wear the least amount of clothing and not be crucified for it. Something you will never hear me complain about.
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      It takes the girls over an hour to fork the field and I’ve blown through all my emails, looked at all the stupid videos on social media, and posted a few images to my insta feed. Safe to say, I am bored as fuck. But they’re having a blast. Bibiana is scooting across the field in a makeshift crab walk so she doesn’t have to bend over and Allie and Kasey are laughing and smiling, talking about who knows what, but it’s a good look on them both.

      Kasey hasn’t smiled much lately. This is good for her. I heard the rumors that her mom passed, and she’s had a dark cloud following her these past few weeks, so seeing her be herself again, it’s good.

      The click of heels on pavement draws my attention and I turn to see who it is only to do a double take. Holy sh—. My mouth drops open as I take in the women walking toward me. She’s digging in the oversized bag slung over her shoulder, her gaze directed down and a small furrow between her brows. She hasn’t spotted me but me and every other person, men and women alike, that she walks past, sure as hell spot her.

      Wearing white skinny jeans, a low-cut sleeveless silk blouse, and strappy sandals with a small heel, she walks down the pathway like it’s a runway made just for her. Her hair is natural, an afro of loose corkscrew curls that billow out around her. Shorter curls hang down in front of her face, almost like bangs. She owns her beauty. Standing out amongst everyone she passes like she doesn’t care that she doesn’t belong. She’s not looking to fit in. She’s showing everyone why they wish they were her and could stand out.

      She has smooth, dark bronzed skin, full plump lips, and dark brown eyes that even from here, I know I could get fucking lost in.

      “Fuck me,” I mutter.

      She’s almost to me and it’s obvious she’s heading toward the field. Something I can’t let happen now that the girls are wrapping up. I’m the look out. No way can I fuck this up when we’re so close to the finish line.

      I step away from the alcove I’ve been chilling in and she’s forced to come to a halt. She doesn’t acknowledge me for the first few seconds. Still digging through her bag until she manages to pull out her phone, which I assume is what she’d been after. She studies me, brushing a coil out of her face.

      “Can I help you?” She asks. Her tone is brusque. She gives me a lightning fast once over and though I see a flash of interest in her gaze, she masks it and gives me an ‘I’m not impressed.’ look.

      “Yeah, actually.” I let my gaze track over her and let my interest show. “I was hoping you’d be down for grabbing a drink with me later.” I shoot my shot, knowing she’ll reject it but that’s alright. I’m stalling for time here.

      “Sorry. I don’t date students.”

      Well, hello there. That means she’s faculty or a teacher’s aide. Maybe a graduate student who helps  after classes. My bet is on teachers’ aide. She can’t be older than twenty-five and she doesn’t seem the type to sit behind a desk all day in one of the admissions offices.

      She moves to step around me, but I sidestep, keeping in her way. She makes an irritated sound and props one hand on her hip. “That's good because I’m not a student.”

      Her eyes widen before narrowing in doubt. “You don’t go to PacNorth?”

      I shake my head and step closer to her. Her breath catches, pupils dilating and yeah, she’s interested.

      “Nah. I just gave a friend a life. They have a buddy who attends, so we were dropping in to say hello.”

      She licks her lips and gives me another once over, this one slower. Like the realization that I’m not a student grants her permission to check me out.

      “I’m Deacon.”

      She hesitates before giving me her name. “Jameia.”

      Jameia. I like it. It’s different. Exotic. Like her.

      The phone in her hand rings and she tears her gaze from mine to answer it, flicking her eyes up once before she turns her back on me in search of some small measure of privacy.

      “Hello,”

      I chance a look over my shoulder as she talks to whoever her caller is. Kasey lifts her head at the same time and grimaces, getting the other girls’ attention and telling them to hurry the fuck up. Allie rushes the box that’d held the plastic forks to a nearby recycling bin right as Jameia finishes her call and turns back to me.

      “It was nice meeting you, Deacon. But, I have an appointment to get to.”

      “Let me walk you,” I tell her, falling into step beside her, and we head right for Kasey and the others.

      “That’s really okay. I’m just going to the soccer field.”

      I push my hands in my pockets and shrug. “I’m happy to. Besides, I’m heading out soon anyway and I’m parked over there.” I indicate the lot and she nods, not having an excuse to send me away. When we get closer to the field, she realizes something is wrong and her footsteps speed up.

      “You have got to be kidding me,” she curses. I hide my smirk and follow a few steps behind her as she practically runs to the field. “Who did this?”

      Before I can answer, not that she was really asking me, more curses fill the air and I turn to spot three Hispanic guys heading our way. “What the fuck happened?” One asks as soon as he’s close. He’s got tattoos running down his arms. Large roses inked over the top of his hands. His neck is covered in more ink, some colorful card design painting the columns of his throat. The work is solid, the colors vivid and bright.

      He gives me a nod in greeting but turns his attention to Jameia, the others closing in around him. “I don’t know. I just got here, and it was like this.” She waves at the soccer field behind her and I take a few measure steps back. Now is a good time to make my getaway so after I've gone a few steps, I do a quick turn around and head for my car. Kasey’s eyes are wide as they look out at me through the windshield and Allie stands beside the back rear door, her eyes bright and her smile wide.

      I chuckle. Someone is obviously pleased with themselves.

      I’m almost to my car when someone shouts, “Alejandra, get that fine ass of yours over here!”

      I turn just as the same three guys who were talking to Jameia run my way. Hell nah.

      I’m almost to my car, so I turn to face them and bark out a quick “Get in the car,” to Allie. Does she listen? Of course not. Not that I’d expect anything less from one of Kasey’s friends. Birds of a feather and all that shit. I hold my hands out in front of me and block their way. “Woah. Woah. Let’s relax here for a minute. You three look like you have some business to handle over there,” I wave toward the field. “And me and my friends have someplace to be. You’ll have to catch your girl later.”

      Later like when her footballer boyfriend can deal with the hostility coming off him.

      “Nah. I’ll catch her now. Thanks man.”

      He shifts to pass me but I shoulder check him and he whirls on me, eyes narrowed and nostrils flaring. “We have a problem, man?” He asks.

      His two friends close in and I catch sight of Jameia on the sideline, face pinched in worry, but whether for me or the others, I’m not sure.

      “Yeah. We do. Allie’s with me and no way am I gonna let some hot head asshole come at her the way you are right now.”

      He throws his head back and laughs, the other two following suit before he shakes his head and looks over my shoulder at the girl in question. “Alejandra, come out, come out wherever you are. Time to face the music, bebita. Or should I call Rome and tell him you’re making friends.”

      She curses and I hear her storming up the sidewalk behind me. “Don’t you dare, Julio. You know how jealous he can get.

      Julio smirks. “Yeah. I do.” He pulls out his phone and snaps a quick photo of Allie beside me. “Which is why I’ma make sure I’ve got evidence to back up my claim. She curses and lunges for his phone, but he holds it up in the air with a laugh, playing keep away from her. I frown, not entirely sure what I’m supposed to do here when the car doors close behind me and Kasey and Bibiana join us.

      “Delete the picture and don’t be a butt head,” Allie tells him. “You’re already on my shit list for what you did.”

      Julio groans. “It was an accident.”

      “How exactly do you accidentally shove your tongue down my ex best friend’s throat? Hmm?”

      One of the other guys steps forward. “It’s not what you think, Allie. Adriana took advantage. Kissed him at a party and when he realized who he was making out with, he pushed her away. Julio would never mess with her. You know that.”

      She folds her arms over her chest and huffs. “Fine. You’re forgiven.”

      Julio’s face breaks into a smile and he whoops before swooping in and throwing Allie over his shoulder. “Julio!” She cries out, and he smacks the back of her thighs. “Appreciate the forgiveness but now it’s your turn to repent for your sins.”

      She squirms in his arms and he chuckles, carrying her like she weighs nothing. “I didn’t sin!” She swears, but none of them are buying it.

      Julio turns to me, Allie still slung over his shoulder and holds a hand out. “I’m Julio, by the way. This is Gabe. Felix.” He nods to the two boys beside him. “And it looks like you already met Meme.”

      “Meme?” I ask, looking her way. Her cheeks flush, the skin darkening.

      “It’s a nickname,” she stammers.

      I cover my laugh with a cough. “I like it.” She bites her bottom lip and I turn back to Julio. “I’m Deacon. Kasey’s friend.”

      “Ah…” He draws out the word. “So that’s how these three rebels roped you into their prank.”

      I shrug. “You have any luck turning them down when they want something?”

      He laughs at that. “I do not. Fair point. But we’ve still got a problem.”

      I raise a single brow. “How do you figure?”

      “You see, I’ve got a game tomorrow, and a field filled with plastic utensils.” He pats the back of Allie’s thigh again. “And don’t think I missed when you wrote there, Allie girl.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      Julio huffs out an exasperated breath. “No? If that wasn’t you, what brings you to town?” She squirms in his hold and he finally releases her, carefully dropping her to the ground.

      She glares at him. Not that it does her any good. Then she turns to me and says, “Deacon wanted to check out the school. See what your football team looks like.”

      “Really?” Felix asks, not convinced in the slightest, but I back up Allie’s lie.

      “Yeah, man. I’m not so sure Suncrest U is a good fit. Figured I’d see what PacNorth had to offer.”

      “For fútbol?” He clarifies putting emphasis on the u.

      “Uh, yeah.”

      Gabe chuckles and shares a look with the other two, some silent communication passing between them. “Alright. How about we make a deal?”

      “What are you offering?”

      More communication passes between them. “Try to score a goal against me. I’ll give you three shots to score, but if you miss, you four have to de-fork our field. Today. Before our game.

      “And if I score?”

      He shrugs. “You get a free pass and we’re stuck here cleaning up the mess.”

      I glance at Jameia and an idea springs to mind. “Not good enough. I didn’t fork your field, your friend there can vouch for me.”

      She bites her lip, the sight alone making my dick twitch.

      “Okay. So if you score, what do you want?” She asks, joining the conversation.

      I consider my options and decide I’ve got nothing to lose. “A kiss,” I tell her.

      Her mouth parts and everyone around us makes ooooOOOH sounds, getting riled up as they wait to see how she answers. She’s going to say no. I can see it in her eyes and for whatever reason, I don’t want her to. She’s hot as hell and while I’ve got my eyes on Kasey, something tells me Jameia would be a fun interlude.

      “But if you’re afraid to risk it, I get it. It’s not like your boys here stand a chance.”

      She snorts. “You’re that confident you can score against Gabe?”

      I look from him to the field. I mean, I’ve never played soccer before, but how hard can it be? All I’ve got to do is kick the ball in the giant ass goal. It’s not like he can cover the whole thing.

      “Yeah. I guess I am.”

      “Come on, Meme. You know I’ve got this,” Gabe encourages.

      She looks at him, her expression pinched before he gives a single nod. “I’m only agreeing because he’s not a student. You know my rules.”

      “Yeah, yeah. No fucking the freshies.”

      “Oh, so it’s fucking we’re putting on the table here?”

      “Definitely not.” She snaps, but I don’t miss the heat in her gaze. I lick my lips. “No worries. I’ll settle for the kiss.”

      The boys lead the way to the field and Gabe grabs a ball and a pair of gloves from the gym bag he abandoned near the gate.

      “You need any instructions?” He asks.

      “I just have to kick it in the net, right?”

      He nods. “It’s a little more complicated than that, but yeah. We’ll treat it like a penalty kick. You’ll start here.” He leads me to a line in the field and sets the ball down. “This is twelve yards from the goal line. You have to kick from here. You can’t rush me to score, got it.”

      I nod. “Got it.”

      He smirks, an arrogance swagger in his step as he positions himself in front of the goal. “Whenever you’re ready, man.”

      I take a deep breath, focus in on that place inside myself where all I see is the ball and the end zone. This isn’t football, but the feeling is similar. The goal. The drive to score.

      The girls offer encouragement from the sidelines, but for the most part, I tune it out. Taking a deep breath, I take a few steps back, giving myself some room to work with and line myself up with the goal. I don’t want to come at it straight on. He’s expecting that. I don’t play this sport but I’m sure there’s more skill to it than I’m giving it credit. I take in the width of the goal and decide to aim for the top right corner. That will force him to lunge to his left and I have a feeling he’s right-handed and is stronger going that direction.

      Inhaling deep, I zero in on the ball, bounce on my heels a few times and jog to close the small distance, pushing off and bringing my leg back before I swing forward. I power through the king, following it all the way through. The ball sails through the air, arrowing right where I intended, in the top right corner at rapid speed. Gabe’s eyes widen a second before he lunges for the ball, but that split second of surprise costs him and he misses, his fingers not ever grazing the leather before it collides with the net.

      Allie and Kasey are screaming. Bibiana bouncing up and down. A smile breaks out over my face and I meet Jameia’s stunned expression. Without hesitating, I head straight for her, my steps confident. She looks to her left and right, as if expecting someone to swoop in and save her. Sorry, pretty girl, not today.

      When she’s a foot away, I reach out, pull her towards me with one hand on the small of her back, the other cupping the side of her neck, and I press my lips against hers. Hoots and hollers go up around us and she holds herself rigid in my arms.

      That’s not going to work.

      Pressing firmer against her, I nip at her bottom lip and she gasps, giving me the opening I need to sweep my tongue into her mouth. I stroke my tongue over hers and it only takes a few seconds before she’s kissing me back, fingers curling into the fabric of my shirt. Sparks of sensation race through my body and I groan against her lips. My dick hardens in my pants and I’m sure she can feel it but it doesn’t look like she minds. Thank fuck for that.

      Her tongue darts out and swipes across my lip and I tilt her head, deepening the kiss. Reality must catch up to her though, because the next thing I know, she’s biting my lip, hard, and I rear back to glare at her.

      “You got your prize,” she says, voice breathless.

      I lick over my abused lip, tasting blood, and smile at her. “Yeah. I guess I did.”

      She steps away and the next thing I know I’m being tackled by Allies friends and we tumble to the ground. “Bro! That was sick. Please tell me my Allie was not full of shit when she said you were looking at making a change and yeah, I get it. She meant football, not fútbol but seriously, man. Think about it. We could use someone like you on the team.”

      I untangle myself from the dog pile and climb up to my feet. “I hate to break it to you but uh, she lied.”

      Julio shoots her a glare, and she ducks behind Bibiana. “Alight, alright. So that wasn’t the plan, but you’ll consider it, yeah?”

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. I mean, I’ve never played. That was one kick—“

      “I know talent when I see it and you’ve got it. You can score and if you already play ball then I’ll assume you can work under pressure?”

      I nod. “Great. Next weekend, come back and we’ll have you try out in front of Coach. Just tell me you’ll think about?”

      I press my lips together and shake my head.

      “We need a new striker and we’ve got a full ride scholarship on the table for the right one.”

      My ears perk up. “Full ride?”

      He meets Jameia’s gaze. “Wanna give him the deets?”

      I frown. Why would he ask her to fill me in? She isn’t on the team. She visibly swallows and sweeps the curls out of her face. “Yeah. So if you have what it takes and we invite you to play, you’ll have tuition, dorm, and a food credit provided.”

      Fuck. That’s not a bad deal. But I love football. I’m not sure I want to leave the game. Though a full ride means I’m not relying on my parents to help me out with tuition. It’s a lot to consider.

      “You said we. How do you factor into all this?”

      Julio slaps me on the back before hooking his arm over my shoulder. “Meme here is our assistant coach.”

      My eyes widen at that. So that’s why she said she doesn’t date students. It all makes perfect sense. My eyes land on her mouth and she touches her lips, thinking about the kiss we just shared. Maybe coming to play at PacNorth isn’t a bad idea after all.
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      “I swear, if one more asshole in a mask tries to scare me, someone is going to get punched in the nose,” Francesca grumbles, her eyes shooting daggers at the werewolf masked figure sprinting down the sidewalk. His gleeful cackling echoes in his wake. “I hate Halloween. It’s not even dark out yet, why are people dressed up already?”

      As if Frankie summoned them herself, another group of students dressed up in various costumes walks across our path on the quad sidewalk, rudely cutting us off on our way to our dorm. I have to force myself to bite back a grin when my feisty best friend and roommate makes an annoyed growl under her breath.

      “I think it’s fun that everyone here wants to celebrate. It wasn’t that big of a deal at my last school.”

      I love Halloween. Always have. Some of my best childhood memories revolve around ‘Spooky Season,’ as my mom called it. She insisted on making our costumes herself, despite my brother and I taking weeks to land on the perfect disguise. Our indecision never bothered her though, even if she had to sew together fabric until the very last minute.

      Frankie’s eyes roll behind her black rimmed glasses. “Please, Blake. You think it’s fun because this is your first year having to deal with this nonsense. But if you’re not careful, you’ll wake up tomorrow with glitter in your hair and puke in your bra—Oh!” Her hot pink painted fingernails glint as she snaps. “And let us not forget about the injuries! A freshman had to get twenty stitches in his arm from last year’s party. Everyone loses their ever-loving minds over this party.”

      I take a drink of coffee she’s grabbed for me between classes and instantly regret it. Looking down at the cup of caffeine that is supposed to get me through the rest of my day, I fight the urge to spit the liquid on the sidewalk. “What the hell is this? It tastes like an air freshener.”

      Frankie cuddles her own insulated cup to her chest, grinning happily. “It’s a pumpkin spice latte. You don’t like it? I wait all year for these to come out.”

      Wincing, I pass her my cup. “Well congratulations, you’re now the proud owner of two.” There isn’t a chance in hell I’m choking the rest of that down. “Wait… go back to what you were saying—a freshman got hurt? I thought the party was for seniors only.”

      There were obviously parties at my old school back in Arizona, but I’ve never seen an entire campus humming with so much excitement over one annual party. The second I stepped out of my campus apartment this morning, there was a buzz in the air. I don’t think a single student comprehended the lecture I was just in; between the costumes and excited whispering, no one was paying attention. I’d heard it was a big deal, but it’s a party with a scavenger hunt. How dangerous could it really be?

      “No, it’s invite only. Each active roster football player gets a certain number of invites, and it’s up to them who gets one. No one knows how many there are, so people act like those invites are golden tickets hidden in a goddamn Wonka Bar. Except, you’re not going to a chocolate factory, you’re being chased around in the woods by a bunch of dumb football players wearing masks.”

      “Who are you calling dumb?” A booming voice questions at the same time two large arms loop around our necks. “You wouldn’t be referring to me would you now, Frankie? Because the last time we were together you said I was, and I quote, ‘a fucking genius’.”

      Side-eyeing my friend, I shake my head in disappointment. “You didn’t.”

      Looking equally ashamed of herself, Frankie winces. “It’s not my fault! It was a heat of the moment kind of thing and I regretted it the second I said it.” Careful not to spill the two cups of coffee in her hands, she elbows her giant on-again-off-again boyfriend. “Get the hell off us, Tyler.”

      “That’s not what you were saying this weekend.” I know the football player is trying his best to sound flirty, but the line is so cringeworthy, I find myself feeling embarrassed for the poor guy.

      And it seems I’m not alone when another voice comes from somewhere behind us. “Jesus, dude, give it a rest. You sound like an idiot.”

      “You should listen to your friend,” I suggest, giving Tyler’s arm a patronizing pat with my hand as I shrug underneath his arm. “Best to stop now before you really make a fool out of yourself, Ty.”

      I didn’t think three months ago, when I transferred schools to Duvall University, that I would eventually be on a first name basis with the football players here, and I definitely didn’t think my childhood friend—my artsy, pink-haired, chronically ‘indoorsy’ friend—would spend a majority of her spare time hanging out with the jocks. She hasn’t played a sport a day in her life, and now every weekend, her ass is on a metal bleacher, watching the games. Never thought I’d see the day. Sports were always more my thing—or at least they were.

      My plan was to come here, keep my head down and get my degree. That’s all that matters now. I lost everything else that day last winter. It’s amazing how fast a storm and a wrong turn can change everything.

      I thought I’d spend my free time in the library or in the study groups I’d signed up for, but I learned quickly that Frankie had other ideas. My friend has been dragging me along to all the football games, giving me flashbacks to when my mom made me do the same for my brother. Except Frankie makes me go all out.

      Every home game, I’m dressed head to toe in DU Devil scarlet-and-black spirit wear and am crammed in the student section like a sardine. Of course, it’s never enough for Frankie to just attend the game. We also go to all the after parties Tyler attends. Since Tyler can’t tailgate, she doesn’t care about those, thank God. But even as it is, I’m somehow more immersed in the football culture here than I ever was when my own brother used to play.

      It wasn’t what I was expecting when I switched schools, but maybe it’s what I need right now. The distractions and never-ending social engagements keep me from getting stuck in my own thoughts. The stadium and the parties are too loud to hear myself think. I consider that alone to be a blessing.

      Tyler, the star running back and hopeless flirt, finally pulls away, granting us our breathing room. He steps back and joins the handful of other football players that are shaking their heads at his antics. “So, I assume you guys were talking about tonight?” His hands rub together like he’s a mad scientist planning something. “Are you excited about your first hunt?”

      “Hunt,” Frankie repeats with a scoff. “It’s a glorified Easter egg hunt, Tyler. Stop trying to make it sound cooler than it is.” Frankie’s been clear since Tyler gave her the invitation two weeks ago that she’ll attend the party, but she has no interest in partaking in any ‘childish games’.

      One of the other players glares in Frankie’s direction. “I can’t believe he wasted an invite on you. There’s a hundred other girls who would be a hell of a lot more fun.”

      “Dude,” Tyler reprimands, but Frankie seems completely unfazed by the jerk’s comment, instead pausing our walk to turn and smile innocently while batting her eyelashes.

      “Yeah, but those other girls don’t suck his dick like I do. He knows not to fuck with a good thing when he has it.”

      “Exactly!” Tyler points to me. “And Blake here’s got my other ticket. She’s going to join in on the festivities. Right?”

      “We’ll see.” I shrug noncommittally, trying not to reveal my buzzing anticipation as I meet each player’s eyes. All but one that is. There’s a set of green ones I try my best to avoid, but I can feel them on me—daring me to look in his direction. “I don’t know how much I feel like running around the woods while you chase after me.”

      “If you’re sneaky enough, you won’t have to run at all,” one of them pipes in. “You just have to make it past us and find the hidden prizes. Then you’re home free.”

      “Oh, really? I don’t have to run? Is that why it’s so easy for the other team to get past you, Howell?” I raise my brows in teasing question. Marcus Howell smiles wide, knowing I’m joking. I might have to be dragged to football games, but even I know he’s the best left tackle in the division.

      “No. It’s not that easy.”

      He finally speaks up. His voice has this weird effect on people. A single word. That’s all it takes for everyone’s attention to be glued on him. I’ve watched an entire arena grow quiet when he speaks. They hang onto each syllable, eyes locked on his every movement. I’ve never witnessed anything like it.

      They look at Hudson Wright like he’s their God, and I guess, in a sense, he is.

      At a university that bleeds football, the star quarterback’s bound to captivate people’s attention. And Hudson thrives in the spotlight. It’s obvious the undying adoration six days a week feeds his soul, and his name chanted every Saturday fuels his ego.

      Finally, in a slow, almost lazy manner, I drag my eyes in his direction and grant him my undivided attention. His eyes light up with triumph, as if he thinks he’s won some kind of battle. That arrogant smirk that I despise grows on his face. Despite how unappealing I find his personality, my stomach still flutters like a fucking traitor when his gaze locks with mine.

      I’m not blind to it. I know why girls fall over themselves when it comes to him. It’s not just his voice that demands people’s attention. Hudson is hot. Plain and simple. There’s no other way to say it. Between his annoyingly symmetrical face, perfectly imperfect light brown hair, and body that looks like it was carved by a sculpture in ancient Greece, there isn’t a single flaw about him. Even the scar that’s visible through the light scruff of his chin is attractive.

      “One way or another you’ll end up running from us,” he promises darkly. “They always do, and you, little Blake, will be no different.”

      Shivers run down my spine as he says my name. Up until this point I wasn’t sure he even knew it, or that he paid attention to me enough to know my name. Ignoring it, I lift my chin and match his smirk with one of my own. “Who says I’d let you catch me?”

      Looping his thumbs in his faded jean pockets, he steps toward me. He’s so tall I’m forced to tilt my head back so I don’t break eye contact. If this is a game, I’m not about to let him win. “Not only will I catch you. You’ll want to be caught.”

      “And why the hell would I want that?”

      A cell phone rings in someone’s pocket and voices talk to each other, but I’m not really hearing what they’re saying, I’m too focused on the quarterback in front of me.

      “We have to go. Coach is calling a meeting before the party,” Tyler announces. Another silent moment passes before Tyler claps a hand on Hudson’s shoulder, but Hudson still doesn’t move. “Wright, dude, we have to go.”

      Finally, Hudson snaps his head to glare at his teammate. “I heard you the first time,” he bites out.

      His heated stare focused on someone else, I feel like I can breathe. Taking a step back, I allow the other players to shuffle past us in the direction of the athletic center. They wave at me as they go and I mumble halfhearted goodbyes. Hudson lingers for a second, but once they’re far enough down the path, his head dips down low, stealing my air yet again. As he whispers in my ear, I can feel his breath across my cheek.

      “The chase is all part of the fun, Blake. But in the end, my prey always wants to be caught. That’s the real prize.”

      Before I can find the words for a snarky retort, he’s already sauntering after his teammates. I don’t have to be looking at his face to know he’s wearing a shit-eating grin.

      Flustered by the brief encounter, I shake my head in an attempt to clear my head of the unfortunate thoughts now filling it, but it’s no use. Those words are going to haunt me the rest of the day. Nervously, I tuck the loose strands of hair behind my ear while my eyes dart around the surrounding area to make sure no one is staring.

      All I find is my best friend, standing there with her mouth gaping open. “Well, what the hell was that?”

      I shake my head, still not sure how to respond. But the anticipation from earlier is back and underused muscles are begging to be challenged again.

      Hudson Wright just threw down the gauntlet. Thinking he can catch me is his first mistake. Because I lied earlier.

      Running through the woods is exactly what I’m dying to do.
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      “DU Devils, it’s the night we’ve all been waiting for!” The crowd erupts into cheers and fuck, does it feel good.

      Love me or hate me, I don’t give a shit, but it’s impossible to understand me if you’ve never felt energy like this. There’s no better high than having my name chanted after a big victory. And there’s no worse low than letting down seventy-thousand diehard fans.

      I push out that depressing thought and the reminder that playoffs are coming up, instead focusing on the night. While I rattle off the history of the hunt, I scan the crowd, hoping to find an all-too-familiar sun-bleached blonde in the sea of masks in front of me. It doesn’t matter if it’s a classroom or the stadium, I’m constantly searching her out in a crowd. It’s like a bad habit I can’t break even if I felt inclined to try.

      “The hunt is upon us, and your Devils have outdone themselves this time. You’ve each been given a list of items that the players have hidden in the woods behind me. The person who finds the most items, wins, and gets free drinks at the bar after!”

      The loudest cheer yet echoes back, although I don’t care anymore because fuck yes. I think I’ve found her. She’s the ponytailed blonde in the back, and although I can’t see them from here, I know her black lace mask is outlining gorgeous silver eyes. A wicked smile forms on my face.

      “But… there’s one prize to win all prizes. It’s a gold pocket watch that belonged to Duvall’s first head coach, Harold “Whalin’” Whaley. Somewhere in the forest is his good luck charm, and the hunter that finds it, wins it all and gets the glory of being the first person ever to find it during the hunt.”

      Oohs and ahhs whisper across the crowd. I could stop here, but every eye’s on me and I live for this shit.

      “We all know that the forest behind me is where our cross-country team practices, but most don’t know that it used to be the field where the original Duvall football team played. The story goes that the night before the first game in the new stadium, then-retired Ol’ Whalin’ Whaley visited the overgrown field to say one last goodbye. He died of a heart attack that night. Mrs. Whaley knew Coach wanted his lucky watch to be left with the team he loved so much, but it was never found.

      “After Coach Whaley passed, the team lost every game. That is, until Halloween, the night of the first hunt. Their first rivalry game was that next day, and the players and students were desperate to end the curse. They gathered together to search the abandoned field—costumes and all—hoping to find the good luck charm and return it to the team.

      “They gave up at midnight, but just as they were about to leave, the QB approached the group with the gold watch in his hand. He claimed Whaley’s ghost showed him the way, and had found it in the middle of the overgrown field, plain as day. Almost like it’d been left for him. They won the game the next day.”

      Another cheer, another rush of dopamine.

      “So now, we celebrate every Halloween with the hunt. Every player hides an item, and the QB hides the watch in plain sight. No one’s ever found the watch, and finding the other prizes won’t be easy. Some say the woods are haunted by Coach Whaley’s ghost, but he won’t be the only thing lurking in the trees tonight. The Devils have come to play and we’ll be out there guarding our posts. But the question that remains is: Are you brave enough for the hunt?”

      Just like we’d planned, my teammates, each dressed head-to-toe in black, appear behind me in a perfect line. One after the other, they pull their masks down their faces until I’m the last left.

      The crowd is buzzing, and I can’t wait. I’ve already hidden the watch, but now the fun part starts. With a flourish, I raise my arm to signal my countdown.

      “Hunters, on your marks… Get set…” I hold my stare steady at the sexy blonde I plan to scare the hell out of tonight, before slicing my arm down in the air. “Go!”

      The masked hunters rush into the woods in a blur, but I’ve still got Blake in my sights. I bounce on my toes, vibrating with the urge to run after her, but it’s tradition for all the players to wait for all the hunters to enter the forest.

      She’s now in the middle of the pack, but giving me a wide berth. I love that she no doubt feels my intention to catch her, and I smile as I finally slide my creepy-as-fuck skull mask down my face. When it’s firmly in place, my eyes track back to the route she was heading… only she’s not there anymore.

      “What the fuck?” I mutter under my mask.

      She was right there, but now, she’s vanished. I’ve been tracking players since pee wee league, and this girl has somehow disappeared off my radar?

      Frustration, confusion, and a little bit of intrigue build like a storm in my chest. But I don’t show any of it. I never do. Leaders don’t have feelings, they have objectives. Instead, I turn toward the forest, with my arms folded and only my eyes roving over the crowd as I try to locate my little vixen.

      When I find her ponytail again, I’m disappointed to see the stampede has passed her by. At least I now know she’s wearing a sexy nurse costume, but it’s only because she’s drifted to the back of the group. If she’s that slow, I won’t have any difficulty chasing her down.

      A large hand claps my shoulder, but I don’t feel the need to focus on Blake’s trajectory anymore. I’m afraid she’s going to be easy to catch, which only adds to the letdown.

      “Oh Captain! My Captain!” Tyler’s voice is muffled through his identical skull mask, and his eyes dance with contagious mischief. “You ready?”

      A grin is my only response before I set off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            HUDSON

          

        

      

    

    
      All at once, my Devils and I raid the forest. Our whoops, howls, and shouts echo back at us through the trees. Running in the dark woods, with only the moon to guide us, Halloween night is electric in our veins with the thrill of the chase.

      We all break out into our respective areas where our hidden stashes are, but adrenaline is aiming me somewhere else entirely. There’s a sexy blonde nurse I need to find.

      The thin, hard-packed path is easy to navigate and I run at full speed to—

      —crash into the sexy nurse.

      “Oof, Jesus… with all your talk earlier, I thought you’d at least hide.” My voice is tinged with my frustration that my hunt was over before it began. I try to catch her before she falls, but when she crumples to the ground like a ragdoll, my irritation is quickly overridden by guilt.

      “Shit, sorry.” I bend to help her stand but instantly recoil when a high-pitched giggle escapes her.

      Dusting herself off, the nurse raises her face to reveal a coy smile. “Why would I run from you, Hudson?” She twirls her finger around her long ponytail. “I was hoping you’d find me.”

      “Gia?” Of course she’d score an invite, although I sure as hell would never give her one. Cleat-chasers like Gia have been the bane of my existence since I became captain, always distracting my teammates and trying her best to do the same to me.

      “Hi, Hudson. Funny bumping into you. What do you say we ditch this silly game, and…”

      Just the sound of her overly-flirtatious voice has me bored, and I zone out like I always do when one of these chicks opens their mouth around me. There’s nothing wrong with an easy lay, but ever since a sun-bleached blonde transfer student scowled at me for no reason on our first day of class, I’ve been inexplicably hooked on Blake McKinley.

      Relief floods my veins now that I know Blake hasn’t somehow devolved into this cleat-chasing clone. My excitement for the hunt is back, but panic quickly bleeds into it.

      I have no idea where the hell Blake is, and my post is unguarded. I’ll never live it down if Ol’ Whalin’ Whaley’s pocket watch is found. Its hideout location is a protected secret passed down from QB to QB, and I’ll be damned if I’m the first to fail.

      “Sorry, Gia, not interested.”

      “But, Hudson—”

      Her whiney protests are the equivalent to nails on a chalkboard to me as I shrug out of her grip. Without another word, I jet off. Assistant Coach Baylor’s mocking smile flickers through my head, reminding me what’s at stake.

      He was my captain and QB when I was a freshman, and now the quarterback coach after a failed stint in the NFL. I respect the player, but the man’s a douchebag, and our rivalry always borders just this side of mutual hate.

      “You think you can protect a fucking watch, Wright? You can’t even protect the goddamn football.”

      Yeah, there’s no way I’m letting that bastard win. My quads burn as I pick up the pace.

      The small circular clearing ahead of me allows the moon to shine light on a tree that was split down the middle by a lightning strike a long time ago. For decades, the burned divot has been perfect to hide the watch. I go to check its security when a different flash of gold catches my eye.

      My heart jackhammers in my chest because I somehow know I’ve caught another glimpse of Blake. I go with my gut and pivot on my heel to follow her. The woods are full of my teammates’ ghoulish howls, and our friends’ screams and accompanying laughter echo around me as I quietly stalk my prey.

      But she’s navigating the forest like a wood nymph, dancing around and diving under naked tree branches. It only takes a few yards to realize there’s no way I’ll be able to sneak up on her if I want to catch her.

      I pick up speed, going off-path like she does in an effort to reach her, but there’s no use. She’s fast as hell, and I keep losing her around every big tree, forcing me to pause to listen for her nearly silent footsteps in the dead leaves.

      The next time I lose her, I anticipate her route and jog in the opposite direction to wait behind a tree. I calm my huffing breath in the brisk October night, until she suddenly appears in front of me and I hold it entirely. Her hair’s still in that ponytail I saw from my podium, but now I can see her costume.

      Since the very first day when her silver eyes glared at me, I haven’t seen Blake in anything other than a pair of black leggings or jeans. Her tops usually consist of oversized T-Shirts that have been cropped at the hem, only allowing just a sliver of her toned stomach to show, but tonight, she’s no longer hiding beneath her clothes.

      Like a woman who’s walked out of one of my ‘naughty school girl’ dreams, she wears a white, see-through button down. The ends are carefully tied around her ribs, accentuating the curve of her breasts covered by a lacy bra. The poor light keeps the exact color a mystery, but if I had to guess, I would bet money it’s red.

      I’d be content to stand here all night and savor every perfect inch of her exposed skin. Until my eyes trail lower. At the sight of the short-as-hell, pleated skirt hugging her hips, my teeth grind to the point of pain.

      Who else has seen her in this?

      The possessive thought floats through my mind before I can stop it. As I take in the rest of her costume, my body has a mind of its own. My dick acts like it’s never seen a chick before, and jumps in my black sweatpants. My fingers tingle to tear the fishnet tights that disappear into her over-the-knee suede boots.

      But I’m pissed off. It’s nearly forty degrees. She’s going to catch hypothermia out here.

      A growl rolls low in my chest and I drive my toes into the dirt again, pushing my leg muscles to go harder than I ever do in practice. She turns on her heel and looks back at me for the first time. A thrill lights up those silver eyes and her grin does something to my chest. It’s either that or the exercise, but I don’t analyze it further, my focus solely on catching my scantily clad wood nymph.

      She’s flying through the trees and now it’s a fucking race. But every time I gain distance, she vanishes on me. It’s almost like she somehow knows the hidden paths and trails in these woods better than I do.

      After a few dozen more yards at breakneck pace, I’m about to pass out. I round one more group of trees, dangerously close to the lightning tree I hid the watch in, and I realize that not only has she disappeared again, she’s led me in a damn circle.

      “Shit.” I slow, placing my hands on my head to breathe through the embarrassing stitch in my side. I’m a DI quarterback and spend more time in the gym than I do sleeping each week, but somehow she’s found a way to literally steal my breath. I don’t know where she is and leaving the watch unguarded with her so close by isn’t an option. I’m pacing around the clearing, trying to figure out my next move, when a rustling in front of me makes me pause.

      My heart stops and a grin grows on my face. “Come out, come out, wherever you are…”

      I hear her teasing voice before I see her. “Looks like the hunter’s become the prey… Haven’t you, Hudson Wright?” Golden hair glints in the moonlight as Blake enters the clearing.

      “You haven’t caught me yet, little huntress.”

      Her eyes widen a split second before we both begin running again, but this time I have the advantage. She’s somehow got better stamina than me, but the explosive power that comes with my speed and agility exercises gives her no chance.

      In three strides, she’s already made it to the edge of the clearing, but I’m on top of her before she can get any farther. I snake my hand around her slim waist and turn her in my arms all in one movement. In the next, I’ve pinned her between my chest and the closest tree trunk, making sure one of my hands is protecting her back from the harsh bark, while the other cages her in.

      She yelps in surprise and tries to wriggle out of my grasp, but this—holding tight to the prize in my hands—is what I train for every single day.

      “Who’s caught who, now?” I grin down at her.

      “With this mask on, I guess you’ll never truly know.” Her own smirk catches me off guard. “Besides, what if this was my way of catching you?”

      The way she’s challenging me reminds me of our standoff in the quad. Like now, her posture was hard as steel, but if either of us had given in one more inch, I know she’d have been soft in my arms. When I’d bent to whisper in her ear, her breath had hitched, causing her breasts to brush against my chest. I had to curl my fingers into fists to keep from bridging the gap and tugging her close. Just like then, her Cheshire smile now winks at me, daring me to make the next move.

      I suddenly need those lips on mine and am desperate to grip her gentle curves. I want to collide with her, my cock between her thighs, over and over while we stoke this lightning spark between us, until we’re both blinded by pleasure. Unfortunately for me and my dick right now, I’d bet my life she’d rather be chased until my heart explodes than give me that satisfaction.

      Almost as if to prove my point, her silver eyes laugh behind her black lace mask and I realize I have a decision to make.

      What would she do, if she thought she could get away with it? What would we do, if our egos weren’t in play? If our masks let us hide behind who we are, and instead let us be who we wanted for a night?

      Do I admit that I know it’s her? Or do I pretend… even if it’s just for one night?

      If I get a taste of Blake, it’s really no decision at all.

      “I suppose you’re right,” I relent. With my arm still wrapped behind her waist, I use my other hand to take off my skull mask and reveal the desire I know is plain on my face right now. “So, tell me, my mysterious, little huntress. If you’ve caught me… what are you gonna do with your prize?”
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      The moonlight shines on the silver in her eyes as uncertainty flashes across her face. But just as soon as I identify the emotion, her cocky facade is back.

      “You think you’re a prize? Who says I want anything to do with you?”

      Fuck, she’s stubborn. If she’s not going to give, I guess I’ll have to first—at least just a little.

      “I know exactly what I’d do with you.”

      Her breath catches and I watch, entranced by the way her throat moves as she swallows. “Wh-what would you do?”

      Unable to help myself, I trace the slender column with my fingertips and tug her closer at her waist with my arm. As if on instinct, her feet part and I shift underneath her short skirt to fit my knee between her legs. She has to stand on her tiptoes in this position, or she’s basically sitting astride my thigh.

      “I’m the true predator in these woods, little huntress, and I make my prey beg for release.”

      She scoffs. “I never beg.”

      My laugh is dark as I dip down to brush my lips against hers, testing her. “It’s going to taste so sweet.”

      “What is?” Her breasts heave against my chest with every needy breath.

      “The moment you give in.”

      She’s about to object but I collide our lips into a harsh kiss. It’s only a second of hesitation before she’s moaning and kissing me back just as hard. I tongue at the seam of her mouth, silently asking her to open for me. When she does, it’s like the storm that’s been rumbling inside me ever since I saw her this afternoon, crashes into my chest, and I can hardly breathe.

      One of her hands fights the other as she tugs on my collar, almost like she can’t decide whether to pull my sweatshirt off or pull me down to her. I push my knee up so she has no choice but to hang onto me, and help her decision by grabbing the back of my sweatshirt. While still gripping her waist with one hand to make sure she can’t run away again, I use the other to pull my shirt over my head, barely noticing the brisk air on my fevered skin.

      The need to feel her against me is overwhelming, and I gravitate to the tied ends of her button down before ripping it apart, feeling the buttons pop against my abs all at once. She hisses with the jerky movement, but when my hand palms the lace confining her breast, our kiss becomes feral. It’s full of needy bites as she tries to take control, and I growl when she sucks my bottom lip between her teeth. I break away and wrap my hand around her vulnerable neck before diving in and biting her ear. Her cries are deliciously loud and blend with the howls of Halloween night and the hunt. I hope everyone hears how good I’m about to make Blake McKinley feel.

      “You think you’re in charge, little huntress?” I pinch her nipple through the thin lace and her breathy whisper against my neck makes me shiver. She’s still sitting on my thigh and when I shift just right to apply pressure to her clit, she moans my name. “That’s right, baby…” My fingertips dance down her naked torso, trailing to her pussy. “I’m the one who’s giving you what you need.”

      She doesn’t deny it, but a frustrated growl vibrates against my chest until my fingers dive below her skirt and brush against her panties. They’re soaked and my cock is so goddamn hard, I’m physically aching to be inside her, but I want to make her realize how much she wants me first.

      My fingers travel up her soft inner thigh. When they reach a glossy, raised ridge, I pause. I need her. God, do I need her. But my curiosity gets the best of me and I trail my fingertips lightly over the jagged line of skin. It’s long, and the further up I go, the more concerned I get, but all of a sudden Blake’s fingernails are digging painfully into my wrist.

      “Focus, Wright. Or are you all talk?”

      I know she’s trying to rile me up, and I almost don’t take the bait, but it’s none of my business. If she doesn’t want me asking about her scars, I won’t. Hell, she doesn’t even realize I know it’s her. How can I expect her to share her secrets when she doesn’t even want me to know her name?

      “Fair enough, huntress.”

      Her grip lessens and I sneak my thumb underneath the seam of her panties to reach her bare pussy. I immediately find her clit and begin massaging the little nub, gliding smoothly over it thanks to how wet she already is.

      “Mmm, more, Hudson. I need more.”

      It takes a second of her impatient squirming on my knee to realize she’s trying to tug her panties off. She’s already got them halfway past her cheeks before I can palm her ass to help lift her up. After some impressive acrobatic shit, she pulls them down over one of her knee-high boots before leaning back with a content sigh. I keep holding her with one hand and resume my thumb massaging her clit, but this time, I sink two fingers into her wet heat.

      “Yes, oh my God. Yes.”

      Her hands find my shoulders and she begins to grind against my thumb and ride my fingers, helping us both bring her to the edge. Her breaths come out in quick pants as she sets her pace, and her head tips back against the tree. She’s fucking gorgeous in the moonlight while she chants her cries of pleasure. They go straight to my cock and I suddenly realize that it’s not enough for her to come around my fingers. I need to feel her around me. I wanted to hear her beg, but my cock is about to explode just from watching her, and I can’t stand it anymore.

      “Fuck it.”

      I remove my hand and ignore her when her fingernails carve into my shoulders.

      “Hudson! What the—”

      Before she can say anything else, I’m tugging my sweatpants down and my boxers along with them, revealing my hard cock, glistening from the precum already seeping from the tip. Not missing another beat, she surprises me when she snakes her hand down between us and grips my shaft. We both moan as she glides my cock along her sex, drenching me in the process.

      I wrap my hand around her neck, thumb underneath her jaw, and lift her face until molten silver eyes meet mine. When I speak, my voice is a hoarse whisper.

      “You wanted to know what I’d do if I caught you?”

      My breath stalls in my chest as she bites her lip and searches my eyes. “Tell me.”

      “How about I show you, little huntress.” On the last word, I take what I know we both want.

      Before either of us figure out this is a stupid idea, I fully sheath myself inside her and my world tilts.

      “—motherfucker.”

      “—holy shit.”

      Our simultaneous cursing would have me laughing, but she’s so damn tight I’ve lost my breath again. I’m about to come before we even start, but if this is the only night I have with Blake, I’m going to make it fucking count.

      “Hold on, baby,” I whisper and hiss as her short fingernails stab into my shoulders again.

      I perch one hand on the tree trunk, and cup the other one under her ass again to begin to lift her up and down, but she’s already going at it. She’s riding me like a true goddamn huntress and I’m her stallion, and fuck if it’s not the hottest thing I’ve ever experienced.

      Our moans grow louder in the night as I thrust inside her, finally able to act on what I’ve been craving since those silver eyes first glared at me. I’m so close, but I want to draw it out, just a little longer, at least until I make her scream my name. The roar of thousands chanting it in a stadium has always been music to my ears, but Blake moaning my name as she comes will be the sweetest symphony. I raise her higher to keep her still, while diving my cock inside her. With her in place, I dip my head low and latch my tongue onto her lace-covered tit and suck, swirling it around into a peak.

      “Oh my god, Hudson. That feels so good.” She’s still holding on for dear life, but one hand loses itself in my hair and pulls, firing off pain and pleasure all at once from my scalp to my cock, making me moan against her breast. “Yes, oh my God, I’m almost there. Just like this.”

      I listen to my girl and maintain the speed and rhythm, loving the way her pussy flutters and pulses against my cock. All too soon, every one of her muscles already wrapped around and intertwined with my body tenses, and the high-pitched moans that had been coming out of her transform into the sexiest sound.

      My. Fucking. Name.

      She calls it out like it’s the answer to every prayer, and her praise along with the way she’s squeezing me, sends me over the edge. The urge to call out her name is so strong, I tuck my head in between the crook of her neck and shoulder and bite to keep it from escaping. Pleasure erupts through me and I see bright flashes like lightning behind my closed eyelids. I pump inside her, my fingers gripping her ass so hard I know I’m marking her inside and out as I come.

      On my last thrust, I pull her closer somehow, flush against my body while I lave the redness I left above her collarbone. As I come down, I realize I’m in trouble.

      I want more. Her pussy is still fluttering around my cock, and I’m already thinking about the next time I can be buried inside her.

      Ignorantly, part of me thought that once I knew what it was like to be with her, the itch I’d had for her would go away. That’s how it’s always worked when I set my sights on someone, but instead of soothing the ache, it’s only intensified.

      I’m not ready to let her go and I’m sure as hell not ready to walk away from her like nothing ever happened. There’s an uncomfortable sting in my chest at the idea this is the first and only time I’ll have her.

      If I thought I was hooked on Blake McKinley before, she’s a goddamn addiction now.
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      Two nights ago, I left my dignity and panties in those woods with Hudson Wright.

      In the end, it didn’t matter how much planning and organizing I’d done. The second I stared the quarterback down across that clearing, it was game over. Just like that, my plan went to hell in a goddamn handbasket.

      From the first brush of his fingertips across my skin, I was done for. My body gave up the fight before my brain even had a chance to catch up with what was happening. And when my head did finally catch up, it was around the time I was crashing back to earth after coming harder than I thought possible.

      And of course, it had to be at the hands of the man I swore up and down I wasn’t interested in. I wonder if crow tastes as bad as I think it does, because if anyone finds out that it was me pushed up against the tree, wearing that mask, I’m going to have to choke some down—bones and all.

      I stare at the mask that now hangs from the hook, grinning at my handiwork while memories of that night flood my head.

      “Are you going to take it off now?” He asks once we can both talk again. His ridiculously sculpted chest heaves, the thin layer of sweat on his tan skin glistens in the moonlight, making him truly appear like the God they make him out to be. “I think after that, I deserve to see your face.”

      “That’s the problem with men like you, Hudson. You think you’re owed things.” I trail my finger down his strong bicep, tracing the fine lines of the tattoos he has there. Tilting my chin, I look him in the eye. “You don’t deserve a woman like me and you’d have to try your damnedest to earn one.”

      With that, I’d pushed at his torso and he’d let me go. The reluctant look on his face almost made me linger, but at that point, I’d already made too many mistakes in those woods. I needed to leave before I made any more—before he figured out what I was truly doing there.

      I’d expected him to follow me, but he’d stayed by that tree—our tree—and let me leave without any protests. The mixed emotions I felt as I escaped the hunt still swirl in my chest now, two days later.

      I keep telling myself it was an error in judgment, but why, even without the protection of my mask or the energy of Halloween to blame, do I want to go to him again—to feel his callused hands on my skin?

      Admittedly, the plan had always been to fuck with Hudson, but it definitely wasn’t to fuck Hudson.

      And now, I’m not sure what the plan is. I’m not sure how I’m going to be around him and pretend I don’t know how intense his green eyes are while he fucks me, or that I don’t know what it feels like to have him deep inside of me. If I’d been thinking clearly that night, I would’ve been smart and known the aftermath of this was going to suck.

      The obnoxious ringtone Frankie set for herself blares from my back pocket, pulling me back to reality. “Shit,” I hiss under my breath as I fumble for the phone before it draws attention to me.

      “Where are you?” She demands the second I put the phone to my ear.

      Definitely not where I’m supposed to be, I think, but tell her a lie instead. “I’m leaving the library now.”

      “Why are you whispering?” Frankie all but yells into the phone, making me wince and pull the device away from my face a couple inches.

      With one last look at the mask, I dart out of the room before anyone can catch me fulfilling the final detail of the plan. Well, to be honest, what I’m doing now isn’t actually part of the official plan. I’ve gone a little rogue with this one.

      “Because I’m in a library?” my voice echoes off the concrete walls down the long hallway of the athletic building. “I’m getting a smoothie before I go to class. Want me to grab you anything?” I ask, deflecting the subject.

      “Are you getting one of those nasty green drink things?”

      “Probably,” I snort. I had to give up a lot of things last year, but I’ve maintained the diet I had when I was training. Old habits die hard, I guess.

      “Gross, I’ll pass.” I don’t have to be looking at her face to know that it’s wrinkled up in disgust. “But if you find something full of sugar and carbs, hook mama up.”

      Laughing, I agree and end the call.

      Leaving the building, I walk toward the smoothie place, ignoring the angry ache in my thigh. If some pain for a couple days is the price for feeling alive for the first time in a year, I’ll happily pay it. I think I’m desperate to keep this feeling and that’s why I just left the message for him. I’m not ready for this game to be over.

      Since Hudson first taunted me in that quad, there’s been an energy in my veins, and it’s making me feel like the girl I used to be.

      It didn’t go as we’d planned, but what happened the other night was exactly what I needed. While Hudson was chasing me, I was finding the pieces of myself I thought I’d left on that windy road.

      It’s like I’m finally walking on solid ground after all this time. The first few months here, I still felt like my world was shifting violently under me and I couldn’t find my footing, no matter how much I pretended to be alright.

      There’s a sense of stability now, which is something my brother had hoped I’d find here at Duvall, but I’d had my doubts.

      This should make the weight I’ve been carrying around feel lighter, but the side of me that still expects everything to go wrong or be taken away, whispers darkly.

      Don’t get too comfortable, this is only the calm before the storm, Blake.

      And I fucking hate storms.

      When my phone beeps in my hands again, I think it’s going to be Frankie with another request for the smoothie place, but instead I find a text from a familiar name.

      C: You got it right?

      My lips twitch, a cocky grin threatening to surface as I reply.

      B: I can’t believe you’d even ask me that. Of course, I have it. It’s not in my blood to lose, remember?

      C: Bring it to me after class. We’re just finishing practice now.

      B: Ok.

      I may have left my panties behind, but I didn’t leave those woods empty handed.

      Hudson Wright may know my name, but I know his secret hiding spot.

      The quarterback just lost, and I took his trophy.
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      I had big plans for the kind of legacy I was going to leave at this school.

      Being the first team captain to lose that fucking pocket watch wasn’t it.

      The point of the hunt is to have fun, but for two days I’ve had to endure the endless jokes and jabs. Each one I’ve taken with a straight face so they can’t see the guilt—no; the shame I feel over it.

      I don’t feel shame over what happened with Blake, though. More… confused. One minute we were having mind blowing sex, the next, the awkward AF oh-shit-I-didn’t-wear-a-condom talk. We’re both clean and she’s on the pill, thank God. That could’ve been a disaster, and it was a huge fuck-up on my part, but even that reality check didn’t bring me down to earth.

      No, the high I was riding after my encounter with Blake vanished the second she left me alone by that tree. The entire time I stood there watching her literally run away from me, her name was on the tip of my tongue. But something stopped me from saying it.

      I’d already been the one to take my mask off, while she’d kept herself hidden. She’d said I didn’t deserve to know who she was. It was clear she was done with me, that she didn’t think I was even worthy of her name.

      I hate to admit it, but that fucking hurt.

      Of course, moments later I’d searched the tree and only came up with splinters—which also fucking hurt—sending my already plummeting mood straight into a damn ditch. She may have left her panties as a souvenir, but the truth was that I lost everything else—the girl I never had, and my team’s good luck charm—all in one night.

      I’ve been off my game ever since, and I’m getting sick of it. Fuck, I’m getting sick of myself. I don’t have time for emotions, let alone wallowing in self-pity. And aside from simply having better shit to do, I’m not this person. I don’t fall all over myself because of a girl.

      If the guys could see inside of my head and how it’s only filled with images of Blake now, I’d be laughed out of my own locker room. As it is, I played like shit today in practice and from the daggers our second string QB is glaring at me, I’m already halfway out the door. I may have beat him out for the spot fair and square last year, but his hatred has been hot on my back like a target for even longer than that. I bet he’s wishing his eyes could finish me off right now.

      Being captain means I can’t let that kind of attitude slide. I’m fresh from my shower and only in a towel, but if he wants to throw down? I’m game.

      “Got something to say, Chambers?” I grab my clothes from my gym bag and toss my shit back into my locker, letting it bang against the metal inside as I return his glare. The locker room stills as our team tries to act like we’re not suddenly the most interesting thing in the room.

      The angry look he’d been throwing me transforms into something I can’t place, and his sneer turns into an irritating smirk. “Nah, man. I’m good.”

      I narrow my eyes once more before jutting my chin at him in a nod. “Good.”

      That’s all I need to do to keep him in line. He’ll deny it, but my teammate’s a coward. That’s why he’ll never be first string. Why he’ll never beat me. Drew Chambers wouldn’t be able to stand up to the pressure, just like he’s not able to stand up to me in front of our team right now, even though he obviously wants to tell me off.

      Everyone thinks they’re the better leader until all eyes are on them.

      The locker room starts to rustle louder and conversations begin again as everyone resumes what they were doing before Drew and I got into it. Most of us have class next since our practice is at the ass crack of dawn. Normally I’d dread it, but it’s the first one I’ve had with Blake since Halloween. Excitement I haven’t felt since she came in my arms begins to buzz through me… but then I remember.

      Fuck.

      I stifle a groan as I realize this next hour and a half is going to be pure torture. Blake will only be a few feet away and I’ll have to go on like hearing my name moaned from her pretty lips wasn’t a fantasy come to life.

      My shitty mood is back in full swing as I get dressed for class. Just as I’m finishing up, I grab my backpack from the hook, only to see black lace on the hook next to it.

      A mask?

      No.

      Blake’s mask.

      “Wright!”

      The muscles in my back tense out of habit as Assistant Coach Baylor barks my name. But not even he can bring me down after seeing the gift hanging in my locker.

      “What’s up Coach?” I turn and cross my arms as I face him. Despite my posture, his smug face grins back at me, catching me off guard.

      “Heard you met my sister recently.”

      Um… The fuck?

      “I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about, Coach.” I genuinely don’t, but he’s laughing like I’ve just walked into a punchline.

      “Sure about that? I heard you’ve been missing something since the hunt. What did I say about you protecting the ball? Oh, I remember. You’re shit at it, Wright. Losing that watch confirmed it. Today’s practice solidified it. Better step it up or I’ll have to bench you and put Chambers in.”

      “What’s that have to do with your sister?” I ask, unable to keep the accusatory tone out of my question. He’s riling me up, and fuck me, it’s working.

      The cocky son-of-a-bitch is smiling harder now, obviously knowing he’s getting to me. He’s already turning to leave as he lands his parting blow.

      “Quarterbacks are supposed to be smart, Hudson. I’m sure you’ll figure it out on your way to class. Oh—” he’s almost out the door but he snaps his fingers before pointing at me. “When you get there, make sure to tell little sis I said, ‘hi.’”

      His laugh bounces from the coach’s hallway, through the closing door, and smacks into my head.

      Motherfucker.

      I snatch the mask from my locker and stuff it in my bag before heading to class. While I’m walking across the quad, I put all the pieces together.

      As soon as I saw Blake’s mask, I realized she was the one behind taking the watch. It was something I’d considered over the past two days, but had ultimately decided against. Call me an arrogant bastard, but I’d foolishly thought she’d been in my sights the entire time we were in the woods. Apparently, she was faster than I realized, and when I’d found her she’d already done the deed.

      But I never would’ve figured out that Blake McKinley and my former teammate—no Assistant Coach Baylor—are somehow related. Or that they worked together in pulling one over on me.

      Although, Blake obviously didn’t share all the details with her brother.

      Now that I look back on it, I’m certain she had to have gotten the watch when I was on my way to the tree. She’d probably snagged it at the same time I’d bumped into Gia. Which means our moment together in the woods wasn’t part of the ruse. And while Coach Baylor thinks this game is over, that mask left in my locker proves that she’s not done playing with me. She said I didn’t deserve her, but at least she’s decided to give me the chance to earn her. And I’ve never backed down from a challenge.
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      As soon as I get into our class, the room is already nearly full, but just as some guy pulls out the chair beside Blake for himself, I snag the seat.

      “What the hell, Hudson?!”

      “Seat’s taken, dude. Find another.”

      Blake’s eyes narrow as she looks up from her phone, but a soft smirk lets me know she’s amused as she speaks. “We have assigned seats, you know.”

      “Yeah, and that one’s mine.” What’s his name? Max? Matt? Fuck if I know, or even care at this point. He’s all but whining and literally just stomped his foot like a child.

      “Not anymore, buddy. Mine was in the back. It’s yours now.”

      He opens his mouth to object but I raise a brow, daring him to question me. The guy just sighs and mumbles on his way to the back of the room.

      I’m not usually such a prick—no, that’s a lie. I’m pretty much always a prick. What can I say? Being the star quarterback has its advantages. And right now, getting to sit beside Blake McKinley is definitely a perk. I just want to mess with her a little first. Given what she’s done, I think it’s only fair.

      I’m digging in my backpack like I’m about to get my laptop for class when she decides to speak.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Wright?” She’s left her phone in her lap and crossed her arms. I toss the mask in front of her for an answer. Her eyes flick to the black lace, but her face remains impassive. I’ll give her credit where it’s due, she’s a good actress. “Am I supposed to know what this is?”

      “Don’t recognize the mask you wore for Halloween? Hm… I could’ve sworn it was yours. Let’s see…” I pretend to rummage around in my backpack again. “I have something else that’s lacy of yours, maybe those will help jog your memory—”

      “Don’t you dare Hudson.” Her fingernails dig into my wrist, just like they did two nights ago, and I dart my eyes from her grip to the rosy embarrassment heating her cheeks.

      “You’re pretty cute when you blush, you know that?” I smirk when she groans. “Oh, and your brother says ‘hi’ by the way.”

      She retracts her claws from my arm, leaving perfect little crescent moons in my skin. With a shake of her head, she crosses her arms with a huff. “Of course he did. He’s always been a snitch.” It really is adorable how easy it is to get a rise out of her. “He’s… Conrad’s my half-brother.”

      “Yeah, Coach Baylor might’ve mentioned that. He also brought up that his sister is a thief.” I give her a pointed look, making sure to temper it with a cheeky grin. “So where’s the watch, little huntress?”

      Her face contorts slightly and I can tell she’s warring with whether she should feel smug or guilty. She finally sighs and begins to dig through her book bag before pulling out Ol’ Whalin’ Whaley’s watch. Holding it by the gold chain, she lets it dangle from her fingertips.

      I reach to grab it, but she snatches it back.

      “Ah, ah, ah, not so fast, Wright. Finders, keepers. Losers, weep—”

      “It doesn’t exactly count as ‘finding it’ when you had inside information, now does it?”

      She shrugs. “It doesn’t matter. You never said in your cute little speech what happens if someone finds it. That’s on you for not making the rules clear, Wright.”

      “Well, there aren’t any rules on how to deal with cheaters either, so maybe the rulebook needs a little update.”

      “Maybe, but in the meantime, I think I’m going to give it to my brother for safe keeping.” The pocket watch swings back and forth from her finger. “I’ve already got what I wanted from it, I no longer have a use for it. Plus, it doesn’t even work anymore.”

      I should leave it at that. Like she said, none of it really matters, and the watch would go back to the team anyway, whether through me or Conrad. But something about Blake handing the watch over to her brother feels even more like he’s won, and I don’t want to give him the satisfaction.

      She’s about to put it back in her bag when an idea pops into my head. It’s a last-ditch attempt at getting back at my enemy, and getting the girl. Before I can talk myself out of it, I pitch my Hail Mary.

      “What if I earn it?”

      Confusion wrinkles her forehead. “Earn what?”

      “You.”

      Her eyes narrow with suspicion. “You want to… earn me?”

      “You said that night that I don’t deserve you. So let me earn you.” I dip my head at the gold chain dangling in her fist. “And the watch.”

      “Alright, class. Take your seats.” The professor’s voice suddenly booms over the large classroom, but I ignore him, instead dipping my head to get Blake’s answer before the lecture starts.

      “What do you say?”

      She’s looking straight ahead, but after a moment she finally whispers back. “Start with the watch. We’ll see how hard you’re willing to work for it and we’ll go from there.”

      Victory swells in my chest. “Fuck yes.”

      “Excuse me, Mr. Wright?” The entire class is snickering at my outburst. I don’t give a shit but I still give our professor an apologetic shrug.

      “Sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.”

      He shakes his head and begins droning on about who-the-hell-cares as the rest of the class turns forward again in their seats.

      I try to pay attention—a little—until I feel Blake scanning my face with a frown before she murmurs. “When did you figure out it was me? What gave it away?”

      All focus lost, I ignore the lesson completely and turn in my seat.  I stretch to lounge my arm across the back of her chair, and stroke my thumb up her spine as I whisper in her ear, too low and deep for anyone else to hear.

      “Come on, McKinley. Did you really think I wouldn’t know it was you who was screaming my name? I’ve been dreaming about making you come on my cock since you looked at me on our first day of class.” I lean back and smirk at her souring expression. “Your face was scrunched up just like that actually. So scowl at me all you want, little huntress, but you started this. You should know by now that I can’t resist a good chase.”

      She’s fighting her frown, and finally gives up the battle when her lips lift at the corners. Her phone vibrates on her lap but she turns it over and faces me, giving me her full attention. I’ve played under bright lights in front of thousands, but having Blake’s two silver eyes shining up at me is a heady feeling I never want to forget.

      “Well, you finally caught me, Hudson.” Her gorgeous smile stalls my heart in my chest. “What’re you gonna do with your prize?”

      I’m sure she doesn’t believe I’m serious about earning her. She probably thinks I just want a repeat of Halloween. While a good ol’ catch-and-release normally would’ve been enough before, I can’t deny the hole I’ve carved into my chest by acting like a fuck in the woods was all I needed from her. For the first time in my life, I want more than the chase.

      I want it all.

      But one thing I learned from the hunt on Halloween is that Blake can be stubborn as hell. I’ll have to either take what I want, or approach her gently. I’ve already done the first and she ran away from me. This time I’ll be patient. And just like Halloween night, I know exactly what I’ll do with my prize.

      I smile wide enough to match hers.

      “How about a date, Blake McKinley?”

      
        
        ~THE END~
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