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      “Hello, Detective Smith.”

      He jumped in surprise and instinctively reached for his gun.

      “Wait!”

      I brought my hands up defensively, but in the next second he saw it was me and lowered his hand away from the holster. He blew out a relieved sigh, but then instantly became angry.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” he asked gruffly.

      “I just needed to talk to you and you aren’t taking my calls.”

      “There’s a reason for that.” He walked over and wearily sat down behind his desk. “How did you get in here, anyway?”

      We were in his office at the police station.

      I took a seat across from him before answering. “Snuck in and borrowed the keys.”

      He laughed, and it took me by surprise. I expected him to be angrier. I expected him to kick me out and have me arrested, but I had to try. I was desperate.

      “You’ve got some nerve. I’ll give you that, kid,” he said.

      He picked up the mug full of cold coffee from his desk and took a sip. His office was covered floor-to-ceiling in messy stacks of paper. I didn’t know how he found anything in there. If one of those leaning stacks fell on him, he’d get seriously hurt.

      “I needed to talk to you,” I said.

      “Oh yeah? What about? Must be pretty important if you’d be willing to risk getting arrested—or even shot.”

      He looked at me with tired blue eyes that were not altogether unsympathetic, and I found that encouraging.

      “Listen, I’m sorry about what happened at Crestmoore. I screwed up. I did. I was trying to trick them, but they ended up tricking me instead.”

      A flashback sprang into my mind of that painful final moment together on the white steps in front of the school. The moment when they betrayed me. I had thought we were friends again, but it was all just a lie.

      I shook my head to clear it. I couldn’t think about that right now.

      “I lost sight of the mission and I know that,” I continued. “I fell into their trap. I had no idea what I was up against and they played with me, but I know now. I know who they really are and it won’t happen again. Please send me back.”

      The detective shook his head sadly. “Can’t do that.”

      “Why?” I asked desperately.

      I needed to go back and finish what I started. I couldn’t let them get away with what they’d done to me.

      “We sent you there to get information on them, but you ended up letting them fool you into thinking you guys were best friends. You ruined our cover. They know we are on to them now and it’s making the operation ten times more difficult. You screwed up and we can’t risk that happening again.”

      He paused and looked at me seriously for a moment before adding, “Your feelings for them clouded your judgement and allowed them to get the best of you.”

      His words stung like lashes from a whip, but he wasn’t wrong. I had tried to get close to them to find out their secrets, but the whole time they were only pretending. They saw me coming from a mile away. They’d used my feelings for them to their advantage and turned them against me like a weapon. They’d gotten the best of me—and I couldn’t let them get away with it.

      “I know,” I conceded. “I know I screwed up, but I also know how the game is played now. I’m not the new girl anymore. I know that school and I know the Royalty. I’ve been in their private quarters and witnessed their inner workings. Even if they were only pretending, they couldn’t hide everything from me when they invited me in. I can do this. I know I can. Please, just give me a second chance. I won’t screw up again. I promise.”

      He looked at me for a long moment before sighing. His eyes moved away and I could tell he was thinking. My heart started beating quicker, and I started to get excited. It looked like he was considering it. This might have actually worked.

      “I can be an asset,” I continued quickly, trying to convince him before he changed his mind. “I know the environment, the layout, and I know I can get it done this time. I’m smarter and wiser, and I’m not going in blind anymore. I’ve seen what amazing liars they can be. I’ve experienced firsthand how they can be nice to your face one moment then stab you in the back in the next breath.”

      I realized I was rambling, but I didn’t want to stop in case I hadn’t found the right words yet to unlock the door back to that school.

      “I understand their world now, and I won’t be caught off guard again. This time I know what I’m up against, and I won’t let you down. Please send me back.”

      When I came back to New York from Crestmoore a couple of weeks ago, they had nowhere to put me. Originally, I was supposed to stay with Detective Smith and his son, Dean, but after my disastrous screw up they had canceled my mission entirely. Since I was no longer a part of the operation, they stuck me in a neighborhood orphanage. It was the last place I wanted to end up, and I knew it would have broken my mother’s heart to hear it.

      When I called at Christmas, I couldn’t bear to add to her stress so I didn’t tell her. She was already stressed out from being in jail, so I didn’t want her to find out that her only child had ended up in the one place she never wanted me to go.

      It had been so nice to talk to her again, and I’d almost cried when I heard her voice. She sounded so frail and far away. I told her I was going back to Crestmoore once winter break was over and that made her happy. I never wanted to lie to my mom, so I needed to convince Detective Smith to let me go back so that it wouldn’t be a lie.

      “I can do this,” I repeated. I had already convinced myself I could do it, now I just needed to convince him. “Just give me another chance.”

      “You’re persistent. I’ll give you that.”

      “I am, and that’s why I’ll get this done. You have my word.”

      This was the fourth time I’d come to the police station to try to see him, but it was the first time I’d broken into his office. He sighed again, and I could tell I was wearing him down.

      “You already fucked up the investigation so badly we lost the element of surprise,” he said, and my heart dropped.

      “It won’t happen again.”

      I couldn’t stay at that orphanage much longer. I needed to get out. Even though it was my birthday in a month and I’d be free then, at the moment a month seemed like an eternity.

      “We’ve already reassigned the case to someone else. We are sending them back in your place to pick up the investigation where you failed.”

      “Who?” I asked indignantly.

      “Dean.”

      My heart constricted painfully at hearing his name. The last time I saw him he was walking away from me after learning I’d made out with the Kings. I hadn’t heard from him since, and I missed him.

      He took another sip of ice-cold coffee and leaned back in his chair. He looked so tired. The gray and black stubble on his weak chin was long and patchy, like he hadn’t had time to shave for a week. I could imagine being a New York City police detective was probably one of the most stressful jobs in the world, and a wave of sympathy overcame me all of a sudden.

      “Fine,” he finally said.

      “Seriously?” I asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah. It’ll be better to have two agents on the ground working the case. The two of you will help keep each other focused. Just don’t screw up again.”

      My heart soared. I could barely believe it. I stood up quickly and reached my hand out to him.

      “Thank you. Thank you. You won’t regret it!” I said enthusiastically as I shook his large, calloused hand, and caused the coffee he held in his other hand to spill slightly. Against his will, a small smile passed across his lips.

      “I won’t let you down!” I said.

      I could barely believe it. I was going to get another shot. I had thought about nothing these last few weeks other than getting back to Crestmoore and finishing what I started. I was getting a second chance, and I wasn’t going to waste it. I was going to get my mom out of jail, and I was going to make the Royalty pay.

      “Ok, ok, sit back down,” the detective finally said, and I quickly took a seat. “We need to make a few more arrangements, but this doesn’t change our timeline. In two days, you and Dean are heading back to Crestmoore.”
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      The ride over on the ferry was super awkward. Dean and I sat next to each other, but we weren’t saying much. We’d left New York early that morning as the dawn was breaking over the empty, gray streets. He hadn’t acknowledged me except for a nod of his head and a terse, “Hello.” And then we spent the next few hours in silence.

      Despite the fact he was clearly still upset with me, I couldn’t help but acknowledge he looked really good. The pale winter sun was beating down on him through the glass. How had he gotten even more handsome in the intervening weeks? How was that even possible?

      He sat next to me dressed in a long, black coat that stretched tight across his broad back. His thick, brown hair was a bit longer than the last time I saw him. He must have been too preoccupied to keep it in his normal closely cropped style. It looked like it curled at the ends, like he had naturally curly hair. I didn’t know why but for some reason it seemed adorable that this guy who was always so put together, so even, so in control, that he would have unruly hair.

      I looked away from him. It was painful to be so close but yet so far away at the same time. I felt like there was so much we weren’t saying and it was creating a chasm between us. I couldn’t blame him though for being upset with me after everything that had happened before Christmas, but I just hoped he would forgive me someday.

      In the distance, the island rose just over the horizon. At the sight of it, my stomach clenched tightly into knots. Everything that happened to me there rushed back all at once. The bullying, the tricks, the deception. The thinking I had my best friends back again, only to be stabbed in the back at the last second. I had been so naïve.

      The Kings had been right about one thing. I hadn’t understood their world, but I did now. And I would never trust a word they said to me ever again. My old best friends, the boys I had grown up with, those three were well and truly dead. I had to let them go.

      The island rose up out of the ocean as we got closer. The first time I saw it, it had been green and orange with the beginning of the Fall leaves, but now it was blanketed in white snow. It looked dead and imposing. At the top of the hill, the Crestmoore building rose up, cold and dark red, to tower over the island and watch who came to its shores. I gulped. Maybe this was a mistake, but it was too late.

      The ferry docked smoothly, and Dean and I stood up.

      Here we go.

      We got off and walked down the gangway onto the dock. Dean didn’t even bother checking for his luggage like I had the first time I came. He walked as if he just knew they would take it to his room. I just shrugged, and we set off.

      The air was crystal clear and bitingly cold. It stung my cheeks, and I buried my face deeper into my soft tartan scarf. I had had to give back all my school clothes at the end of last term when I got back to New York. The police had bought them for me so they were property of the city and they wanted them back. Luckily, they hadn’t disposed of them yet so I was able to take them back when Detective Smith allowed me to continue my assignment.

      We walked in silence through the stillness. Everything was so quiet. We couldn’t even hear the sounds of the ferry anymore once we were on the path. It all felt so eerie. We started up the familiar hill and despite the thick blanket of snow the grounds had been expertly maintained and the walkways were completely clear. We had no trouble walking up the path and quickly reached the perfectly swept white stairs.

      My stomach clenched in dread. This was where it happened. My ultimate humiliation. My ultimate betrayal. I snuck a quick glance at Dean to see if he was thinking about the same thing. The hard line of his stubbled jaw and his narrowed amber eyes told me he was. This was where we last saw each other before this morning. This was where he’d run up to me and held my arms. He was so relieved to see me… until he wasn’t anymore.

      I hurried up the stairs quicker, so we didn’t have to be there any longer than necessary. I was going to make the Kings pay for what they did.

      The campus was completely deserted. We didn’t see a single soul as we walked across the path and were swallowed by the school building. Classes started in a couple of days, so I guess everyone was waiting until the last second to come back. They probably wanted to enjoy their mansions and servants and trips to the Caribbean for as long as possible.

      I was immediately overcome by how huge and coldly beautiful the school was. No matter how many times I came here, I didn’t think I’d ever get used to it. Dean didn’t look as impressed as I thought he’d be. Maybe he was just too busy being stressed about coming to a new school and all the stuff we had to do here. In front of us was a gigantic, almost impossible task and the only other person he had was me—the girl who he felt betrayed by. Kind of a messed-up situation for both of us.

      But this was the beginning of a new year and a fresh start for me at Crestmoore. I wasn’t going to make the same mistakes I did back in September, because I was smarter and wiser now—and I knew where the administration office was this time.

      “This way,” I said as I started to walk towards one of the halls.

      My voice echoed around the cavernous space and made me feel self-conscious. I didn’t know why, but I had the sudden urge to whisper so no one would notice two intruders had just entered the exclusive inner sanctum of the wealthy and privileged.

      We walked down the deserted hall, our footsteps echoing off the marble. What a lonely sound, I thought. When we got to the administration office, the headmaster wasn’t in so his assistant greeted us and took our phones. I hadn’t been able to afford to buy a second one, so my only way of communicating with the outside world disappeared when she placed our two phones into a safe in the headmaster’s office.

      She took us over to the office manager who gave us our room assignment and handed Dean his welcome package.

      “Does his have a map in there?” I asked her.

      “Of course,” she said.

      “Do all welcome packages have a map?” I couldn’t help asking.

      “Of course,” she answered sharply.

      I could tell she was getting annoyed at my questioning. To her it was as if I was asking the most obvious thing in the world like, does a week have seven days? Or, do humans need food to survive?

      My welcome package didn’t have a map, and that had caused me all sorts of problems—and gave the Queens an excuse to start talking to me. I couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through me. The Royalty had been plotting against me from the very beginning and I hadn’t seen it coming.

      We left the office and headed to the Bell Tower. Dean was at the school under the guise of being another scholarship student so we were living in the same building, which made me both excited and nervous. If things continued this way between us, then it was going to be super awkward seeing him every day in the hallways, but at the same time I was excited to be close to him. He was the only person I had here because I’d lost all my other friends. Without him, I’d be alone.

      On the way there we finally saw other students. There was only a couple of them, but I recognized them from some of my classes. Their eyes went wide when they saw me coming and their mouths dropped open. They openly stared at me like they couldn’t believe what they were seeing. Then the next second they recovered from their shock and started snickering. I could feel Dean get tense next to me when he noticed their reactions. I tried to ignore it and hurried passed them, but their mean, quiet laughter followed me all the way down the silent hallway.

      When we got to the Bell Tower, I showed him where his room was. He was by himself in an empty room on the ground floor. They’d given me back my old room, and I was ok with it, but kind of wished I was closer to him. Also, it would be nice to live in a room where I didn’t have to wear earplugs all the time because of the noise of the bells. My room was beautiful though, and I was just grateful I made it back here at all. I had been very close to never seeing this school, these people, this building ever again.

      “Well, this is your room.” I motioned to the door.

      He took out his long, old-fashioned key and slid it into the lock. “Thanks.”

      We stood awkwardly for a moment.

      “… Ok, I’m gonna go,” I said and turned to leave.

      “Where’s your room?” he asked.

      “At the very top. It’s the penthouse suite and I have the entire floor to myself. It’s actually really nice except for the bells that go off several times a day. Those are so loud you can’t sleep through them or do anything when they are going—” I realized I was rambling and stopped.

      This was so uncomfortable. I just wanted it to go back to the way things used to be between us.

      He was looking at me with an unreadable expression on his chiseled face. He licked his lips, and I had a sudden and intensely strong desire to lean over and kiss them.

      “Do you, uh, want to get anything to eat later?” I asked, then quickly added, “Because I can show you where the dining room is. It’s hard to find on your own and you must be starving after that long trip here—I know I am. We could just get food and you don’t have to sit with me if you don’t want. I’ll just show you where it is…” I realized I was rambling again and stopped.

      His mouth pressed into a hard line and it didn’t make me want to kiss those lips any less. I wanted to reach over and run my hands up his powerful arms and curl my fingers into his dark hair and bring his head down to meet mine and—Get a grip, Maddy!

      I started to back up. “It’s ok, never mind. I’m sure you’ll find it just fine. I guess I’ll see you around.”

      I turned and started up the stairs, quickly trying to escape this embarrassing interaction.

      “Maddy, wait,” he called, and I stopped.

      He walked over to me and because I was on the second stair, we were eye-to-eye. He came close and I could smell the sage and cedar scent of his skin. It made my mouth water, and I wanted to bury my face in his t-shirt and breathe deep.

      His amber eyes were softer than they had been the entire day as he looked at me. My heart started to beat faster as he came closer. I could almost feel the heat from his body. His presence seemed to pull me like a magnet and I wanted to let it draw me into his arms.

      “Maddy,” he said softly, and I leaned in closer, expectantly.

      My heart was racing, and my breath sped up.

      “Yes?” I breathed out.

      There was a long pause, and I felt like I was going to crawl out of my skin if he didn’t touch me right at that second. I wanted his large hands to grip my arms the way he had when he saw me on the stairs before Christmas and was so relieved I was ok. That had been the most intimate touch we’d ever shared and even though it hadn’t been much, my body had craved it ever since.

      I was leaning in, waiting for something—What exactly? I wasn’t sure.

      Finally, he spoke in a soft, deep voice. “We’re going to have to work together while we’re here so I want us to be on good terms. Nothing is going to happen between us romantically—”

      I leaned back quickly as if I’d been burned. I wasn’t sure if my disappointment was obvious on my face, but I tried to suppress it. I didn’t want him to see how crushed I was.

      “—but we have a job to do and we need to be professional. I wanted to tell you I’m sorry. I’m sorry about everything that happened before.”

      He looked at me sadly. I gave him a sad nod back.

      “Me too,” I told him honestly.

      I was sorry about how it had ended between us. He was someone who I really cared for, and I had given up what we could have had for three gorgeous guys who it turned out had been lying to me all along. They had only been pretending to care and then used my feelings for them to hurt me. They’d never really wanted me like I wanted them. The memory was too painful—all of this was so painful—I didn’t want to think about it.

      “Let’s start over,” Dean said. “Friends?”

      He reached out his hand. Ok, I guess this was all I could hope for. Being his friend was better than being nothing at all.

      “Friends,” I answered and grabbed his hand.

      A powerful surge of electricity shot between us where our hands met. My arm tingled, and heat built quickly in my stomach and raced up into my cheeks. This wasn’t how it felt to shake a friend’s hand. I wondered if he could feel it too?

      Almost reluctantly, he let go and said, “I’ll just unpack and then we can head over to the dining hall together. How about half an hour?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      I wanted to reach out to him again. My skin where he had touched me was still burning, and my body immediately missed his. But I turned and continued up the stairs to my room instead.

      When I opened the door and walked in, I was immediately overcome with relief. I was worried I was never going to see this place again. I looked up and saw the large bells far above my head, the bane of my existence last year—well, one of the banes at least. I was even happy to see them.

      All my bags were already there, so I quickly unpacked my stuff. Like last time, my clothes barely took up a quarter of the large, open plan closet. Next, I changed into my uniform.

      I pulled on the familiar white collared shirt, pleated tartan skirt, thigh-high stockings and black blazer. I slipped off my sneakers, and put on the uncomfortable Oxford shoes. I wrapped the black cross tie around my neck, under my collar and pinned it.

      When I was done, I turned to the mirror to make sure everything was in place. I ran my hands down the sides of my blazer, which was a narrow cut and hugged close to my body. I smoothed down my skirt and wondered idly if Dean would like the way I looked in my uniform.

      I shook my head. It didn’t matter if he liked how I looked because we were just friends now and that was all we’d ever be—he just said so himself in the hallway. It would actually be easier if he didn’t like how I looked. We had a mission to do and the fewer distractions the better—I just wished I could get rid of my feelings for him as easily as he seemed to have gotten rid of his for me.

      I sighed and looked over at the clock on my wall. It had been almost half an hour, so I left the mirror behind and headed downstairs to pick him up.
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      Classes started two days later, and that was when I saw the Kings again for the first time since my return to Crestmoore. I had just dropped Dean off at his first class and was heading to mine when I felt something in the hall change. It was almost imperceptible, but it was like all the tension increased and everyone became slightly on edge.

      I looked around to see what was causing it, and that was when I saw them. They entered the hallway together, walking shoulder-to-shoulder, and any students in their path immediately jumped to the side to let them pass. Dressed in their matching uniforms, they all looked like they were born to wear them.

      The three of them walked like they owned the world. Now that I was seeing them again in person, they were even more imposing, more commanding than I remembered. All of them tall, gorgeous, muscular—and pure evil.

      Brett Hughs, the giant, silent, blond quarterback with the square jaw and huge muscles that stretched out the fabric of his blazer. Archer King, the disputed head King of the school with his jet black hair, stormy gray eyes and pouty lips that made all the girls swoon. And Grayson Moore, the cocky, smirking devil covered in tattoos with the dark mischievous eyes.

      My enemies.

      They instantly spotted me and their eyes went wide for just a split second. They stared at me like they were seeing a ghost, and the shock that swept across their faces was incredibly satisfying. I guess they didn’t know everything that happened at this school. How well do you really know your empire, Kings? Maybe you aren’t as in control as you thought?

      It was painful to see them again after everything that had happened. Memories of that one perfect night we shared rushed back to me like a tidal wave. The caresses, the kisses, the soft, comforting whispers—but it was all a lie. The whole time they had been planning my demise, ever since I first stepped off the ferry last September.

      From their reactions, it was obvious they hadn’t thought much about me, but over the past few weeks I had thought about nothing but them—and getting my revenge. Don’t worry, Kings, I’m coming for you. I hope you had a good Christmas because this year is going to be a hell of a lot harder.

      The Royalty had all the power in the world, but they didn’t deserve it. I didn’t know how or when, but I was going to take it away from them. I was going to take away their empire. I was going to rule the school.

      They started stalking towards me, but I slipped quickly into my first class.

      Ava and Victoria’s eyes went wide when I walked in, mimicking the Kings’ reactions a second ago. Even though Ava only lived a couple of floors below me, we hadn’t seen each other yet. In fact, I hadn’t seen any of the scholarship students. I assumed they also waited until the last second to come back to Crestmoore. Not because they were busy enjoying their mansions or overseas trips, but because this place was stressful and dangerous for them and they wanted to put off coming back as long as possible.

      Victoria’s large, blue eyes were comically round, but then narrowed into angry slits. Guess she hadn’t known I was coming either—and I was guessing that pissed her off.

      I walked over to the other side of the room and took a seat at the front of the class, far away from Ava. Last year, I’d lost all my friends because I was hanging out with the Royalty. The scholarship students couldn’t take the risk of being associated with me anymore. It was too dangerous. I had drawn unwanted attention to them when they were just trying to stay concealed in the shadows and get by unnoticed.

      They didn’t know the real reasons for why I had been trying to get close to the Royalty. They just thought I was reckless and dumb—which I guess I was. The last thing I wanted was to put them in any more danger than I already had, so I would continue to stay far away from them.

      I couldn’t help but look over at Ava though. I missed all the scholarship students, but especially her and Cecily. I wanted to ask how her winter break was. I wanted to hear what her and her family got up to in Cincinnati. There was a guy she liked back home, and they’d been kinda, sorta a thing but not official yet and I wanted to know what was up with him. But I couldn’t ask any of that because we weren’t close anymore, and it made me sad.

      She noticed me looking and flicked her long, black braids over her shoulder to hide the little wave she gave me at the same time. There was a slight smile on her lips, and her golden eyes looked sad. I wondered if she missed me too. I smiled back at her but then quickly turned away so no one would see us interacting. I didn’t want anyone to think we were still close and put her at unnecessary risk.

      Just then, Brett stormed into the room. His hard hazel eyes immediately found mine, and he glared at me, furious. I glared back at him, maintaining his withering gaze, but I felt myself wilting under the intensity and was relieved when Mrs. Daniels walked into the room to start the lecture.

      Brett stalked to the back of the room and took a seat next to Victoria. I saw her turn to him and start whispering angrily. He said a few words back and then her eyes shot over to me. They were normally bright but now looked dark and inky, almost navy blue. She looked frightening in her anger at being caught off guard.

      As I stared at the two of them, a small, cruel smile began to spread across her face, and that was when I had to look away.

      An involuntary shiver ran through me.

      When she looked like that, I wasn’t completely convinced that Victoria was human. She was like a predator wearing an innocent, pretty mask, but sometimes you got a glimpse underneath and it was terrifying.

      Class went by quickly and when it was over I rushed out of the room. I was trying to make it to my next one before anything else could happen to me, but I wasn’t fast enough. Brett shot out of the room after me like a gun. He used his formidable athletic skills to quickly get ahead of me and then corner me in a dark alcove.

      “Get out of my way!” I cried, but he towered over me, huge and menacing.

      His large body dwarfed mine and made me feel insignificant and vulnerable.

      “Why did you come back here?” he barked.

      Being this close together, I could smell his fresh linen and musk scent, and I hated how my body reacted to it. I wanted to reach out and shove him away, but I knew what his rock-hard pecs felt like beneath my palms and I never wanted to feel attraction to him again. I hated him for what he’d done to me.

      “I wasn’t done,” I snapped.

      He looked at me in anger and disbelief.

      “It’s not safe for you here. Why the fuck do you think we made you leave the first time?”

      “Yeah, it’s not safe for me because you guys are the ones making it unsafe. I’m not letting you bully me out of an opportunity I worked hard for.”

      He shook his head. His huge fists were balled up by his sides.

      I steeled myself and added, “You’ll have to try a lot harder than that to scare me away.”

      I suddenly realized that beneath the anger and fury, beneath the disbelief, there was something else. He looked almost… scared? What the hell did Brett Hughs have to be scared of in the entire world? This was another of their games, another mind trick. He was just acting. He was trying to find another way to torture me—as if last semester’s way wasn’t bad enough.

      “You shouldn’t have come back here,” he said darkly.

      I shook my head. “I’m done.”

      I went to step around him, but he moved to block me. I tried going the other way, but he moved again. He wasn’t letting me leave. He was trying to keep me here, a prisoner.

      I looked up at him defiantly.

      “Are you going to hit me?” I asked.

      He was taken aback by that.

      “Of course not,” he said quickly.

      “Then get out of my way.”

      He hesitated briefly before slowly moving to the side. I brushed passed him and felt my skin catch on fire where we touched. I cursed my body’s reaction to him, and I swiftly moved through the hallway, putting as much distance between the two of us as quickly as I could.
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      My next class had Grayson and Archer in it, so I knew it was going to suck—but luckily it also had Dean. We’d spent the last couple of days together, and it had been awkward but not too uncomfortable. We’d established a friendship, and although it still hurt to know that nothing romantic would ever happen between us, I still enjoyed being around him—but maybe I was just a glutton for punishment. To be around him and not touch him was harder than I ever would have imagined.

      The second I walked into my chemistry class, the two Kings’ heads whipped around. Their eyes narrowed on me. It wasn’t like Grayson to be on time, so since he was already here I knew they were taking my return to Crestmoore seriously.

      I tried to ignore them and looked at Dean instead. I took in his chiseled jaw, his warm eyes, his smile, his broad shoulders… and the fact that he was sitting with Cecily and Ava. I hesitated, unsure of what I should do. I could tell Ava and Cecily were immediately on edge when I walked into the room, and I didn’t want to add to their discomfort.

      Dean’s brow furrowed slightly as he watched my inner struggle, confused. He motioned with a nod of his head to the empty desk next to him. I hesitated a moment longer before making up my mind. I walked stiffly over and sat down next to him, ignoring the death stares I was receiving from the two guys at the back of the room.

      “Hey, how was your first class back?” Dean asked.

      “Um, it was ok,” I answered.

      “You’re right, this place is a maze. Luckily, I had a guide to help me find this class. We were in first period together. You know Cecily, right?”

      “Uh, yeah. Hey, Cecily.” I waved over Dean’s shoulder and Cecily sheepishly waved back.

      The tension between the two of us was obvious, and I could tell Dean was puzzled. He opened his mouth, I assumed to ask about it, and I was relieved that he didn’t get the chance because that was the moment the teacher started her lecture.

      We would talk about it, but not now. Not in front of Ava and Cecily. That was the kind of thing you discussed in private, and I didn’t want to make them anymore uncomfortable than they already were.

      The rest of class was uneventful except for one incident when the teacher was explaining the attendance policy again. The school’s policy was strict, but hers was stricter.

      “One unexplained absence and don’t bother coming back to class,” Mrs. Melon finished, rapping her knuckles on her wooden desk for emphasis.

      “Some people shouldn’t have bothered coming back to Crestmoore at all,” Archer called.

      The rest of the class snickered. They all knew he was talking about me and the back of my neck burned in embarrassment and anger. I didn’t give him the satisfaction of turning back to look at him though. I continued staring straight forward as the teacher narrowed her eyes at him. She may have been a teacher, but he was a King. Even though I’m sure should would have loved to tell him off, she couldn’t. The Royalty had so much power at the school that even the faculty was scared of them. She went back to her lecture, and I fumed silently.

      When class was over, Cecily and Ava dashed out of the room ahead of everyone.

      “What was that about?” Dean asked, nodding to their now empty desks.

      “Long-ish story. I’ll tell you at lunch… We’re still meeting for lunch, right?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Ok, cool.”

      I looked behind me and saw that Archer and Grayson were marching towards us, and they looked pissed.

      “Let’s go!” I said quickly as I grabbed my backpack and rushed out of the room.

      Dean was right on my heels. I could tell he was a police detective’s son because he didn’t think twice when someone told him to go. He acted first and asked questions later. That was the kind of thinking you needed in order to stay alive in tense situations where things could turn in the blink of an eye.

      We hurried away from the Kings, and I helped him find his next class. Once he was inside, I had to sprint to my math class to make it on time because it was in another wing of the school.

      Brett and Archer were in this class, as well as Graham, who wouldn’t meet my eyes when I walked in. I understood his reaction, but it still stung. I did care about him and just hoped that one day he would no longer hate me anymore. I sat as far away from him as I could, on the other side of the classroom.

      I realized that I had agreed to meet Dean for lunch, but I had no idea where we were going to sit. When it was just me, it was easy to grab something and sneak out. Now I was going to have to sit in that giant room, filled with hundreds of students who didn’t like me and would love nothing more than for me to make a fool of myself—as if it was possible for me to make a bigger fool of myself than I already had last year.

      At the end of class, I again rushed out of the room to avoid the Kings. I knew I would have to deal with them eventually, but I was enjoying their frustration and didn’t want it to end any sooner than it had to. They had been caught unaware and were super pissed they hadn’t known I was coming. It was driving them crazy, and I was loving it.

      If they thought they had scared me so badly that I would run away with my tail tucked between my legs, well, they didn’t know me anymore. That was not the kind of person Madeline Baker was.

      I met Dean, and we headed down to the dining hall. On the way we passed Manuel walking by himself. When he saw me, he reacted the same way everyone else had—wide-eyed and mouth dropped open in surprise. He immediately averted his gaze and stared hard at the floor. He wouldn’t meet my eyes—and he shouldn’t. He betrayed me.

      He had promised me he could program the phone the Queens gave me so they wouldn’t be able to spy on me. Instead, he’d stabbed me in the back. He could have warned me the Queens were making him do it, and I could have pretended to use the phone so they weren’t suspicious. Scholarship students were supposed to stick together at this school. All we had were each other because none of the other students wanted us here. We were supposed to have each other’s backs, but he’d fed me to the wolves instead.

      I felt angry and hurt by what he’d done, but at the same time I understood. He was just trying to survive like the rest of them, and I had put them in a difficult situation. Guilt rushed through me as I saw how uncomfortable I was making him. I didn’t want to add to their misery any more. They weren’t the ones that deserved it.

      “Come on,” I said to Dean, and we turned down a different hallway, taking another route to the dining hall that wouldn’t lead us directly by Manuel.

      When we arrived, and I saw the familiar large wooden doors of the entrance, all the painful memories rushed back to me. This was where some of the worst bullying had happened to me last year. It had all started on my very first day with someone tying my shoelaces together and glueing my hands to my food tray.

      “You all right?” Dean asked, noticing my reaction.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said quickly. “Let’s go in.”

      I took a deep breath and pushed on the heavy door. The cavernous space opened before us, and a wall of noise greeted us. The place was already packed, and my unease increased when I couldn’t see any empty tables.

      I looked over at Dean and noticed he didn’t seem impressed. I remembered my first time in the dining hall and that the size and beauty of it had taken my breath away.

      “Have you seen better or something?” I teased. “It’s so beautiful here, how can you not be impressed?”

      He turned to me, a bit confused. “I guess I’m not really much of an architecture guy. I’m more impressed by what nature has created rather than man. Plus, I’m kind of distracted by our mission. We have to accomplish so much in a short period of time, and I have no idea how to do it yet.”

      He paused and took a moment to look around, to look up, then said, “You’re right. This is beautiful.”

      We shared a smile that warmed my insides.

      “Hungry?” I asked.

      “Starving.”

      We walked up the aisle between the rows of tables packed with students. As we passed, I saw them turn to stare at us and then talk amongst themselves. I was sure that by now everyone knew I was back because of the secret cell phones they all had. So far none of them had done anything to me yet, and I was grateful for that. At least my first day back wasn’t going to be the gauntlet of dodging spit balls, being tripped, and being called names that I thought it would be.

      One small mercy was that the head table was noticeably empty. It was unusual for the Royalty not to be in the dining hall for meals, but I was happy they weren’t there. One less thing to deal with.

      As we passed by the scholarship table, they fell silent. Dean waved to them because I guess he’d met some of them in his classes. A few waved back sheepishly before averting their gaze and turning back to stare silently at their food.

      “What was that about?” Dean asked me.

      “I’ll tell you in a minute. Let’s get our food first.”

      We continued over to the buffet. I could tell all the stares we were getting weren’t just for me. All the students were curious about this super hot new guy who was brave enough to walk with me. I saw the reaction the girls had to Dean. They smiled coyly as he passed and whispered to each other while openly staring—and I couldn’t blame them. He was hot as hell. He could even give the Kings a run for their money in the looks department.

      I imagined it wouldn’t be long until one of those girls tried to talk Dean out of hanging out with me. They probably just thought he was confused since he was new and didn’t know any better than to spend time with a social reject like me. I’m sure any one of those girls would be happy to educate him about the ways of Crestmoore. I felt a stab of jealousy.

      He had made it very clear we were just going to be friends. I understood and had to be ok with it, but I couldn’t help how I felt about him. The thought of him getting with one of those girls felt like a punch to the gut.

      We walked up to the buffet, and I double-checked there was no glue on my tray before picking it up. We got our food then walked out into the aisle again. I was at a loss of where to go next. The entire room was staring at us to see what we’d do, and I felt self-conscious under their scrutiny.

      I surveyed the room again, and luckily I noticed an empty table off to the side right by the entrance that I must have missed when we walked in. I breathed out a sigh of relief and led Dean over to it. I knew this table was rarely used and only reserved for the super losers who had no one in the entire school—and that had been me for a lot of last year and would probably be me again this year based on the cold welcome I was getting from everyone.

      We took a seat and started eating, and everyone slowly turned back to their own tables to continue the conversations they were having before we walked in. I took my first bite of eggplant parmesan and immediately remembered how amazing the chefs at Crestmoore were. After eating orphanage food for the past several weeks, it tasted like heaven, and I almost moaned out loud.

      “Hey, how come we aren’t sitting with them?” Dean asked, motioning to the scholarship table. “Those are the people who live in our building, right? I’ve met some of them and they were nice—skittish, but nice.”

      I swallowed the lump of food in my mouth with a gulp.

      “You finally going to tell me what’s up with you and them? And why every person in this entire room was staring at us as we got our food?”

      “Yes, of course I’ll tell you. So…”

      I started with how I’d quickly become friends with the scholarship students when I got to the school last year. About how I was also immediately bullied by everyone else. I told him how the Queens had taken an interest in me and I’d pursued that in hopes it would help me get dirt on the Kings. And how me doing that had made the scholarship students nervous because I was bringing unwanted attention to them.

      “How could I ever have explained to them my reasons for pretending to be friends with the Queens? I couldn’t tell them the truth or I would have put the mission at risk. So to them I just ended up looking like I was being reckless and dumb. I looked like I was too stupid to realize the Queens were lying to me.”

      I told him about how the scholarships students had distanced themselves from me, but then we’d become friends again after the Queens humiliated me in front of the school. But the final nail in the coffin of our friendship had been when they had caught me making out with Brett in my room.

      Dean’s jaw tightened noticeably at that part of the story.

      He asked for more information about the Kings. I told him all I could. About how they and the Queens were called the Royalty. I told him about how much power they had. They ruled the school and everyone obeyed them, even the faculty were scared of them.

      “Did you really hook up with all the Kings,” he asked suddenly.

      “Yes,” I answered honestly and his jaw tightened again. “Some of the times were dares and stuff, but yeah, I did.”

      He just nodded.

      There were a couple of tense minutes where neither of us really said much or did more than pick at our food.

      Finally, he said, “I’m not really hungry anymore. Let’s get out of here.”

      We grabbed our stuff and left the dining hall.
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      The next day I was alone in the halls, walking to class, when four girls moved to block my way. I groaned out loud.

      “Welcome back, trailer trash,” Victoria sneered.

      “So nice to see you again, Victoria,” I said mockingly. “How was your Christmas break? Did you go kick puppies or run over homeless people in your limo? That’s what I assume someone like you does for fun in their spare time.”

      The other Queens seemed offended, but Victoria just smiled wider at my insults.

      “Maddy, charming as ever.”

      “Victoria, evil as ever.”

      We hadn’t spoken much since she and the rest of the Queens had drugged me, humiliated me in front of the school and then admitted they were only pretending to be my friends. But since I no longer had to pretend I thought we were friends, I could finally speak to her exactly how I’d always wanted to, and it felt so freeing.

      “Who was that guy with you?” Jayla blurted out and Victoria turned on her with an icy stare. Jayla shrank back.

      I smirked. They couldn’t help themselves. They saw a hot guy and were just as curious as the rest of the girls at school about who he was.

      “He’s a friend,” I said vaguely.

      “Friend with benefits?” Grace taunted.

      “That’s none of your business,” I said. “But your jealousy is showing.”

      I had to admit that I was enjoying the power I had over them—however brief it was. Even though Dean was a scholarship student and therefore beneath them, he was hot enough that they were still interested. None of them would ever date him publicly but were probably willing to lower themselves enough to have a secret affair or something.

      They probably also wanted to know how it was possible I could get someone as hot as that to hang out with me. They wanted information about the new guy and the fact they weren’t getting it was driving them crazy, I could see it on their faces. And I loved it.

      “Well, it doesn’t matter what he is to you because he’ll turn against you soon enough,” Victoria continued. “He’s too good for you, trailer trash—everyone is. And to think last year you actually believed the Kings would be interested in someone like you.”

      The four of them snickered, and it made my blood boil. My hands subconsciously clenched into fists. I wanted to punch Victoria straight in her beautiful face, but I knew it wouldn’t be a fair fight. Victoria was too small to make a formidable fighter, but what she lacked in strength she made up for in cunning. She fought with her words, her ability to manipulate, her lack of conscience and her money. And because of those things, she was one of the most dangerous people at Crestmoore.

      She shook her head like she couldn’t believe how naïve I’d been.

      “The three of them could have anyone in the world, and you really thought they’d choose you?”

      I started to shake in fury. I didn’t want to let her affect me. I didn’t want to give her any more power, but her words cut like daggers through my skin, and I couldn’t help the anger that was building up inside.

      “You’re delusional, Madeline Baker. They are so far above you you aren’t even in the same layer of the atmosphere as them.”

      “You really have your head up the Kings’ asses don’t you?” I spat out and could see it had the intended effect.

      Victoria recoiled slightly in shock, then her face grew darker. I could tell she wanted to make me pay for that. She thought of herself as the Great and Powerful Victoria, the proper ruler of the school. She answered to no one, not even the Kings.

      “You’re a fucking moron,” she sneered, and I could tell how much I had gotten to her.

      Victoria rarely swore. She was always so well put together, so in control. She had gone to the best finishing schools in the country and reeked of refinement. So when I pissed her off enough that she swore, I knew I had gotten to her.

      “You shouldn’t have come back here,” she continued.

      “I came back to get revenge,” I said.

      Also, I was going to get back my Eiffel Tower model the bitch had stolen from me. I just prayed she hadn’t destroyed it yet.

      She laughed. “Revenge? We’re Queens. You spent time around us when you stupidly thought we would be friends with someone like you. You know how much power we have, you’ve seen it. You’re nothing. What could you ever do to us?”

      “If I’m so worthless then why did you even bother trying to humiliate me? You went to pretty great lengths to try to ‘trick’ me. Why do any of that if I’m nothing?”

      She shrugged. “Sport? All of this gets so boring after a while. We have to find new ways of entertaining ourselves, and destroying you was something to pass the time. And it wasn’t even as fun as I thought it would be—just because it was too easy. There was no challenge to it. You were always several moves behind us, which was a shame because I thought you were supposed to be smart.”

      I was so pissed I was practically seeing red. Victoria had a way of getting under my skin with the calm way she said such cruel things, making you feel like you were overreacting even though she was provoking you.

      “This isn’t going to be like last year,” I said through gritted teeth, keeping my anger under control. “You can try to intimidate me all you want, Victoria, but it will not work. I’m not scared of you—”

      “You should be,” she interjected darkly.

      She moved around me and started walking away. The three other Queens followed her lead and slowly brushed passed me. Each giving me a cold, disdainful look as they went by. Soon I was standing alone in the empty hallway.

      I suddenly realized that all the other students were already in class. I cursed and rushed off. The Queens had made me late on my second day back.

      As I jogged, I thought about the interaction I’d just had and wondered for the millionth time, what the hell had I gotten myself into?
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      “What’s that?” Dean asked as we walked out of our last class of the day, pointing to the letter in my hand.

      “It says I have to head up to one of the study rooms. Apparently, the top five students in the school have to get together and come up with a speech to give at the welcome back assembly. We have to meet now to discuss it.”

      Our business teacher had walked around while we were silently reading and dropped the letter on my desk. It was sealed in wax, and I wasn’t surprised because everything at Crestmoore seemed outdated and unnecessarily extravagant. I broke the seal and started reading, then quickly turned around in time to see her drop another letter on Brett’s desk. Our eyes met, and I turned away.

      As I read the entire letter, my body filled with dread when I realized that Brett got the same one. We’d have to work together. And Archer must have gotten it too.

      “Congratulations,” Dean said.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled as I took out the letter again to read which study room I was supposed to go to.

      “What’s the point?” he asked.

      “I don’t know, to show off I guess? I assume it’s supposed to be an honor or something.”

      “Where are you heading?”

      “Fourth floor, the North-West Wing.”

      I was proud of myself that I’d managed to just squeak into the fifth spot at the end of last term. I hadn’t thought I was going to be able to do it. But the idea of giving a speech in front of the entire school was stressing me out.

      As if he could sense my anxiety, Dean reached out and touched my shoulder.

      “You’ll do great, Maddy.”

      Electric sparks engulfed my arm, radiating out from where his large hand touched my body. I knew he felt it too when he suddenly got uncomfortable, cleared his throat and looked away. His hand dropped back to his side.

      A tense moment passed between us.

      I broke it by saying, “Well… I should get going. Don’t want to be late.”

      I left him and headed to the North-West Wing. When I rounded the corner, I took a deep breath. Sometimes the tension between the two of us was so thick I felt like I could barely breathe. It felt like there were so many things we weren’t saying, so many emotions we weren’t letting ourselves experience. I wondered if he could feel it too, or was it all just in my head?

      I walked into the study room, and I was the first one there. In the center was a large circular table with plush leather chairs around it. The sky outside the windows was already pitch black, and there was a fire roaring in the fireplace in one corner of the room. The space would have been cozy if it wasn’t for the unappealing current purpose of it.

      I took a seat. I wasn’t looking forward to this project at all and wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible so I could head back to my room. The sooner everyone showed up, the better.

      A couple of minutes later, two other students wandered in. I didn’t know them personally, but I recognized them from seeing them in the halls. I knew their names because I saw them at the top of the lists the school would publish with everyone’s marks.

      I greeted them when they came in. They’d never bullied me, so I didn’t dislike them. They greeted me back and then took a seat. We were sitting spread out around the table. It didn’t seem like the Kings were going to come anytime soon, so we took out our coursework and worked in silence until the last two members of our party arrived.

      It was almost an hour later when the Kings finally decided to show up. I wasn’t surprised though. The Kings had a habit of making people wait because they thought their time was more valuable than anyone else’s.

      I was in a bad mood by the time they strolled in, so I couldn’t help but ask, “About time you showed up. Do you get off on making everyone live by your schedule?”

      The other two students looked at me in shock. They couldn’t believe I was speaking to the Kings in that way. No one else at the school, besides Victoria, would dare. But I didn’t care anymore, and I would not bow down to them again. This time I was going to call them on their shit.

      Archer stopped and glared at me darkly. There was a storm raging in his gray eyes. Brett went to sit down across the table from me, and eventually Archer joined him.

      “It’s your world and we’re just living in it,” I mumbled sarcastically.

      The two Kings didn’t let on that they’d heard.

      “Let’s get this over with,” Archer grumbled.

      “Yes, I agree,” I said.

      The tension in the room was thick, but this wasn’t the same kind of tension that was between Dean and I. This tension was filled with hatred. I could tell the two other students that had nothing to do with it felt it. I was almost sorry for them. They looked between the three of us nervously, waiting for us to start.

      “How are we going to split this up?” I finally asked when I couldn’t stand it anymore.

      “I don’t care about saying anything,” Brett said.

      “Me either,” Archer added.

      “Well, neither do I. The less I say the better. The people at this school don’t want to hear me speak anyway,” I said.

      “Yeah, maybe it’s a good idea you keep your mouth shut. For once,” Archer growled.

      That was the comment that set off the fight.

      Archer and I started trading harsh words, and quickly Brett joined in. The other two students looked at us in shock, and I could tell they wanted to sink down in their seats and disappear. They wanted to be anywhere else but here at this moment, and I didn’t blame them.

      The Kings and I clashed together with the intensity of a thunderstorm. We threw jabs at each other and let out all our built-up frustration. It was a dysfunctional mess. I was sure at any point one of us was going to try to flip the table—and completely embarrass ourselves because the table probably weighed four hundred pounds.

      “—Apple doesn’t fall far from the tree,” I spat at Archer.

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Your dad is a grade-A asshole.”

      “Don’t you dare talk about my dad.”

      “You just insulted my mom!”

      “No, I didn’t. I don’t even know your fucking mom!”

      This was getting out of hand, and we were resorting to low blows. I had planned to come back to this school and remain calm and detached, while strategically getting my revenge, but almost immediately I was arguing with them. They brought out the passion in me—in more ways than one, and that wasn’t a good thing. We weren’t accomplishing anything, and I needed to leave before it got any uglier and I completely lost my head.

      “Well, since it doesn’t look like we are going to be working on our speech, I guess we are done here for today,” I said, grabbing my backpack and storming out of the room.

      I didn’t get more than a couple feet away from the door when I heard footsteps rush at me. A hard hand gripped my arm and spun me around.

      Archer was standing there. Panting slightly. He looked furious, but also something else. He looked… turned on? OMG.

      I suddenly realized in horror all that fighting had worked me up as well. My chest was heaving, and I wanted to shove him against the wall, hard. I wanted to slam my lips against his so he couldn’t say anymore cruel things.

      But instead I jerked my arm out of his grasp. “Don’t you dare touch me after everything you’ve done to me.”

      “We did what we had to, not what we wanted to. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into by coming back here.”

      “If that was an apology then it sucked.”

      He growled in frustration and slammed his palm against the wall over my head, boxing me in. I flinched slightly, against my will.

      “The worst thing about this is I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since you left. I never wanted you to come back—for your own good—but seeing you again tortures me. I can’t stop thinking about how your body felt against mine. I remember how your lips…”

      He suddenly slammed his mouth against mine. He kissed me passionately, pressing into me with all the anger and frustration he felt from our argument.

      He caught me off guard.

      It felt amazing to be touching him again. My entire body was on fire and screamed at me to keep kissing him. It screamed at me to grab him and pull him closer. He wasn’t the only one who couldn’t stop thinking about this—but it was all a lie.

      How dare he treat me like he had last year and then think he had any right to touch me. Any right to whisper those sexy things to me. Any right to kiss my lips.

      I recovered and shoved him as hard as I could. He skidded back but didn’t lose his footing. The look on his face told me he was just as shocked the kiss had happened as I was.

      “Fuck you, Archer King,” I said, and it came out as more of a throaty whisper than I wanted it to.

      He looked so devastatingly handsome at that moment, his eyes glassy with lust and his lips slightly swollen. He raised a hand to his mouth like he couldn’t believe what had just happened, and I knew I had to leave right at that moment or I would march over there and continue our kiss.

      I turned and walked down the hallway as quickly as possible, practically running. I couldn’t look back.
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      More and more students just kept coming in to the auditorium. It felt like there was an endless supply of them. The five of us were already sitting on the stage, waiting for the assembly to start. I hadn’t been here much last year, but the auditorium was as beautiful as the rest of Crestmoore. Comfortable seats with dark red cushions stretched up and away from the stage. The cavernous ceilings were perfectly calibrated for acoustics so they barely needed the state-of-the-art sound system they had installed.

      As the other students funneled in, I started getting more nervous. Each of the five of us had written our own section of the speech, and we were just going to present our parts one at a time.

      We had tried to meet again after that disastrous first meeting, but the second time quickly dissolved into a fight just like the first. We realized we couldn’t be in the same room without ripping each other’s throats out, so doing separate parts was the best decision we could come up with.

      The two other students in our group were just as relieved as I was when we decided to split up the work. They wouldn’t have to witness the vicious battle between the Kings and I any more. During our second meeting, they had looked so miserable to be there that I felt bad for them.

      I twisted my cue cards nervously in my hands. There were a lot of people out there. A lot of people who didn’t really like me. I took a deep breath and tried to calm down. It would be over soon, and besides, what was the worst that could happen? They booed me? Called me names from the safety of a faceless audience? Words couldn’t break my bones so I’d be fine.

      As I surveyed the crowd, I noticed three girls in the front row closest to the stage. They were staring up at the five of us and smiling and batting their eyes. One of them winked and pulled her skirt up just a little higher to show off more of her thighs. I looked over to my left and realized the girls were flirting with Brett and Archer. Archer was smiling and winking himself, playing it up, while Brett was stoic but clearly looking too.

      I rolled my eyes. Could those girls be any more obvious? Didn’t they realize guys like the Kings didn’t actually care about them? Guys like that would use them and leave them with broken hearts. They were selfish assholes who didn’t care about anyone but themselves.

      Those girls were idiots for ever trying to get involved wi—a sudden flash of shame made my cheeks burn. I was exactly like those girls. I had fallen for the Kings’ smooth lies and handsome faces. I was being such a hypocrite for judging them when a month ago I had been that idiot.

      About twenty minutes later, Headmaster Mullgrave came onto the stage and walked up to the podium to begin his welcome back speech. He was an imposing figure, and the entire room immediately fell silent the second he started speaking.

      He gave the typical formal speech I would have expected from him. He went over the rules of the school again—as if anyone didn’t know it by now—the expectations and emphasized what an education from Crestmoore could provide for the students’ future. I wasn’t particularly interested in what he was saying, but I found myself hoping it would go on for a long time because the quicker his speech ended the quicker I had to give mine.

      But it wasn’t a long speech and all too soon he was introducing the top five students of last year. The first of our group, Archer, walked up to the podium. The entire room erupted in loud cheers. He held his hands up to greet the crowd and then mockingly pretended to be touched by holding his hands over his heart.

      “Thank you for that beautiful welcome, Headmaster…” He started his speech, and I had to admit it was an amazing one.

      It was funny and clever and had the whole room laughing along with him. Archer was an amazing public speaker, something I had witnessed last year several times—one of those times being at the yacht party where he’d kissed me on the deck.

      He’d just kissed me again a couple of days ago, and my head had been spinning ever since. I had replayed the kiss over and over in my head at least a thousand times. I couldn’t understand why he’d done it, but I assumed it was just another of their mind games. It was another way to trick me. Another way to get into my head and twist my feelings.

      That was all I was to them, just a game. They had everything they could ever want and were so bored with their own lives they found pleasure in torturing others.

      But I couldn’t deny how amazing the kiss had felt—and I hated it.

      Archer finished his speech with a joke that made the entire audience burst out laughing. He left the podium and came back to sit with the four of us, a smug smile on his gorgeous face. He was good, and he knew it. He got a kick out of manipulating the audience and provoking the reaction he wanted out of them. He loved the control he had over others.

      His eyes met mine, and he raised his eyebrows.

      “Like what you see?” he asked, and I could just barely hear him over the roaring crowd. “Think you’ll be able to do that?”

      I rolled my eyes and pointedly looked away, pretending not to be impressed.

      Brett was next, and when he stood up the cheers remained just as loud for him. His enormous body dwarfed the podium, and he had to angle the microphone all the way up so he could be heard.

      He was confident and commanding, but not as engaging as Archer. His speech was good. It was arguably better written than Archer’s but didn’t get as much of a reaction out of the audience because Archer’s delivery was better.

      I watched the crowd during the speech and the three girls in the front row were working overtime trying to get Brett’s attention. I then decided to look more at the individual faces instead of the crowd as a whole. I could see all the girls in the first couple of rows were looking at Brett like he invented the sun.

      My lip curled in disgust. He didn’t deserve their desire. Sure, the guy was hot as hell, but he was an asshole who had everything handed to him. He didn’t need anymore people stroking his ego—or stroking anything else.

      Brett finished his speech, and the crowd cheered just as loudly as they did for Archer. He sat down again, and the next person to go was one of the other students in our group. The reaction she received was one-tenth of the one the Kings got—and that just made me even more nervous about how they were going to react to me.

      Her speech was good, but it was very obvious how nervous she was. Her voice shook, and she rushed through the words written on the paper in front of her without looking up. She acted like she wanted to get it over with as quickly as possible, and I didn’t blame her.

      When she finished, she quickly rushed back to her seat, almost tripping on the carpet. I realized I was next and stood up. The few people who were politely clapping for her stopped. There was dead silence as I walked over and stood behind the podium.

      The last girl had been so nervous she’d forgotten to lower the microphone, so we’d barely been able to hear her. I lowered it and placed my notes down. I was nervous, maybe not as nervous as her, but nervous.

      I looked out at the crowd. Everyone was looking at me blankly or with judgmental stares. I took a deep breath. I knew I needed to start. And the sooner I started, the sooner this would be over with.

      I greeted the audience and heard one person start clapping. I searched for the sound and quickly located Dean on the left side of the room.

      He was enthusiastically clapping his large hands together but quickly realized no one else was joining in. He slowly stopped and looked around the room in confusion. It was so quiet you could have heard a pin drop.

      “Just get on with it!” someone yelled, and that caused a small ripple of laughter through the crowd.

      I took another deep breath and began. No one looked interested. I heard whispers in the crowd as people started turning to their friends and openly talking. I noticed the scholarship students sitting in a corner of the room. They all looked so stressed for me—which wasn’t helping my nerves at all.

      The only friendly face in the entire room was Dean’s. I turned back to him and he smiled supportively. Just focus on him, I told myself. He made me feel strong, and my voice rose in confidence. I was giving my speech only to him and fuck everyone else in the room. They didn’t matter like he did.

      “… As we work hard to take advantage of the opportunities we’ve been given—” I suddenly stopped as I heard a loud cracking sound.

      I barely had time to look down before the ground beneath my feet split open. I fell into darkness as the stage collapsed on top of me.
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      I couldn’t tell if my eyes were open because everything was black. I was pretty sure I was still alive though because I could hear muffled shouting, but it sounded so far away. I tried to move, but I was being held in place by something heavy. I tried to reach down to push it off, but only one of my arms was free, and it kept hitting things when I tried to move it. I was surrounded and pinned in place. There was nothing I could do but wait.

      Bright light soon broke into the darkness over my head. I reached up with my free hand, and someone grabbed it. They tried to pull, and that was when I felt the pain. I cried out, and they immediately stopped.

      The voices were a lot closer now, but I couldn’t make out what they were saying. I was dazed and in shock, so it took me a bit to figure out what was happening. I was being pinned down by the pieces of the stage that had collapsed on top of me.

      It felt like everything was happening in slow motion, but in reality I knew it was all happening very fast. The pieces of wood were being removed and tossed to the side. The hole above me grew bigger, and soon I could see the lights above the stage.

      “Maddy, are you ok?” a deep voice asked me.

      He sounded worried, and I quickly realized the voice belonged to Dean. I turned my head and saw him throwing pieces of the stage to the side.

      “Yeah, I’m fine,” I said, but I actually wasn’t sure if I was fine or not.

      He took the heavy piece pinning my leg down and tossed it like it weighed nothing. As soon as I was free, that was when the pain rushed through my body.

      “Oww,” I moaned.

      “Where does it hurt?” Dean asked in concern.

      I tried to concentrate and scan my body to see where the pain was coming from. I was sore all over, but intense pain was radiating up from my leg.

      “My left leg. It really hurts.”

      I could see Brett and Archer over his shoulder. They were holding pieces of the stage in their hands, and they tried to come closer, but Dean told them to back up.

      “You probably did this,” Dean accused them.

      “Are you serious??” Archer asked incredulously.

      “We would never,” Brett added.

      I saw Grayson come into view as he hopped up to stand next to the other Kings. I then realized that there was a large crowd gathered around, but only the Kings and Dean were still on the stage. I was lying in a depression where the wood under the podium had collapsed. The rest of the stage looked like it was still intact, but no one in the crowd was brave enough to test it out by standing on it.

      “We can help her,” Grayson said, coming closer to me.

      “Back off. You’ve done enough,” Dean growled.

      “What the hell are you talking about?” Grayson asked.

      The two of them started arguing until I couldn’t help but moan in pain, and their attention turned back to me.

      “Don’t try to move,” Dean told me.

      “Nurse!” Archer yelled into the crowd commandingly. “Where the fuck is the nurse?”

      The crowd around us kept growing larger, but I just concentrated on Dean’s amber eyes to keep from thinking about the pain too much. They were fixated on me, and he looked so concerned. He reached out and took my hand.

      Despite the pain, heat rose into my cheeks and my hand started to tingle pleasantly in his. He was holding my hand. I couldn’t quite believe it. And even if it was just to keep me calm in an emergency, I would take what I could get.

      The nurse finally came up onto the stage. The crowd parted to let her through, and I heard Archer say, “About damn time.”

      She knelt down next to me and started feeling around my body.

      “What hurts?” she asked.

      “My left leg.”

      She shifted and started running her hands over it. I was wearing my school-issued thigh-high stockings and suddenly realized my skirt had come up, exposing just the slightest bit of my cheap, white panties. I quickly reached down to pull my skirt back over my thighs, when at the same time the nurse touched my shin, and I screamed in pain.

      I could see everyone around me jump. Dean looked worried, and he told the Kings to back up when they started coming closer again.

      “You most likely broke your leg,” the nurse told me. “You’ll need to go to the mainland to get it x-rayed before we know for sure. Can you stand?”

      “Uh, I’ll try.”

      Using Dean’s hand to pull against, I shifted my body and tried to stand up on the leg that wasn’t as injured. As careful as I was not to move my left leg, pain still exploded from my shin. I tried to shift away and stand up slower, but it didn’t help much.

      Everyone was just gathered around, silently watching me struggle to my feet. I couldn’t hold in another moan of pain when I put the slightest amount of pressure on my broken leg.

      “Fuck this,” Dean finally said.

      He swooped down and, as gently as he could, picked me up into his arms. I reached up and wrapped my arms around his neck. He shifted me slightly, and I felt my body rub against the hard muscles underneath his clothes.

      The Kings were looking at us darkly as Dean carefully stepped out of the wreckage of the stage and onto the ground. The movements caused bolts of pain to shoot up my leg, but I bit my lip to keep them inside. Having Dean carry me was way less painful than having to walk by myself.

      As Dean walked through the crowd, everyone slowly parted to let us pass. The students were silent as they watched us. The looks on their faces were strangely blank. They weren’t looking at me with pity or sympathy, but they also weren’t smiling at me mockingly like they normally would when something bad was happening to me. I found their reactions unsettling and was relieved when we finally made it to the auditorium exit and slipped into the empty hallway.

      The nurse followed us out.

      “This way,” she said to Dean, and the three of us walked to her office.

      On the way, Dean was careful not to shake me—as much as he possibly could. He carried me like I weighed nothing, like having me in his arms was the easiest thing in the world. I clung on to his muscular neck and rested my head against his chest. I could faintly make out the sound of his heartbeat, and it made me feel strangely close to him. Being in his arms felt so natural that I was almost disappointed when we reached the nurse’s office.

      She gave me the strongest painkillers she had then called the harbormaster to request an emergency boat trip to the mainland. She also requested a car to be sent up to the school to pick me up. She then handed me an old pair of crutches she found laying in the back of one of her closets. I didn’t end up needing them though because when the car arrived Dean picked me up again and carried me outside.

      It was already getting dark, and the gray sky looked like a solid piece of slate. Dean and I slipped into the waiting SUV and were driven down to the harbor. The nurse didn’t bother to come with us because she said she needed to stay at the school in case there were any other emergencies.

      “You’re in good hands though,” she told me with a knowing look at Dean.

      I wanted to tell her that we were just friends, but the way Dean held me didn’t make me feel like I was just his friend.

      When we arrived at the dock, they already had the boat ready to go. Crestmoore had the ferry which was the main way to get to the island and ran regularly, but it also had three smaller, faster boats they used in case of emergencies like this one. Dean helped me out of the car and carried me onto the deck of the waiting boat.

      As soon as we were on, the small crew of three started the engines and we were off. We sat in the small enclosed area, protected from the bitter cold of the outside air as the boat raced us back to the mainland shore.

      I felt tired and dazed, both from the pain as well as the painkillers. I rested my head against Dean’s broad shoulder to steady myself. He didn’t stop me, and I was grateful. Feeling his solid, warm shoulder beneath my head was comforting and somehow just felt right.

      We sat like that for a bit until Dean said quietly, “That wasn’t an accident.”

      “I know,” I answered.

      I closed my eyes and sank even deeper into the comforting feeling of his body against mine. I didn’t want to have this conversation right now. I was having trouble concentrating. I just wanted to relax and maybe nod off until we reached the shore—but Dean kept talking.

      “It must have been the Kings. They want to get rid of you because they know why you’re here and they feel threatened. There was no way that was an accident. It happened right when you took the stage, but not when Archer and Brett were up there just minutes before? And they weigh a lot more than you. I saw the whole thing, and the way the stage collapsed right under the podium, but nowhere else looked so unnatural. And it was convenient it didn’t collapse anywhere near where the Kings were sitting.”

      I couldn’t believe the Kings would seriously try to hurt me like that, but he was probably right. They were only acting concerned so no suspicion would fall on them. It hurt my heart to imagine they would actually try to seriously injure me—I could have been killed when the stage collapsed. Sure, I knew they would try to get revenge, but I never imagined it would be like that. I never thought they’d take it so far.

      I took a deep breath, breathing the salty ocean air into my lungs.

      “You should go, Maddy.”

      My eyes sprang open, and I suddenly felt completely clear-headed.

      “No. I can’t leave now.”

      “Maddy—”

      “No.”

      I couldn’t leave Crestmoore yet. I wasn’t done. He sighed in frustration, and we slipped into silence as the boat raced across the dark water.
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      The nurse was right; I had broken my leg. When we got to the shore, there was another SUV waiting to take us to the nearest hospital, which was an hour away.

      Once we reached the hospital, it took hours for me to see a doctor, get x-rayed and treated. It was late into the night by the time Dean and I made it back to school.

      Dean hadn’t left my side the entire time and luckily he hadn’t brought up me leaving Crestmoore again after mentioning it on the boat—and I was grateful for both things. After we had gotten back to the school, he’d helped me back to my room because I was finding it hard to get used to walking in my new cast with crutches.

      I’d fractured my tibia bone and would have to keep the cast on for the next several weeks—and my leg was already itchy. Then I’d have to go back to the hospital to be reassessed.

      Despite Dean’s protests that I should take some time off to heal, I went back to my classes the next day. I was determined not to fall behind, and classes didn’t stop just because I was injured. I had worked way too hard to just let it slip away because someone had tried to hurt me.

      I wasn’t a hundred percent convinced someone had done it on purpose, but I was ninety-nine percent sure. It was just too suspicious the way it had happened, like Dean said, why did it happen right when I took the stage but not when heavier people before me were up there? Why was the collapse only in one small area and not the rest of it?

      I also wasn’t a hundred percent sure it was the Kings who had done it—but I was ninety-nine percent sure it was them. Who else had that kind of power and also wanted me out of the picture? The Kings had the most to lose by having me stay at Crestmoore.

      I also suspected it could have been the Queens who did it, but the Kings had much more of a reason to take me out—plus, the Royalty all worked as one group anyway, so it didn’t really matter which of them had done it.

      For the next few weeks, Dean barely left my side. He helped me get to and from my classes, and we ate all our meals together in the dining hall at our own loser table in the corner. He was amazing, and I didn’t know how to express my gratitude to him. The whole thing seemed to have rattled him, and he was seeing how serious the situation was at this school for the first time.

      The Kings kept their distance. I assumed they were plotting their next move, but I was happy for the break. Being around them was painful and stressful, and even though I could always feel their presence like a dark shadow, when they were staying off to the side, my life was much easier.

      The Queens were also keeping their distance from me, so there were no more cornering in the hallways to tell me how much I sucked.

      Two days after the accident, Dean and I had tried to go look at the stage to see if we could find any clues, but it had already been repaired. I didn’t know how they had fixed it so quickly, but Dean and I both agreed it was suspicious.

      Everything seemed tense and on edge. It felt eerie, like the calm before the storm. Like something big was coming, and we were just waiting for it to happen. I kind of hoped whatever the Kings had planned they would just do it and get it over with. I hated the waiting and the not knowing. But despite all the tension and stress, Dean and I were getting closer.

      No one was actively bullying me anymore—especially compared to last year—but none of the other students were interacting with me either. Everyone was staying away from me, including the scholarship students. It felt like the end of last year when I had been so alone, but at least this time I had Dean so it wasn’t that bad.
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        * * *

      

      One day, a couple of weeks into the year, I went to pick up Dean and head to one of our classes together, and found him talking to a few of the scholarship students. I knew he was friendly with Cecily and Ava, but he’d never mentioned being friends with the others. As I watched them all laughing and joking together, it reminded me of last year when I’d still been a part of their group. Still been invited to Saturday nights’ Moviefest and allowed to sit with them in the dining hall. Back when I’d still been their friend.

      The sight made me feel incredibly lonely, like I was on the outside looking in. I turned and walked to class by myself. They were all having a good time, and I didn’t want to interrupt them and ruin it. I’d done enough ruining for one lifetime.
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        * * *

      

      Late January came quickly. I’d been too preoccupied with keeping up my marks and hanging out with Dean to think about much, but I realized it was almost my birthday. The realization made me happy because I would legally be an adult and there was no way they could ever send me back to that horrible orphanage. I would be eighteen and could go anywhere I wanted—provided I could pay for it, which at the moment meant nowhere.

      My upcoming birthday also made me a bit sad too. It made me miss my mom. We usually didn’t do a lot for my birthday. Sometimes she would throw me a small party for a couple of my friends and I, but most of the time we’d just do something together—which I liked better anyway. Last year, she got me a small cake, and we went to see a movie. It was perfect.

      Since money was always so tight, I was used to not getting many gifts. When I was younger, Archer, Grayson and Brett would tell me about the presents they received for their birthdays and I couldn’t believe it. It had always sounded like they were describing an impossible dream. I never went to their birthday parties because their parents wouldn’t invite me, despite how much the guys begged. But when they’d tell me about them on the Monday mornings after they happened, I could barely understand what they were talking about.

      Their world, even when we were children, was so different from mine. They received dozens and dozens of expensive presents. Their parties had clowns and jugglers and fire breathers. They got massive cakes that took two grown men to lift. They got all those things but yet didn’t seem happy about their birthdays. Meanwhile, I received a single sketchbook or a set of drawing pencils for mine and was ecstatic. I never understood how they could have everything but feel like they had nothing at the same time.

      “What’s wrong?” Dean asked.

      We were sitting at our loser table in the dining hall. I was pushing the pasta around my plate with my fork, barely eating anything. I hadn’t planned on telling him, but I wasn’t doing a good job of hiding I was sad, and he quickly noticed.

      “You’ve barely said a word all day.”

      I sighed before putting the fork down and looking over at his handsome face.

      “It’s my birthday today.”

      “Happy Birthday.” He smiled warmly, and I got butterflies in my stomach. “Isn’t that usually supposed to be a happy occasion?”

      “Usually. It’s just that my birthday makes me miss my mom. We would always do something together to celebrate, and today is the first time where we can’t. So I’m just a bit bummed about it, that’s all.”

      “That sucks. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s ok. It’s not your fault,” I said quickly and looked over at the large clock on the wall. The one with delicate brass arms and filigreed numbers. The one that probably cost more than some small country’s entire annual GDP. “It’s getting late. We should head to class.”
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      That evening, I was spending my birthday alone in my room doing my math homework. I enjoyed math, but it was one of my weaker subjects, and I had to devote more time to learning it than some of my better courses. I still had one of the top marks in class, which I was very proud of. Brett and Archer were both in the same class as me, and I had the third highest mark after them—something I was determined to change.

      I kept getting caught on a single problem, and I had just flipped to a blank page in my notebook to try again, when I heard a knock at the door. I hesitated for a second. Historically, a knock at my door late into the evening wasn’t a good thing and would bring me nothing but trouble. But I grabbed my crutches, stood up and went to answer it, wishing for the millionth time these doors had peepholes so I could see who waited on the other side.

      I opened it and looked out. Dean was standing there dressed in his school uniform. Despite being a police detective’s son from New York City, he wore the preppy school uniform like he was born in it. The slim black pants, the white-collared shirt, the dark tartan tie, and the fitted black blazer all looked incredible on him. Many times I’d seen girls check him out after we’d walked by together down the hall. He never seemed to notice, or if he did then he never let on, and I found that endearing.

      “Hey! How are you?” I swung the door all the way open.

      I realized I was already in my pajamas and felt way underdressed compared to him. Having a cast made putting on pants difficult, so I’d given up wearing the black tights I normally wore to bed and just had on a long t-shirt over my underwear.

      He didn’t come visit me very often in the evenings, but I understood because we spent so much time together during the day. But I’d fantasized many times about this exact scenario happening. Late at night, he’d come to my room and we could spend time together completely alone… as friends.

      “Wait, is everything ok?” I asked, as I suddenly realized the reason he came could have been because something bad happened. Some emergency we had to take care of.

      “Yeah, everything’s fine, but I just need you to come down to my room.”

      “Uh, ok.”

      I thought it was a weird request, but he didn’t seem like he was going to explain any further and it was not like I was going to say no. So I grabbed my key, put on my shoes and followed him out of the room, locking the door behind me.

      The students hadn’t picked back up their habit of leaving bags of garbage in front of my door, and for that I was eternally grateful. I’d told Dean about it one day at lunch, and he couldn’t believe people could do things like that. I told him it was just par for the course at Crestmoore.

      We walked down the five floors to his room. I was a lot slower than him because I had to try to avoid putting any weight on my healing leg and going down stairs on crutches was really hard. Dean didn’t rush and waited by my side as I struggled down.

      When we finally made it to his room, I was slightly out of breath and my arms were sore. My upper body wasn’t very strong to begin with and having to support half my body weight on it was hard. My first couple of days of using crutches, I’d been so sore that by the end of the day my arms had been shaking. I’d built up a bit of muscle since then, but it was still the end of a long day and I was relieved when we finally made it to the ground floor. Walking on a flat surface was way easier than stairs because you didn’t have to pay as much attention or be so careful.

      “What is it you wanted to show me?” I asked.

      Without a word, he opened his door, and my mouth dropped open. The lights in his room were off, but the whole room glowed because it was illuminated by dozens of tall white candles with electric wicks. Soft music poured out into the hall.

      “Wow,” I mumbled in shock.

      “Go on,” he said, and I walked into his room.

      In addition to the candles, there were bouquets of pine branches spread around. They made the room smell amazing, like a forest. He shut the door behind us, and I gazed around in wonder at the beautiful scene.

      “Why did you do this?” I asked in awe.

      He didn’t answer right away, and I turned around to find him holding a chocolate chip muffin in his hand with one of the candles in the other.

      “Happy Birthday, Maddy.” He smiled, and I felt my heart melt at the sight. “Come blow out your birthday cake. Sorry, I know it’s not much, but the closest thing they had to cake at dinner today was muffins, and I couldn’t find a proper candle so—”

      “It’s perfect.” I stopped him. And it really was.

      I walked over and he held the tall candle over the muffin so we could pretend it was sticking out of it.

      I saw the electric wick and laughed. “How am I supposed to blo—”

      “Trust me. Just blow.”

      And I suddenly realized that I did. We’d gotten so close in these last few weeks that I knew I could trust him. So I leaned down and blew gently. At the same time, Dean flicked the switch on the bottom of the candle, and the light went out. I laughed and looked up into his warm amber eyes. They were sparkling in the candlelight.

      “Did you make a wish?” he asked softly.

      “Yes.”

      I wished for you.

      I also wished I wasn’t wearing pajamas. This occasion deserved a dress or a skirt, something much nicer than a huge band t-shirt. Meanwhile, he looked so good in his uniform it made my heart ache.

      “How did you do all this?” I asked.

      “It was the best I could do last minute. I wandered around the school and the pine branches were the only living things out there. The candles were pure luck. I happened to see them when I walked passed a supply closet and someone had left the door open.”

      I laughed and suddenly realized I recognized the candles from last Halloween when the custodians had decorated the school with thousands of them.

      “You stole the candles!” I said in mock outrage.

      “I’m going to return them!” he protested with a wicked smile, then added, “Sorry I couldn’t get you a real present.”

      “Are you serious? This is an amazing gift. Honestly. Thank you so much, Dean. You made this birthday not so horrible.”

      Something indefinable passed between the two of us as we stared at each other in the glow of the fake candles. He’d done something so incredible for me, and I was overwhelmed by it.

      The soft music had continued to play in the background. When a new song came on, he held out his hand to me. I took it without hesitation, and he led me into the middle of the room.

      Without a word, he took my crutches from me and placed them off to the side. He then swept me into his strong arms. I reached up to grab his broad shoulders, and we started to slow dance to the music.

      Pressed against his hard body, I was hyperaware I was dressed only in panties that were barely covered by my thin t-shirt.

      I was not a natural dancer, but it didn’t matter. He just held me and swayed with the gentle music. It was some soft, instrumental jazz, and it wasn’t something I normally listened to, but at that moment it was my favorite music ever.

      His hands were on my back, supporting me because I couldn’t put any weight on my leg. He made me feel safe for the first time in a long while, and I leaned my head against his chest with a contented sigh. I closed my eyes so I could just savor the moment. I wanted it to last as long as possible.

      We didn’t speak but just continued to sway together in the glowing light of the candles, surrounded by the scent of pine trees, as the bells far above our heads rung out curfew. It was a perfect birthday.
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      The winter progressed into early February, and the biting cold and snow didn’t let up, if anything, it got worse. This was the time the school administration decided was perfect for an outing—on a boat.

      One freezing cold February morning, the seniors made their way down the hill from the school to the harbor. We formed a long, dark line that from far away looked like ants marching down a path. We were all bundled up in our matching coats and scarves, which seemed woefully inadequate to protect us from the weather.

      Dean and I shuffled down the path with the rest of the students. We kept our faces buried in our scarves to keep our cheeks from freezing, which made talking difficult, so we walked in comfortable silence. It was a beautiful, clear day, despite the cold. The snow covering the ground was sparkling in the sun, and we got lucky in that the ocean was calm and smooth as glass for the first time in two weeks.

      When we reached the harbor, I could barely feel my legs. Wearing a cast made it impossible to put on the thick leggings they gave us to wear in the winter, and I wasn’t about to cut one up so I could slip it over my cast. They were expensive and there was no way I could afford to buy more. I had to wear nothing under my skirt but underwear and a thin thigh-high stocking on the leg not in a cast—and I was freezing.  Luckily, the usually extremely strict teachers had given me a break about not being able to meet the dress code.

      I hurried onto the boat with Dean close behind. The school had hired a boat from the mainland for the trip. The ferry was too small to fit everyone, and I assumed people would think it wasn’t much of an outing if we were just going on the regular ferry.

      The boat had two stories. The main floor had a large enclosed area with windows all the way around it. The second floor was a viewing deck completely open to the elements. On the first floor, outside the enclosed space, was a walkway that ran around the entire perimeter of the boat.

      Everyone hurried straight inside, not bothering to walk around the fancy deck or go upstairs for a better view. I didn’t think it was the best time of year to do this, but I guessed the administration was trying to give us something to do to give us a break from the relentless schoolwork. And there wasn’t much else to do during these cold months when there was a blanket of snow up to our shins covering the entire island.

      Dean and I found a secluded corner and sat down together on a bench. I didn’t want to be here. Being trapped on a boat for the next couple of hours with a bunch of people who didn’t like me, seemed like an unappealing way to spend my day. Despite what the teachers were trying to do by giving us a break, I would have much preferred to be given the day off to stay in my room and study—but the trip was mandatory.

      But at least I had good company.

      Dean looked at my bare legs, which were red from the cold, and winced. He reached over and tried to warm them with his hands. Despite how frozen my legs were, his touch made them feel like they were on fire—or maybe that was just the feeling of them defrosting.

      “You’re freezing. You need to find something warmer to cover these up. Can’t you use leggings or something?” he asked as he massaged the feeling back into my legs.

      I was distracted by the feeling of his hands on my body and I asked, “Hm?” Before realizing what he just said.

      “I’d have to cut them up to get them around the cast, and I can’t afford to ruin a pair of my tights. Do you know how expensive those are? These stupid Crestmoore clothes are way overpriced—and I don’t think your dad’s department would be too happy about paying for extra ones. I’m on thin ice with them as it is. One more screwup and I’m gone.”

      “Yeah, they were pretty mad about last year,” Dean said without looking up.

      The two of us hadn’t talked much about what had happened. It sat like an elephant in the room whenever we were together. I’d told Dean all the pertinent information I knew that I felt could help him with his mission, but when I tried to talk about what had happened between me and the Kings, he’d always found an excuse to cut me off and leave. I got the sense he didn’t want to know, and I was ok with that because I didn’t really want to tell him. But the more time we spent with each other, the more I felt like all that was going unsaid between us was like a dark cloud which loomed over us and kept us both in shadow, unable to fully be open with one another.

      I wanted us to get it out in the open and have a fresh start. I felt like maybe we had the chance at something great, but we’d never know until we got through this difficult topic. But I also didn’t want to push him. I was leaving it up to him to bring it up when he was ready—but I just hoped it would be sooner rather than later when we’d missed our chance completely.

      About twenty minutes later, everyone was on board and we started off. The boat swung out of the small harbor and into open water. The beautiful weather was slowly shifting, and the clear sky was darkening to a depressing gray. The wind was starting to pick up, and it rippled across the ocean water, creating small waves on the surface that was smooth as glass only an hour before.

      All the students were inside the warm cabin, sitting at tables with their friends and joking around loudly. The teachers had given up on pretending this trip was in any way educational and were instead sitting together and chatting in one corner, leaving the students to do pretty much whatever they wanted.

      Of course the Royalty were sitting together at one table. They were acting like they were gods. Their sycophants were gathered around them, trying their best to interact with them in any way they could. Archer and Grayson were both chatting with girls over their shoulders. Brett was talking with Victoria. She was clearly flirting with him, and he looked very receptive. She reached up and put her delicate hand on his large arm. The sight made me feel sick, so I looked away.

      I had more important things to worry about than what the Royalty were doing. I was with Dean, and he was the most important person to me on the entire boat. I turned back to him to continue the conversation we were having.

      “We have to watch what the Royalty are doing,” he said.

      My mouth twisted in disappointment. That was the one thing I didn’t want to do.

      “We’ve been here for almost a month and haven’t gotten anything on them. It’s so frustrating. I thought this would be way easier than it is.”

      “Glad I could make it look easy by failing,” I mumbled sarcastically.

      Yeah, I’d screwed up last year, but I thought I’d done an ok job… until I fell for the Kings’ lies and messed everything up. What we’d been sent to Crestmoore to do was really hard. I didn’t like that no one seemed to appreciate that. Dean had previously talked about how difficult he thought the mission was going to be, but was he just lying before to make me feel better about failing? Did he really think I was so useless that he could do way better than me?

      “You need to take this seriously,” he suddenly said sternly. “I haven’t seen you make any effort to work towards our goal. You haven’t tried to come up with a plan or work with me to develop a strategy. To me, all it looks like you’re doing is working on getting good grades—which is not what we sent you here to do. Do you even care about getting your mom out of jail anymore?”

      What the hell?

      “Of course I do,” I said indignantly. “I am taking this seriously.”

      I was taken aback. We’d been having a nice time together until just then. And I thought we’d been working well together so far. Yeah, we hadn’t made much progress, but we’d done what we could. I thought he had been enjoying hanging out together. I hadn’t realized that the whole time he’d actually been frustrated with how I was acting but just not saying anything about it to me.

      “Are you really?” he asked skeptically.

      I stood up abruptly. His accusations came out of the blue and took me by surprise. I was hurt and angry and needed to be anywhere but next to him at that moment.

      “I’m going for a walk,” I said.

      I started to walk away, and I cursed my cast. I was no longer using my crutches, but I still had the cast on, and it was hard to storm away with any dignity when you had a big piece of plaster around your leg causing you to hobble.

      “I’ll come with you. It’s not safe for either of us to be alone right now,” he said and stood up to follow me.

      Pain caused my heart to ache when I realized the reason he was spending so much time with me was because he was just doing his job. Maybe he liked me, maybe he didn’t, but he saw us as a team and you didn’t leave your partner when you were on a mission. I thought we’d been growing close these last few weeks because we valued each other as friends, but now I realized his reasons were more professional.

      “I’ll be fine. I just need a moment and a breath of fresh air. Please don’t follow me.”

      I walked away with as much grace as I could manage. I didn’t feel his presence or hear his footsteps, so I knew he didn’t follow me—and I was both grateful and sad at the same time.

      When I passed by the Royalty table, Grayson called out, “Trouble in paradise?”

      They all snickered. My cheeks reddened in anger, but I pointedly ignored them and kept walking.

      The whole cabin was packed with students, and as I walked around, I couldn’t find anywhere to be alone. The place started to feel closed in and stuffy. I felt claustrophobic and needed to get away from everyone. I slipped out a side door onto the walkway.

      The bitter cold greeted me like a slap. The wind had picked up even more, and the dark gray water surrounding the boat was choppy. We were pretty far out to sea. I could see Crestmoore Island in the distance, but the mainland was out of sight.

      I took in deep breaths of air to calm myself down. The wind stung my skin, but it felt good on my overheated face. I wouldn’t stay out for long, but I needed a moment away from Dean. He’d really hurt my feelings and made me feel like I completely misinterpreted the time we’d spent together. Kind of like it was all a lie I’d unwittingly told myself.

      I walked over to the railing and leaned on it. I looked out at the endless horizon where the dark gray ocean met the flat gray sky. It was so big. It made me feel small and insignificant. My problems may be huge to me, but the ocean and the sky didn’t care. Nature was indifferent. They would continue to go on for billions of years, long after my problems were over and I was dead.

      Maybe Dean was right. Maybe I was avoiding our mission—just a bit—because of how much pain it had caused me last year. I still wanted desperately to get my mother out of jail, and I desperately wanted my revenge, but I didn’t see any way to do it yet.

      I thought once I got back to Crestmoore an opportunity would present itself and a plan would just spring into my mind, but that hadn’t happened yet. I thought both Dean and I realized we were buying time until that opportunity came, but maybe I was just stalling and didn’t realize it.

      I moved away from the railing and started walking around the deck. I figured I’d take a quick walk and then head back inside. The brisk air helped me clear my mind and think objectively, and I didn’t want to go back inside to Dean until I’d sorted through my feelings.

      I hobbled along, lost in my own thoughts, when suddenly I felt a hard shove. My feet slipped out from under me. I didn’t have time to think or grab a railing before I was falling over the side of the boat.
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      The water slammed into me like a truck and knocked the wind out of me. A second later, my body registered the pain, and the cold felt like a thousand little knives stabbing me all over. The world around me was all dark gray and blurry. I didn’t know which way was up and which was down. I was completely disoriented and in shock.

      I couldn’t think, but luckily my instinct for self preservation took over and my legs started to kick. I started moving my arms, but it felt like I was trying to swim through pudding. My arms and legs were so numb they could barely move.

      Somehow I managed to make it to the surface, and I gasped in deep breaths of air. My lungs barely filled because the pressure from the cold was keeping my chest tight. I didn’t know how long I’d been under the water because I was so disoriented that time had lost its meaning.

      I looked back up at the boat. It was still close, and I could see the place I was walking right before I was pushed, so I realized that I had only just fallen in. The walkway was completely empty. Whoever had done it hadn’t even bothered to watch me fall into the water before they’d taken off.

      I opened my mouth to call out for help, but nothing came out. Salt water slipped in instead, and I spat it out and started coughing.

      I opened my mouth to try again, but then my head sunk underneath the surface of the water. My cast sat like a lead weight on my leg, trying to drag me down to the depths of the ocean. I kicked and thrashed my arms, but they were so numb from the cold they barely obeyed me.

      I fought with all my might and finally made it back to the surface. I tried to take deep breaths with my constricted lungs but just ended up panting for tiny gasps of air instead.

      As I struggled, the reality of the situation finally dawned on me. No one saw me fall over the side, except the person who pushed me, and there was no way they were going to help me or tell anyone about it. The boat was steadily moving away and would soon be too far to help me. I could barely move my limbs to keep myself from sinking, let alone try to swim to the boat myself. And I was in freezing-cold water. If I didn’t get out in a couple of short minutes then I would get hypothermia and die—if I didn’t end up drowning first from my cast dragging me down.

      My head slipped under the water again. This time I was down for longer, and it was harder to fight my way back up to the surface. I was just going to keep going under for longer and longer until I finally failed to come back up at all. I was terrified.

      With all the strength I had left, I called out, “Help!” But it came out as a tiny squeak that no one could possibly hear over the wind.

      I was running out of options. I tried to move my frozen limbs and start swimming towards the boat, but I wasn’t making any progress because it continued to slowly move away from me.

      “Help!” I called out again, but water rushed into my mouth and I sank beneath the surface.

      I tried to kick my way back up again, but this time I couldn’t. The salt water stung my eyes, but I kept them open. The dark gray surrounding me was getting darker. Was this it?

      I tried to swim but was getting weaker. The cold was sucking all the energy from my body and leaving me with nothing.

      I guess this was the end. I panicked and tried to move, but I couldn’t. I was powerless to stop myself from drowning.

      I always wondered what I’d think of in my last moments of life. Would my entire life flash before my eyes like a movie on fast forward? Would I wish I had done things differently, or that I had taken more chances? Wish I’d been braver or stronger? Or maybe just be grateful for what I did get to experience?

      But when I was actually faced with death, I didn’t think about anything profound. I didn’t think about much at all. I thought about dark gray because that was all I saw. I thought about how I didn’t want to die. I still had so much I wanted to do.

      On the brink of passing out, I wasn’t sure if I had closed my eyes or just sunk down so far the water was black. I felt a weird pinch under my arm, near my armpit. What was that? I had never died before—obviously—so maybe that was just something that happened to the body?

      I felt a weird sensation, like I was floating upwards, then suddenly I realized there was a hand wrapped around my arm, and it was dragging me back to the surface. Grabbing me right before I slipped off the cliff and pulling me back into the land of the living.

      I broke through the surface. I tried to gasp for air, but the weight of the cold pressed my chest down, and I just took tiny breaths. The hand let go of me, then a strong arm wrapped around my back before I could slip under again. I was too numb to panic, so I didn’t drag the person down with me. I stayed still and let them keep me afloat.

      I looked over and saw who it was that had saved me.

      Archer’s face was strained with the effort of keeping both of our heads out of the rough water. He opened his mouth to say something but then seemed to realize he could barely talk because of the cold. He closed it quickly as salt water rushed in.

      I felt his firm grip on me shift as he started to try to swim towards the boat, which was noticeably farther away by now. I knew he was a strong swimmer from when we were kids, but the cold and the rough water were getting to him. He struggled to drag my almost lifeless body along behind him. I tried to kick my feet, but I couldn’t move.

      I was weighing him down like an anchor, and we both quickly realized we weren’t going to make it. We were going to freeze to death very shortly.

      I could see the fear on his face when he realized our situation was hopeless. I was pretty sure he could get himself back to the boat if he didn’t have me weighing him down.

      “Go!” I wheezed out. “Leave me.”

      I could barely speak above a whisper, but somehow Archer heard me over the wind.

      “Never.”

      He redoubled his efforts and swam as hard as he could.

      I could feel us moving through the water, but we both quickly realized it was hopeless. It would not be enough to get us back to safety. The cold was getting to him too and freezing his limbs.

      I sunk beneath the surface again, and he yanked me back up roughly.

      I knew the window for him to save himself was quickly shrinking. If he left right then, he could probably make it, but he didn’t. And I didn’t have any strength left to push him away.

      We were going to die together.

      I looked up at the boat and saw Brett walk outside. He was looking around the deck, probably for Archer. With a frown, he turned his attention out to the water—and that was when he spotted us. His eyes went wide, but he didn’t hesitate. He hopped the railing and dived right into the frigid water.

      He must have been running on pure adrenaline because the cold didn’t seem to affect him, and he swam straight to us. He grabbed me on the other side and helped Archer to keep my face out of the water. With the two of them helping me, we were able to make better progress towards the boat, and I started to think that maybe we did have a chance at making it.

      We swam for a bit, but then the cold started getting to Brett and numbing his limbs too. He started to slow down. The two of them began to really struggle. I was useless and couldn’t help them at all. The small waves tossed us around and kept splashing water over our heads, numbing our brains.

      I suddenly realized we weren’t going to make it. I was pretty sure Brett could still get back to the boat if he left me. I wasn’t sure if Archer could make it anymore, but he might be able to if Brett helped him.

      I tried to speak, but I couldn’t form words or make any sound. I desperately tried to move my arms to push them away, so they’d understand, but I couldn’t.

      The guys valiantly kept trying to swim us to safety, but we were losing the progress we’d made when Brett first joined us, and the boat was slipping away again.

      Just then, I saw a couple of students come out onto the deck of the boat. I recognized that one of them was Grayson. The second he spotted us in the water, he ran off down the walkway. The other students started freaking out and yelling. I idly wondered what Grayson was doing, but I didn’t have to wait long to find out.

      A splash close to us covered our heads in ice water. I turned my head stiffly and saw that Grayson had thrown a ring buoy. He may not have been a star athlete, like Brett and Archer, but he threw it with expert precision, and Brett was able to reach out and grab onto it.

      He brought it over to me, but I wasn’t able to hold on to it under my own power. He maneuvered my body between himself and the ring, and he held on for the both of us. The ring was still attached to the boat by a long rope, and as soon as Archer grabbed on too, Grayson started to pull.

      I felt us begin to move through the water. The muscles in Grayson’s neck bulged with the strain. He placed a foot up on the railing and used it to brace himself so he could pull faster.

      I knew Grayson was in good shape. He was tall and lean with a good amount of muscle, but Archer and Brett were large guys so they weren’t exactly light. But Grayson managed to pull our waterlogged bodies through the rough ocean, and we eventually made it to the side of the boat.

      Archer and Brett both reached up to grab onto the railing. They held me with their other hands and struggled with all their might to push my limp body up and out of the water. Grayson leaned over the railing, grabbed me beneath my arms and lifted me up into the air. He scooped me up and then raced inside the cabin.

      “MOVE,” he commanded impatiently to a bunch of confused students who were sitting on a padded bench next to the exit.

      They immediately jumped up, and he laid me down on the bench.

      “I’ll be right back, Maddy. I promise,” he told me before racing back outside. Before he left, he yelled, “Someone get the fucking captain! And YOU, take care of her NOW. If anything happens to her, I’m holding you personally responsible.” Then he was gone.

      I felt someone lay something on top of me, and I opened my eyes. A girl I didn’t recognize was placing her jacket on top of me. I could barely feel it because my skin was so numb. She grabbed someone else’s jacket that was resting on a nearby bench and placed it under my head after scrunching it into a ball.

      I wondered where Grayson went. I didn’t want him to leave me. But then I realized he had gone back to help Archer and Brett get back onto the boat. I was having trouble forming thoughts, and I drifted in and out. I closed my eyes and could hear a lot of commotion. People asking what the hell happened? But I couldn’t speak, and just lay there.

      A blast of cold air came into the cabin, and I heard a bunch of people come into the room.

      “Clear out of the way!” Grayson yelled, and I opened my eyes again to see him helping Archer walk into the room.

      Archer looked shockingly pale, and I could see how badly he was shivering. Everyone immediately gave them space, and Grayson helped him lay down on another padded bench.

      Brett came in surrounded by the students who’d been on the deck. He was walking under his own power but looked like he might collapse at any moment. Grayson went back and helped him to sit down in a nearby chair.

      We were surrounded by people but no one knew what to do. Grayson started barking out orders, and everyone rushed to do what he said. I felt more coats being piled on top of me and saw that Archer and Brett were getting the same treatment.

      “What’s going on here?” One of the teachers came over and looked around in confusion. “Everyone stop and tell me what happened this instant!”

      Grayson looked extremely pissed. Just as he opened his mouth to tell her off, the captain walked into the room and asked the same question.

      “What’s going on here?”

      Grayson stepped forward. “They were in the water, and I don’t know for how long.”

      The captain immediately snapped into action. He ordered the crew member that was with him to get the first aid kit and the emergency thermal blankets. He got on the radio and ordered the ship to turn back to shore.

      He waited a couple of seconds but didn’t receive an answer. He then stormed out of the room, cursing all the way to the bridge.

      The crew member ran off and returned a few moments later with the supplies. He went up to Brett who was sitting closest to him, but Brett told him, “She got the worst of it. Treat her first.”

      The crew member rushed over to me. He threw off the coats and started wrapping me in the emergency blankets. Once done, he went over to Archer next and did the same thing, then he went to Brett last.

      At that moment, Dean came into the room looking completely surprised and confused. He looked around, and when his eyes landed on me, he bolted over to my side.

      “Maddy, what happened?”

      I tried to answer him, but I couldn’t figure out how to make my mouth work. Everything was confusing, and I forgot how to speak. He turned away from me when he realized I wasn’t going to answer him.

      “What the hell happened to her?” he asked the rest of the people in the room.

      “A lot of help you are,” Grayson said sarcastically. “Where were you when she fell over the edge? You were just hanging out in here while she was outside drowning?”

      “I-I—” Dean stuttered. “She said she wanted to be alone. She was only gone for a few minutes.”

      “A few minutes is long enough,” Grayson said angrily.

      Dean knelt down next to me. I could see in his eyes he was worried about me. I tried to speak, to tell him I was fine, but I couldn’t seem to form the words.

      “Shhh,” he said soothingly. “It’s ok. Just take it easy for now. You’re safe.”

      I found his words comforting, and I closed my eyes. I was so tired, and I just wanted to sleep. I drifted off into soothing darkness with Dean’s words ringing in my ears, before being shaken back awake.

      “Don’t let her sleep! She might not wake up,” the crew member was saying.

      He was gripping my shoulders and shaking me roughly. When he saw I was awake again, he stood up and turned away from me to address the room.

      “Ok, everyone move out of this area. We need privacy in here.”

      A large crowd of students had gathered to gawk at us. They were hesitant to leave. They were all very wealthy and clearly not used to being told what to do by someone like a lowly boat crew member.

      “You heard the man, everyone get the hell out!” Grayson yelled, and without hesitation the students all scattered.

      Grayson pulled one of the guys aside and told him, “You’re responsible for keeping everyone out of this area. If so much as one person wanders through, you’re dead. Understand?”

      The guy nodded quickly.

      “Good,” Grayson said and turned back to us.

      The captain came back at that moment. He came over, and I could see his stern, weatherworn face as he inspected me.

      “They all need to be stripped out of their wet clothes immediately,” the captain said.

      Grayson was the closest to me, and he said, “I’ll do Maddy.”

      “I’d bet you’d like to,” Dean growled.

      “What was that, tall-dark-and-useless?” Grayson asked sarcastically.

      Dean stepped towards him aggressively. Grayson matched him and walked right up until they were standing chest-to-chest. They squared off, anger flying between them.

      “Grayson, we don’t have time for this right now,” Brett said in a voice that was shaking because he was shivering so hard.

      Grayson gave Dean one last sneer, before saying, “Fine.” And he wandered over to Archer to help him instead.

      “Ma’am,” the captain said to one of the teachers who was standing around looking completely at a loss of what to do. “You help her get undressed. Quickly.”

      The teacher was Mrs. Melon, my chemistry teacher, so it was incredibly awkward when she knelt down next to me and started taking off my clothes. Dean held up one of the emergency blankets so I would have a bit of privacy as she stripped me.

      I couldn’t seem to get my hands to work. They felt like they were made of solid stone and weighed a thousand pounds. My mind was fading in-and-out, and even if I could get my hands to work, I didn’t think I’d be much help. I could barely help her by sitting up when she needed to take my blazer and shirt off.

      She made quick work of the rest of my clothes and then quickly wrapped me back up in a blanket. I was confused, and it was hard to make sense of everything, but I knew that later I would be grateful to her for doing her job efficiently and making the whole situation less embarrassing than it could have been.

      They piled coats back on top of me and waited. The crew member came back into the room carrying a stack of hot water bottles. They handed them out to Archer and Brett to help them warm up, but I was way worse off than either of them and they couldn’t risk rewarming me too quickly. The captain said they just had to wait.

      Eventually, feeling started coming back into my body, and it wasn’t pleasant. I started shivering violently, and that was when the captain said to put the hot water bottles on top of my blankets, underneath the coats. I felt awful.

      The crew member passed out hot chocolate to Archer and Brett, but when he gave me one I couldn’t hold it with my shaking hands, so he let me just lie there for a bit.

      We were in an area of the boat that wasn’t very private, but the guy Grayson had put in charge of keeping everyone away did a good job—he was too scared of the Kings not to. So we had a bit of privacy to recuperate while the boat sped back to the island.

      In the distance, I heard Mrs. Melon ask the students if they knew what happened. A girl, whose voice I didn’t recognize, said she saw me slip over the side of the boat. That was bullshit! Even though I was confused and not thinking clearly at the moment, I was certain I was pushed. I distinctly remembered feeling hands against my shoulder and back only seconds before I’d fallen into the freezing water.

      Whoever it was had pushed me from behind, so I hadn’t been able to see it coming or get a look at them. Also, there were rails all around the boat. There was no way someone would just slip over the side—even if the deck was icy. And if she saw me slip, why didn’t she get help? Someone must have made her tell that lie.

      I was too tired to be properly terrified of that realization, like I should have been.

      “What happened, Maddy?” Dean asked.

      His eyes were full of concern as he gazed into mine. I was so exhausted I didn’t have the energy to tell him. I just shook my head slowly. He nodded understandingly, and we went back to waiting in silence.
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      When we got back to the harbor, the rest of the students headed back to the school, but the captain kept Brett, Archer and I on the boat for observation. He tried to make Grayson and Dean leave along with the other students, but they both refused to go and eventually the captain backed down.

      When the situation calmed down a bit, Grayson started laying into the captain. He told him that if the crew were doing their fucking jobs, they would have seen me slip over the side. If they were doing their jobs, then Archer and Brett wouldn’t have had to jump in and risk their lives saving me. The captain protested, but Grayson was seething. Grayson told him he saw most of the crew—including the captain—joking around and smoking cigarettes on the opposite side of the boat when it happened.

      “I will destroy your career,” Grayson threatened.

      “You couldn’t do anything to me,” the captain said. He seemed calm on the outside, but I saw he noticeably gulped. “Get the hell off my ship.”

      Grayson stared him down for a moment, before finally saying, “Gladly.”

      He left, and I could tell the captain and the rest of the crew were rattled.

      Brett and Archer recovered much faster than me, so by the afternoon they were told they could head back to their rooms. The two of them seemed hesitant to leave, but Dean told them it was better for me if they went. I needed to rest, and the less stress, the better.

      They reluctantly left the boat, and it was just Dean and I and the one crew member who had been tasked with keeping an eye on me. Most of the teachers had gone with the students back to the school. One teacher had stayed behind to watch us, but when the Kings left, she left too.

      In the evening, the other crew members came back with fans. They gave me hot chocolate and wrapped the rest of my body in even more blankets before turning on the fans to dry out my cast. I shivered violently until it was over.

      They then told me I wasn’t in danger anymore and could leave. The captain said he’d dealt with many hypothermia cases over his career, and I should be fine, but he’d never seen anyone fall over that type of railing before.

      “Next time, you need to be more careful. You shouldn’t have been walking alone outside on the deck,” he told me.

      I bristled. I didn’t slip; I was pushed. And even if I did slip, he should have had his decks salted better, so they weren’t slippery—or told people not to go outside if it was dangerous. I realized suddenly what he was trying to do. He didn’t want to get in trouble and was deflecting the blame to me.

      If he and his crew had been doing their jobs properly, they would have seen me fall over the side and could have gotten me out of the water quickly, like Grayson said. Instead, they were going to keep driving away, leaving me to die in the middle of the ocean. The only reason I was still alive was because of the Kings.

      He was rattled by Grayson’s threat and was trying to act like the whole thing was my fault. He wanted me to take the blame so he could save himself. I wasn’t going to help him though. I just turned away from him, and Dean and I headed off the boat.

      I was still wrapped in a survival blanket, and Dean gave me his coat to wear on the short walk to the car while he carried my wet clothes in a plastic bag. I had to wear my cold, wet shoes again, and they felt awful on my feet. They felt like they were sucking out the tiny bit of heat I’d been able to get back into my body.

      The familiar SUV drove us back to the school building, and Dean helped me rush inside and to my room. I was still freezing cold and couldn’t stop shivering. I felt a lot better than before, but still not great. My brain wasn’t as foggy, but I felt like I had a hangover.

      We made it back to my room, and Dean disappeared into the bathroom without a word. I threw off my wet shoes while wondering what he was doing in there, but I didn’t have to wait long to find out. The sound of running water slashing into the bathtub reached my ears.

      He came out a few moments later, wiping his hands on his pants.

      “I’m running a hot bath for you to help you warm up. It should be ready in a few minutes.”

      “Thanks.” I smiled.

      His gesture was nice—and unexpected.

      “I’m going to get you something warm to drink,” he said.

      “You don’t have to do that.”

      He’d already been so nice to me after I’d come out of the water. He hadn’t left my side the entire time, and from what little I remembered, he’d done whatever he could to make me comfortable. He had wrapped my blankets tighter when they came loose. He’d changed out the coat under my head for a much more comfortable lifejacket he had found around the boat. And he’d given me his coat.

      “Do you want more hot chocolate? Or do you like tea?” he asked, almost out the door.

      “Tea!” I called.

      On the boat they’d made me drink a couple of cups of hot chocolate, and I knew I wouldn’t be able to stomach any more for a while.

      He left, and I was alone. I could hear the water rushing in the bathroom and couldn’t wait to get into it. I sat down in one of the chairs, not even bothering to change into real clothes yet—I was just going to have to change out of them again, anyway. The material of the blanket made my skin feel like it was suffocating, but I didn’t want to take it off. I was still wearing Dean’s jacket and caught a brief whiff of his smell whenever I moved. He smelled so incredibly good, like a warm, spicy forest. I loved to just breathe it in. I closed my eyes.

      A short time later, he came back into the room carrying two mugs from the dining hall.

      “What time is it? How did you get those?” I asked.

      “I got you chamomile tea. Hope you like that. I figured you probably don’t need any help falling asleep tonight—I’m sure you’re exhausted—but I thought it couldn’t hurt.”

      He handed me one, and I wrapped my hands around the warm mug.

      “Yeah, I’m a chamomile tea fan. Thanks for this.” I took a sip, and the warmth ran down my throat.

      He headed into the bathroom and shut off the water.

      “Bath is ready whenever you are,” he called out.

      I stood up stiffly and walked into the bathroom. I didn’t own too many luxury items, but I did have a bottle of bubble bath from the dollar store sitting next to the faucet. He’d noticed it, and the bath was overflowing with popping bubbles, and the air had the faintly chemical smell of cheap lavender.

      “Thank you so much. This looks amazing,” I said, almost in awe.

      I moved towards the tub when I suddenly realized I would have trouble getting in there while keeping my cast out of the water.

      As if he could read my mind, he asked, “Do you need help?”

      I turned to look at him, and he added quickly, “I won’t look. I promise. I’ll be a complete gentleman.”

      I smiled at that. The truth was that I didn’t mind if he looked. I didn’t feel super sexy after just recovering from hypothermia, but the thought of him looking at me like that was exciting.

      “Yes, please.”

      He took his coat off my shoulders and threw it over the sink. He then helped me unwrap the survival blanket from my naked body. He held it up to give me a bit of privacy as I stepped over to the tub. He reached his hand out, and I grabbed it.

      I looked over at his face and true to his word he was trying his best not to look at me—but his face was noticeably strained, and my heart couldn’t help but beat a little faster.

      I stepped into the bath with the leg that wasn’t covered in a cast. He dropped the blanket away and held his other hand out to me. While trying to keep his eyes averted towards the ceiling, he helped lower me into the water.

      He got just the briefest glimpse of my body before it was completely submerged and covered by bubbles. His nostrils flared, and his jaw tightened at the sight.

      I leaned back against the tub and sighed in relief as the water started to warm me up. I was submerged up to my neck. Only my face and the leg in the cast were out of the water, perched on the rim of the tub. The thick bubbles covered everything so Dean could only see a little bit of my thigh before my cast started, but he still said, “I should go and give you some privacy.”

      Something about the way he said it made me think he didn’t really want to go.

      As he was walking out the door, I said, “Someone pushed me.”

      He stopped and turned back to face me.

      “Seriously?” he asked.

      I nodded.

      “You saw how high those railings were. I wouldn’t have just slipped and fallen overboard—I’m not that tall. Someone pushed me, but I didn’t see who it was. They came from behind and ran away by the time I could look back.”

      “Fuck,” he mumbled and shook his head in disbelief. “I thought something was fishy about what that girl was saying. She said she saw you slip and fall over the side, but I took a look at those railings and that would have been almost impossible. Also, if she saw you slip then why didn’t she get help immediately? She said everything happened so fast she wasn’t sure what she saw at the time and only realized it after—but that sounds like a lot of bullshit to me. Do you think she was the one who pushed you?”

      “Could have been, but I’m not sure. I didn’t recognize her voice. Do you know who she is?”

      “I’ve seen her around. She’s in my English class, but I’ve never spoken to her before. What do you think she could have against you?”

      “I think someone made her say it,” I said quietly. “Someone made her lie.”

      Dean’s brow darkened. His amber eyes were full of concern—and anger.

      “The Kings?” he asked.

      I shrugged. “Maybe—but they were the ones who save me after all…”

      He growled in frustration and picked up the wooden chair that sat in the corner of the washroom. He brought it next to the tub and sat down so he could look me in the eyes easier without me having to crane my neck upwards.

      “Maddy, listen…” he started. He was wringing his hands together, and it looked like a war was waging inside his head. “I feel like shit about what I said to you on the boat.”

      A lump formed in my throat. His words had hurt me deeply, and they were the reason I’d been out on the deck by myself right before I was pushed.

      “It’s ok,” I said quietly.

      Even if it had hurt my feelings, it was the truth. And I wanted him to be honest with me. I’d been lied to enough at Crestmoore.

      He sighed violently and rubbed his hands on his pants in an agitated way.

      “I didn’t mean it, and I’m sorry. I’m just getting so frustrated. You keep getting hurt, and I feel powerless to stop it—and it makes me feel useless. I thought this mission would be easier than it’s been so far, but you’re right, this whole thing is a lot more complicated than I ever imagined. I’m frustrated with myself and my own lack of progress, and I took it out on you. That wasn’t fair of me.”

      He looked into my eyes as he told me sincerely, “I’m sorry.”

      I mouthed back, “That’s ok.” Because I could barely speak around the lump in my throat.

      We sat in silence for a moment. The only sound in the room was the popping bubbles.

      “About last year…” I finally started.

      I wanted us to be honest with each other, even if it wasn’t pleasant. There was something unspoken hanging in the air, creating distance between the two of us when we were together. I wanted all the cards on the table so we could hopefully have a fresh start.

      So I told him everything that had happened last year between the Kings and I.

      I didn’t gloss over anything. I told him about the make out sessions. I told him about how they pretended to be my friends again, and how I’d stupidly thought they were telling the truth. I even told him about the one night the four of us spent together, when I’d just laid in their arms and we’d kissed and talked all night.

      I could tell he didn’t like hearing it—I thought his jaw was going to pop out of its socket because he was flexing it so much, but I kept going. I needed him to hear it.

      “… and that’s everything,” I finally finished. “Everything up until today, when they jumped in and saved me. I don’t know why they did that.”

      “Me either—considering they were probably the ones that pushed you.”

      “How long was I in the water for?” I asked.

      “Not long. Between the time you left me and the time they carried you back into the cabin, couldn’t have been more than fifteen minutes.”

      “It felt like so much longer. It felt like I was in that water for hours.” I shook my head to stop thinking about it.

      I almost died today. That wasn’t something I wanted to dwell on at this moment.

      “I’m sorry. I should have been there.” I could tell he was berating himself internally.

      “It wasn’t your fault.”

      I reached out a hand to comfort him and happened to displace some of the bubbles covering me. He got a quick glimpse of my chest, and his eyes darkened with lust.

      I placed a warm, wet hand on his knee. We stared into each other’s eyes. The tension in the room was getting thick.

      “This is getting dangerous. You should go,” he said quietly. “Leave Crestmoore.”

      “Do you really want me to go?” I asked, and we both knew what I meant.

      “No,” he said firmly, and bent down and kissed me.
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      He kissed me with all the passion that had been building between the two of us for the past six months. Ever since the first time I saw him in the hallway of his dad’s townhouse in Queens, I wanted this. I wanted to feel his lips against mine. I wanted his large, powerful hands roaming my body.

      He was so in control in real life—he was a detective’s son after all—so put together, but when he kissed me he was wild and passionate.

      I reached out and cupped his firm jaw in my hand. His dark stubble scratched against my palm, and I pulled his face closer.

      He slid his arms around my bare back, into the bubbly water, and pulled me against his chest. He didn’t care that all his clothes were getting soaked. He was too busy kissing me with his demanding mouth to notice.

      He licked my bottom lip, and I opened my mouth with a moan. He took the invitation and claimed me with his tongue. I wrapped my wet arms around his neck and pulled him closer.

      I’d been waiting for this for so long, and now that I finally had it, it was better than I ever could have imagined. I was so turned on I was seeing stars. His hands slipped across my wet, slippery flesh and grabbed at my body possessively.

      He slipped one hand up into my hair and wove his fingers into the strands. He tugged slightly and used his grip to maneuver my head where he wanted it. It didn’t hurt because he expertly grabbed a lot of it in his big hand and held it close to the roots. It was insanely sexy the way he was taking me over.

      He surged so that he was hovering over me. I clung to his neck for dear life as our tongues battled, and our lips crashed together. I then felt his other hand slowly slide up my thigh. I didn’t think it was possible, but my breathing got even quicker, and my heart started hammering in my chest as his hand went higher and higher.

      What he was doing to my body was a perfect representation of him. He was kissing me wildly and had one hand tangled in my hair, while the other was moving slowly up my thigh, with complete control and restraint. It was like he was two people trapped in one body.

      All I could concentrate on was how his body felt against mine. He was teasing me. I wanted his hand to hurry up, but I was powerless to make him go any faster. He controlled me and wouldn’t let me rush him.

      I moaned into his mouth, and he growled quietly in his throat. He smelled intoxicating, like cedar and sage.

      My hands slipped down to his biceps and squeezed the bulging muscles there. His lips left my mouth to tease my ear—right at the moment his hand finally reached my core.

      Bolts of electricity shot through my body as his skilled fingers caressed my sensitive flesh.

      I felt like I’d been waiting years for it. I let myself give into the sensations and closed my eyes as he rubbed me beneath the water and kissed the back of my ear. It felt incredible. I opened my legs wider, inviting him inside—just then, there was a loud knock on the door.

      I jumped a mile high. I was so lost in what he was doing to me I completely forgot where I was for a moment. His hand slipped out from between my thighs, and he mumbled a curse into my skin before standing up.

      I felt cold without his touch—and it had nothing to do with my recent hypothermia. I wanted to reach back out to him, grab him and pull him back against me. But there was another loud knock at the door, and Dean strode off to answer it. His face—and the bulge in his pants that he quickly covered with his blazer—clearly said he was annoyed at being interrupted.

      I leaned back against the tub again, closing my eyes and taking in deep breaths to calm myself down. My skin still burned where he’d run his hands along it. I could still feel his fingers in my hair. His mouth against mine. I raised my fingers up to my lips and touched them softly.

      Soon the sounds of an argument reached my ears, and my eyes shot open. The door to the washroom was open, but the wall was blocking my view of the front door. The voices were muffled but I could clearly hear it was two males arguing.

      I slipped out of the tub, with a bit of difficulty and not very gracefully—because of the recent hypothermia, but also because of the cast and the fact I was so turned on I could barely feel my body. I took the robe the school provided off its hook, slipped it on and headed out into the main room.

      Archer was standing in the doorway. He and Dean were engaged in a serious argument, but as I walked over Archer saw me and stopped. His eyes swept over my robe-covered body and narrowed in on my bare legs—well, 1.5 legs because of the cast. His eyes darkened in desire. And I would be lying if I said it didn’t affect me.

      I took a good look at him. His face looked rough but still as incredibly handsome as ever. How was he able to do that? He was pale, and his cheeks looked hollow and a bit gray, but he still looked like he could be a model. Any girl would feel lucky to get just one glance from those stormy eyes.

      “Maddy, how are you?” Archer asked sincerely.

      “She’s fine,” Dean cut in abruptly.

      “I was talking to Maddy.” Archer emphasized my name angrily.

      “I’m ok,” I answered.

      The two guys went back to glaring at each other furiously, sizing the other one up. They looked like they wanted to rip each other’s heads off. They were about the same height and build. If they got into a fight, it was anyone’s guess who would win—except Dean had the advantage at the moment because he hadn’t been in freezing cold water. He hadn’t gotten hypothermia like Archer had when he tried to save me…

      “You can’t trust him,” Archer finally said to me without looking away from Dean.

      “Oh yeah? Like she can trust you?” Dean spat back.

      Archer’s eyes darkened in fury.

      “Who saved her from freezing to death? Was it you? Or were you too busy hanging out inside the nice warm cabin while she was outside dying?” Archer asked sarcastically.

      I opened my mouth to interject but then stopped. I didn’t know what to say.

      “Guys like you only care about one thing and that’s themselves. You didn’t save her because you’re some fucking hero. Did you realize you went too far and could be charged with murder? Is that why you jumped into save her? After you pushed her, that is,” Dean growled and stepped closer to Archer menacingly.

      Archer’s face twisted in disbelief and indignation. “Are you fucking serious? You think we did that?”

      He stepped closer to Dean, and the two of them started arguing in earnest.

      “Maddy, it’s convenient this guy never leaves your side but the second he does something bad happens to you,” Archer said to me over Dean’s shoulder. “Mighty suspicious if you ask me.”

      “What the hell are you accusing me of, King?”

      “You know exactly what I’m saying, Smith.”

      It looked like at any moment they would come to blows.

      “Stop it!” I finally yelled.

      I couldn’t stand the fighting anymore. My mind was all jumbled up and a mess from everything that had happened that day. I was suddenly so exhausted it took all my strength to stay on my feet.

      “Get out,” I said wearily.

      Dean looked at Archer with a smug smile.

      “Both of you,” I added.

      Dean turned to me with a confused expression—and it was Archer’s turn to look smug.

      “Maddy?” Dean started, but I cut him off.

      “—I just need to be alone for a bit. I’m so tired and this is all too much. Please. I’ll talk to you later.”

      He pressed his mouth into a straight, tense line, but said, “Ok. Whatever you need.”

      “Thanks,” I whispered.

      He went into the bathroom to get his coat off the sink. Archer was still standing in the doorway, but as soon as Dean left Archer leaned against the doorframe for support. He’d been trying to keep it together and look strong in front of Dean, but I could see he was still suffering from the effects of the cold water.

      “Maddy—” Archer started.

      “Go,” I said, leaving no room for argument.

      He looked at me for a moment, his eyes filled with an emotion I couldn’t interpret. He finally nodded and then turned and started down the stairs.

      Dean came back into the room.

      “Are you sure, Maddy?” he asked one last time.

      “Yes, please.”

      Reluctantly, he turned and walked out the door after Archer. I shut and locked it behind him. They would probably run into each other on the stairs, but I was beyond exhausted and too tired to worry about if they would kill each other or not. I went to my bed, crawled under the covers and slept like I was dead.
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      The next day, I was walking down the hallways alone. I didn’t get Dean because I needed some time by myself to think. And the halls were crowded with students, so there was no way someone was going to attack me again. I felt safe… until Grayson came up to me.

      I groaned. I didn’t want to deal with him at the moment.

      He had his patented smirk on his lips. His dark brown hair was messy today and hung over one eye. He’d been sporting a new design shaved into his undercut since the beginning of the year. I liked it more than last year’s pattern. This one was made up of subtle geometric shapes.

      He brushed his hair back from his face with a tattooed hand. His nose ring caught the light. He took me in with his eyes, up-and-down, and his cheeks hollowed out as he sucked them in appreciatively. His sharp cheekbones looked even more dangerous when he did that.

      He was the one who stopped me, so I wasn’t going to be the first to speak. I waited impatiently until he was done checking me out, an annoyed look on my face that he seemed to relish when he finally looked at it.

      “How are you doing?” he asked.

      “Fine,” I answered curtly.

      Grayson pushed my buttons like no one else—and seemed to get off on it.

      “You shouldn’t be walking the halls alone.”

      “I’m safer alone than with any of you,” I shot back.

      “Were you with any of us when you got pushed off the boat yesterday?” he asked snarkily.

      “No, but…” I was at a loss of what to say.

      He was right. The only reason I was still alive was because the three of them had saved me. Why would they push me off the boat just to risk their own lives? Dean had said they’d gotten cold feet at the last-minute when they realized they could actually be charged with murder, but that didn’t seem plausible to me—wait a minute.

      “How did you know I was pushed?” I asked suspiciously. “That girl said she saw me slip and fall over the edge.”

      He shook his head slightly, as his dark eyes stared into mine. I found it so hard to tell if he was lying. I used to live in a rough part of town where my survival had relied on my ability to read people. It was a skill I thought I’d mastered and was proud of, but the Kings were something else. I couldn’t read them properly, and I hated it. They had tricked me last year, and I’d been too dumb to realize it.

      “It’s pretty fucking obvious you didn’t slip. Those railings were too high, and even if they weren’t, the deck wasn’t icy enough for that to happen.”

      “Who did it then?” I asked.

      “We don’t know,” he answered.

      I couldn’t read him. I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not, and it was frustrating as hell.

      “Was it you?” I asked point-blank.

      I watched his usually mischievous eyes grow noticeably darker in anger.

      “I would never do that to you,” he whispered darkly.

      “Oh yeah? Because last year you treated me so nicely? You tormented me. You then made me think you cared about me again. You tricked me into thinking there was a chance for us to be close. You made me miss you all and then threw it in my face—and you did all of that just to stab me in the back again. You almost ruined my life.”

      “We did what we had to do.”

      “Bullshit!” I threw my hands up in exasperation. “I don’t know what your game is this time, but there’s no way I’m falling for it. Maybe you pushed me off the boat, maybe you didn’t. Maybe you got cold feet. Maybe someone saw what really happened, and that’s why you saved me. Maybe you didn’t do it and you’re covering for someone else. Maybe you’re just playing mind games with me so I won’t suspect it’s you. Whatever it is, I don’t trust you. And I never will ever again. Get away from me.”

      I stormed passed him and started walking down the hall as fast as my cast would let me.

      “Maybe we aren’t the ones you should be suspicious of, Sunny,” Grayson called out after me.

      I spun around. Grayson and I were the only people standing still in a hallway of students rushing to class.

      “Look closer at your boyfriend,” he added, and I knew he meant Dean.

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I answered. But I didn’t know why I felt the need to correct him. It was none of his business, and I didn’t care what Grayson thought about anything. Still, I had.

      Grayson gave me a look. He put his hands in his pockets and started walking away.

      “If you know something you should tell me!” I called out after him.

      “We don’t know anything… yet.” And with those final words, he strolled away in the cocky, self-assured—infuriating—way he always did.

      Just then, Dean ran up to me.

      “I was looking everywhere for you,” he said, slightly breathless.

      “Was he bothering you?” he asked when he saw me staring at Grayson’s back as it disappeared down the hall.

      “No, he wasn’t.” I turned to look at Dean’s handsome face.

      “Why didn’t you wait for me? I would have walked with you,” he asked.

      “Sorry, I guess I just needed a minute to breathe.”

      I stared up at him. I took in his warm amber eyes and thick, brown hair. His square jaw—that I had held in my hands last night. It felt so solid in my palms. Could I really trust him?

      “Yesterday was a lot,” I said.

      Dean sighed understandingly. “Yeah, it was. I get it. Are you ok?”

      It felt like lately everyone was always asking me that, and I was starting to not like it. It made me feel weak, and I didn’t like to think of myself as weak.

      I nodded.

      “Let’s get to class,” Dean said and put his large hand gently in the small of my back.

      Normally his touch would electrify me, but instead I was starting to wonder how much did I really know about Dean Smith?—Stop it, I told myself.

      I hadn’t been suspicious of Dean at all until Grayson had planted that seed in my mind. That’s what the Kings did. They played twisted games. They ruined lives for fun. For no other reason than their own sick joy.

      The whole situation was frustrating as hell. I hated being in the dark. I hated not knowing who I could trust. Not knowing who was telling the truth.

      I looked up at Dean. He smiled down at me, and it warmed my insides and my suspicions disappeared. He’d never given me a reason to suspect his motives. We were here together, to get dirt on the Kings and bring them down—of course the Kings would try to turn us against each other. They were just trying to make us suspicious, to tear us apart. I knew I could trust Dean.

      … Right?
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      The next couple of weeks were relatively quiet. Dean accompanied me everywhere, so I was never alone again. I also noticed Brett hanging around more and more. I kept seeing him standing off to the side wherever I went. He was keeping an eye on me. Haunting me like a silent shadow. But despite him helping to save me from dying, his constant presence didn’t make me feel any safer. The other two Kings were leaving me alone for the most part, and I was grateful for small mercies.

      One day, Dean and I walked into our chemistry class to see lab stations set up. This was the part of class I dreaded last year after I’d lost all my friends. I’d practically had to beg our teacher, Mrs. Melon, to work on labs by myself so I wouldn’t have to be in a group that didn’t want me. She’d reluctantly agreed but said the labs were meant for four people and it was a lot of work for one person—and she was right, but working four times as hard was still a more desirable option to me than being in a group of people who didn’t like me.

      Luckily, this year I had Dean, an automatic lab partner. I wasn’t going to have to stay late to complete three other people’s portions of the project. I wasn’t as much of a social outcast when he was around because at least I had one person who wasn’t afraid to be seen with me. For the millionth time since I came back to Crestmoore, I was happy Dean was here.

      After about ten minutes of instruction on how the lab was to be conducted, Mrs. Melon said, “All right, it’s time to group up. Four people per station and remember you will be handing in one assignment. It’s up to you to make sure you all divide up the work fairly because all four will be receiving the same grade. It’s not my job to know who did what, it’s your job to work as a team. Any questions?… No? Ok, go ahead.”

      My first chemistry class after the boat ride had been awkward. It’s weird seeing your teacher again after she’s seen you completely naked. After she’s had to wrap your naked body in a blanket. But Mrs. Melon was nice about it. When I walked into class that first day after, I could barely meet her eyes, but she’d called me up to her desk.

      She had asked how I was feeling and said she was glad to hear it when I told her I was doing a lot better. Then she told me to take a seat, and we’d gone back to normal as if it had never happened—which was exactly what I wanted. I wanted to pretend it had never happened, and she had never seen my breasts.

      “Hey, Ces, do you guys want to be in a group together?”

      I looked over in surprise to see Dean turned to Cecily and Ava. Ces? He was already using her nickname? I didn’t know they were so close.

      “Uh,” Cecily hesitated and turned to Ava.

      They both looked back at me nervously, and I could tell I was the reason they were hesitating. The scholarship students had expelled me from their group for their own safety, and Cecily and Ava were scared to be associated with me for even something as small as a group lab project.

      “It’s ok, Dean. I can ask the teacher if we can be in a group with just two people. It’s fine,” I said and stood up to go ask.

      “No, it’s ok. We’ll do it,” Ava answered quickly.

      I stopped mid-stride. I was surprised by her answer. I thought the two of them would be too scared to ever have anything to do with me again. As much as I wanted to hang out with them, I didn’t want to put them in an awkward position where they felt forced to be in a group with me just because they were friends with Dean and we were kind of a package deal at the moment.

      I opened my mouth, about to turn them down, when Dean said, “Great! Let’s do this.”

      He stood up and walked over to an empty lab station. The three of us followed after him uncomfortably. This whole thing was awkward as hell, but if Dean felt any of that awkwardness he didn’t let on.

      We all put on our safety goggles and aprons and then started the assignment. Cecily read out the instructions while the rest of us carried out the steps. The lab wasn’t too complicated, and we quickly got into a good rhythm.

      Dean started joking around with Cecily. I could tell she was still a bit on edge about the whole thing but quickly warmed up and started joking back. Dean got Ava and I to join in, and pretty soon the four of us were laughing and having a great time.

      It felt so much like old times that it made me remember how much I missed Ava and Cecily. We hadn’t been friends for very long last year before my “friendships” with the Royalty had torn us apart, but I had felt a genuine connection, and I was sad we’d lost it.

      The end of class came all too soon. Realization that it was over hit us all at once, and we packed up our station in silence.

      After we grabbed our bags and were walking out of the classroom, both Cecily and Ava gave me sad smiles that said more than words ever could. They missed me too.

      “See you for lunch?” Dean asked me.

      I nodded and smiled. He took off, and I headed to my math class. He didn’t really have to ask since we ate lunch everyday together.

      Nothing else had happened between the two of us, romantically, since we’d made out and he had slipped his fingers inside of me in my bathtub. And I didn’t really know why. We spent most of our time together so it seemed strange it hadn’t happened again, but it just never did. That night in my room had felt so right, so natural, but no time since had felt like that.

      I wanted it to happen again. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. His hand sneaking up my thigh. Him being so into what we were doing that he didn’t care his clothes were getting soaked. His strong jaw in my hands. His lips against my lips. His tongue caressing mine. It had all been incredibly hot, and I wanted it to happen again ASAP. But he didn’t seem to feel the same—or if he did, then he seemed like he was holding himself back for some reason.

      Maybe he could sense I was unsure about a lot of things. Almost dying had been pretty traumatic. And the Kings saving me was a twist I never would have expected. My life seemed very unsettled at the moment—but it had felt that way for the past six months.

      After math was over, I headed to Dean’s class to pick him up for lunch. It was on the way to the dining hall, so he usually waited right outside the classroom for me. I rounded the corner and heard a low, muffled voice coming from a nearby alcove. I was pretty sure it was him, so I wandered over.

      I looked in, and sure enough it was Dean. He had his hand over his mouth to block the sound and was speaking into a cell phone. He was whispering and whatever he was saying seemed intense because I could tell he was on edge.

      He noticed me, and his eyes went so wide it would have been comical if the situation wasn’t so serious.

      “Got to go,” he said into the receiver and hung up.

      “Who was that?” I asked.

      “No one,” he said quickly.

      My eyes narrowed in on him, and my heart dropped. What was he hiding?

      A second later he must have realized how suspicious he sounded. He took a deep breath before saying, “Sorry, you just startled me. It was my dad.”

      “Detective Smith.”

      “Yeah. He wanted an update and couldn’t wait until I was back in my dorm.”

      “Oh, ok… I didn’t know you had a phone.”

      “Yeah, just so we can keep in contact with the police department back in New York.”

      I nodded. “You know you could have gotten into a lot of trouble if a staff member saw you with that.”

      “I know, and that’s why I was so jumpy when you came up. I usually wait until I’m back in my room before calling, but this time they couldn’t wait.”

      “You should have told me about the phone,” I said. “I thought we were in this together.”

      He looked down and shook his head like he couldn’t believe he hadn’t told me sooner. “I know. You’re right. I should have told you… I guess the reason I didn’t was because when we first came here I was still a bit suspicious of you, but that wasn’t right of me. We’re in this together.”

      “Right.”

      “I’m sorry,” he said sincerely.

      “That’s ok.”

      I quickly accepted his apology because I understood his reasoning. We hadn’t been on the greatest terms when we came to Crestmoore in January, so I understood why he hadn’t trusted me with this secret.

      Also, it wasn’t that big of a deal. It would have been nice to know we had a phone, but who was I going to call? My friends back home? After what happened last year with the Queens bugging my phone, there was no way I was going to feel comfortable using another one I hadn’t bought myself. Also, last year when I had a secret phone the main person I talked to on it was Dean. And now I had the real thing.

      “Don’t worry about it. All is forgiven. Let’s go get some lunch,” I said.

      He smiled in relief. “Sounds good to me.”

      “Unless you have anymore secret phone calls you need to make?” I raised my eyebrows.

      He laughed. “Nope. I’ll save the rest of those for when I’m back in my dorm. You can be a part of them too if you like. It’s basically just giving my dad an update on what’s been happening here.”

      “I’m all right. Your dad is nice and everything,” I said unconvincingly, “but I’m not in a big hurry to talk to him if I don’t have to—especially since we don’t have a lot of good news to share at the moment.”

      “Yeah, he’s definitely a bit gruff. The kind of guy who’s all business.”

      “Totally. Ok, should we go?” I asked and started to walk off towards the lunchroom.

      “Maddy,” Dean called, and I turned back around.

      “Yeah?”

      He suddenly looked so serious and earnest. There was clearly something he was wrestling with internally—something that was bothering him.

      “It’s important to me you trust me,” he said. His eyes looked so sincere.

      I was taken aback and said honestly, “I do.”

      He nodded like he was thinking.

      “I should have told you about the phone. I screwed up.”

      “Dean, really, it’s ok. I get it. Just don’t keep anything else from me, ok?”

      “Ok.”

      “Can we eat now? I’m starving.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, let’s go.”

      And we walked together to the dining hall.
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      On my first day at Crestmoore, Headmaster Mullgrave had told me that a passing grade at the school was 70%, and if you fell below that you were immediately assigned a tutor and given detention until you brought it back up. I wasn’t surprised to learn that the least academically inclined King, Grayson, was failing most of his classes and needed a tutor. However, I was surprised to learn that that tutor was me.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said to the headmaster as we stood in an empty classroom.

      He had walked in right before the end of class and told me he needed to speak with me. The other students had snickered loudly because they thought I was in trouble, but one withering look from the headmaster and they’d all quieted down and hurried out of the room. The teacher had followed shortly after until it was just me and the headmaster left.

      I was terrified of what he was going to say. The last time he’d come into my class, he’d been looking for the person who stole his watch. I’d gotten rid of it, but someone had snuck it back into my bag and he’d caught me with it. Luckily, I’d been able to avoid getting expelled for that prank, but I didn’t know if I’d be so lucky a second time.

      “You have been assigned to tutor Mr. Moore. This is not optional and not up for discussion. You’ll do well to watch your tone,” he admonished.

      “Sorry,” I said sheepishly. “I was just caught off guard, that’s all.”

      “You’ll report to detention after school today. The teacher will assign you a room where you and Mr. Moore can work together.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      He started to walk out of the room but then stopped. “Ms. Baker, you are a very talented student.”

      “Thank you,” I said in surprise.

      “We’ve been having difficulties getting through to Mr. Moore. He’s had many tutors during his time here at Crestmoore, and none of them have been able to inspire him to take his studies seriously. You are very talented, and we are expecting a lot from you.”

      “Oh, ok.” No pressure, I thought sarcastically.

      “I am making it your responsibility to raise his grades up to passing. If you don’t, then it’ll reflect negatively on you.”

      “That’s not really fair, is it?” I asked.

      He looked me directly in the eyes. “You may have noticed not everything around here is fair. The world isn’t fair. Some people have advantages that others don’t, that’s just how it is. This school aims to prepare students to face real life after they leave here. I’m letting you know what my expectations are of you, Ms. Baker—fair or not. And that’s more than you’ll get from most people. Understand?”

      “Yes,” I said quickly.

      “Good.” And with that, he walked out of the room.

      I was left standing alone in the empty classroom, a bit shaken by what had just happened. I didn’t want to be Grayson’s tutor. Besides the fact that we hated each other, I knew he was going to be an awful student to tutor. He wasn’t interested in studying, and the only reason he was at a place with such high academic standards as Crestmoore was because his family donated a ton of money every year to the school so they wouldn’t kick him out. If it had been anyone else, he would have been gone a long time ago—I guess that was what Headmaster Mullgrave had meant when he said things weren’t fair at this school.

      We all knew things weren’t fair—the scholarship students more than anyone—but to have the person who was in charge of the entire school admit it, it just made me feel uneasy. If he knew things weren’t fair and was unwilling to do anything about it, then we were truly on our own.

      Even though I would have never in a million years taken the job, it was now my responsibility to get Grayson to care enough about school to pass his courses—something no one had been able to do in four years. I was screwed.

      I walked out of the class dejectedly. This school just kept stacking the odds against me, and I was powerless to stop it.
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        * * *

      

      I walked towards detention, dragging my feet the entire way. I felt like a black cloud had been hanging over my head ever since my conversation with the headmaster earlier that day. I was dreading this. I was dreading seeing Grayson’s smug face the second I walked into detention.

      I turned the corner and reluctantly walked into the room. Grayson wasn’t there. The only people in the room were the teacher and one student off in the corner who looked like a freshman.

      Are you kidding me? I was being forced to tutor him—to help him—and he couldn’t even be bothered to show up on time?

      “Hi, do you know where Grayson Moore is?” I asked the teacher.

      He looked up disinterestedly from the magazine he was reading.

      “Are you the new tutor? Or are you one of his paramours?”

      I must have made a face because he just nodded and told me to sit down.

      “Mr. Moore will be here shortly,” he said as he turned back to his magazine.

      I took a seat in the front row and looked over at the clock. I wasn’t even in trouble. Actually, I was doing really well, and somehow Grayson had still managed to get me back into detention.

      I watched the clock like I could will Grayson to come sooner just by staring at it. After five minutes, I sighed in annoyance and took out my own homework. I didn’t want to let him waste any more of my time, so might as well get some studying done.

      He finally strolled into the room twenty minutes later. The teacher looked up and greeted him.

      “Mr. Moore, this is your new tutor, Ms. Baker.”

      “I already know her. Intimately.” Grayson smiled smugly and licked his lips.

      Heat rushed to my face. I hated how easily he got to me. I slammed my biology textbook closed angrily and stood up.

      “Where are we studying? I want to get this over with as quickly as possible,” I said.

      Grayson and I glared at each other. I could tell the teacher was wondering what the hell was going on. He didn’t really care though because he just shrugged and told us a room number.

      “After you,” Grayson said and held his arm out like he was some kind of gentleman—when I knew that was the furthest thing from the truth.

      I grabbed my stuff and stormed out of the room. He had a way of getting under my skin and pissing me off like no one else could.

      I walked down the hall to the room we’d been assigned, not even bothering to look back to see if Grayson was following me. I stomped in angrily and put my bag down on the table. It was a study room, smaller and more intimate than the sizeable detention room we’d just been in. There was dark wood on the walls, and the window overlooked the forest and the ocean. There was a large, round table in the center with leather chairs surrounding it, and a fireplace in the corner which was unlit.

      “I thought I told them to start a fire,” Grayson said as he walked in.

      He sounded annoyed, and I just rolled my eyes. Only a King would demand that someone make a fire for them while they were supposed to be in detention.

      “Who cares,” I said, as I started to take out my books. “This isn’t supposed to be nice or enjoyable. We are here to get this over with as quickly as possible and leave. I don’t want a fire or anything else to make this something it’s not.”

      “And what is this?” Grayson asked.

      I spun around. “I am here to help you study. That is all. I didn’t have a choice—because if I did, then there’s no way in hell I’d ever be here. You don’t deserve my help. You don’t deserve to be at this school at all. You have so much privilege you didn’t earn, it was just given to you because of who your parents happened to be. Other students, like the ones here on scholarships, actually deserve it because they earned it. You have all the opportunities in the world, but you’re just wasting them. Hell, I’ll even admit it. I think you’re one of the smartest people I know, but you’re wasting it because you can’t be bothered to try. You are lazy and coasting through life on your good looks and your family’s money and power—and that’s not fair. But like the headmaster told me earlier, life isn’t fair. That’s why I’m here, standing in this room with you right now, because life isn’t fair.”

      I finished my rant and took a deep breath. I hadn’t meant to say all of that to him, but the words just kept tumbling out, and I couldn’t stop them. I found the startled look on his face satisfying but was worried about the repercussions. He could get so pissed off that he just walked out the door, and I’d be screwed. If he didn’t raise his grades, then it would reflect negatively on me, like the headmaster said.

      After a couple of seconds, he didn’t seem to be going anywhere, so I asked, “Should we start?”

      “Guess I’ll have to cancel the wine and chocolates I had coming,” he said sarcastically.

      We took a seat, and I noticed he sat uncomfortably close to me. I scooted over, and I saw him roll his eyes.

      “So what courses are you failing?” I asked.

      “All of them.”

      “Of course.”

      I finished pulling the rest of my books out of my backpack and placed them on the table.

      “Which course are you failing the worst?” I asked.

      “I have no clue what any of my marks are, Lips.”

      My mouth pressed together in a hard line. The nickname irritated me, but I didn’t want to let him provoke me.

      “Ok, well, which one do you want to start with?”

      “You’re the tutor. I’m just the undisciplined, lazy, privileged asshole who doesn’t deserve to be here—though I am incredibly intelligent, apparently.” He raised his eyebrows, and I rolled my eyes.

      “I regret saying that,” I said.

      “Which part? The part about me not deserving to be here?” he asked with a smirk.

      “No, I meant that one hundred percent.”

      I realized he wasn’t going to make this easy for me. Did I ever really think he would?

      “Fine. We are going to study history first because we have a test coming up. Take out your textbook.”

      “Textbook?” he asked, pretending to be confused.

      I groaned in exasperation. “Why do you always have to be such a pain in the ass?”

      He looked at me wide-eyed and shrugged, pretending to be innocent. It just made me even angrier.

      “Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “We can both use mine.”

      He took the opportunity to scoot closer, and I had to suppress another eye roll.

      I started going over the material I knew would be on the test. He kept relatively quiet and so I took that as a good sign he was paying attention.

      After about twenty minutes, he reached into his pocket and pulled out his phone.

      “Hey! What are you doing? Put that away.”

      “Whoa, yes, Miss Baker,” he said as he slipped it back into his pocket. “You’re a strict teacher.”

      “I run a tight ship,” I joked before changing the subject quickly. “Now pay attention. This part is important, and if you don’t understand it you are going to fail the entire test.”

      I was unnerved by how quickly I slipped back into the dynamic we had last year, when he’d been pretending to be my friend. The casual banter happened so naturally. I had to make sure to be more careful so it didn’t happen again.

      “I’ll be good, I promise. Don’t spank me.” He raised his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Focus,” I said sharply, but I could feel the heat rising to my face.

      He was getting under my skin.

      “You take control so naturally, it makes me wonder if you like to be in control at all times. Or would you give in… let me take the lead…”

      He brushed his fingers over my arm gently. I couldn’t suppress the shiver that ran through me, and he smiled cockily when he saw.

      “Stop it,” I said firmly and pushed his hand away.

      I looked him directly in the eyes and said as seriously as I could manage, “I don’t want you. And I don’t want to be here. I’m trying to help you, and you’re wasting my time. That’s not fair to me. I have my own work to do—a lot of it—and this is taking time away from that. Please take this seriously.”

      My words seemed to surprise him. He looked into my eyes, and I tried with all my might to look like I meant what I said. I wanted him to know I was serious and that I needed him to take this seriously too. I needed Grayson to pass. The headmaster told me this was my responsibility—but there was no way I was going to tell Grayson what the headmaster had said. He’d only hold it over my head and try to use it against me.

      Eventually, Grayson seemed to decide something and nodded.

      “Ok. I’m all yours, teacher. Educate me.”

      “Good.” I turned back to the textbook. “Where was I?”

      “You were talking about the role the United States played in World War II, and the event that finally motivated us to officially join the Allies in their fight against the Axis powers. That event was the attack on Pearl Harbor in 1941, which was a couple of years after the war began in 1939.”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said, a little perplexed.

      Did he already know all this stuff and was just toying with me? Or could it be that he was actually listening?

      “Ok, let’s cover the rest of this section,” I said and continued teaching.

      He was quiet for the rest of our time together, and I had the tiniest amount of hope he was actually paying attention and would actually pass his upcoming history test.

      He didn’t try anything else. There were no more innuendos, and I was grateful for that, but I could still feel the place where he caressed my arm. It felt like it was on fire for the rest of the lesson.
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      After our first lesson together, Grayson and I started meeting several times a week after school. He was behaving himself for the most part, but he couldn’t resist a couple innuendos here or there. I just tried to ignore them and continue with the lesson.

      We’d meet in the same study room and usually he would have them light a fire to keep us warm. The school was huge and couldn’t help but be drafty. I was happy about the fires but never told him. I didn’t want him to know I appreciated something he did—he would just find a way to use it against me. That was what the Kings did.

      Dean hated that I had to tutor Grayson. When I told him about it the day after our first lesson, he’d tried to make me quit immediately. I let him know that that was impossible. The headmaster had assigned me, and there was no way to get out of it.

      He had reluctantly backed down, but still insisted on walking me to each session. He and Grayson would spend a couple of minutes glaring at each other then Dean would finally leave.

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to stay, Maddy? I’m happy to wait for you,” Dean said after dropping me off one day at the study room.

      “No, I’ll be fine. Thanks, Dean,” I said.

      Dean and Grayson glared at each other.

      “Are you sure? It’s no problem.”

      “I’m sure,” I answered as I looked between the two guys.

      They looked like they wanted to rip one another’s heads off.

      They were so different in both looks and personality. They were basically each other’s opposites. The only thing they had in common was they were both super hot and dominant—just in different ways.

      “Thanks, Dean. I’ll see you later,” I said, trying to get him to leave.

      The tension between the two guys was palpable, and I was worried it was going to come to blows if they kept it up much longer. Dean reluctantly dragged his eyes away from Grayson and looked down at me. They immediately softened.

      “Ok, I’ll see you later. Stay safe.”

      “Will do.” I gave him a smile.

      With one last glare at Grayson, Dean turned and walked slowly down the hall.

      “Geez, can you tell your boyfriend to be a little less hostile when he drops you off? Every time he comes we have to have a fucking staring contest,” Grayson grumbled as he took a seat in one of the chairs.

      “A contest takes two people you know. It’s not just him. And he’s not my boyfriend.”

      I took a seat next to him and started pulling out my books. I could sense he was watching me, and I looked up.

      “What?” I asked in annoyance.

      “Nothing.” He looked away with a little smirk, and I rolled my eyes.

      I didn’t know what he was thinking—and I didn’t care.

      “This just reminds me of old times, you know? You and me, hanging out and working on schoolwork. It’s like last year,” he said almost wistfully.

      “Don’t remind me. That was one of the stupidest mistakes of my life,” I said without looking up.

      He didn’t say anything for a while, and we sat in silence as I flipped through the textbook to find the section we needed.

      “Those were some of the best times I’ve had at this school,” he said, and he almost sounded sincere.

      I scoffed. “Please, I know your game by now. You don’t have to pretend anymore. You’re not going to be able to fool me as easily as you did last year.”

      “I’m being honest,” he said, and when I looked into his eyes, if I didn’t know better I would have believed him.

      “I don’t know what game you’re playing, Grayson, but don’t,” I said sternly.

      We both turned back to the textbook, and I started the lesson.

      After about an hour of studying, Grayson said quietly, without looking up, “I’ve just been so lonely since my parents died. My grandparents are too busy with their own lives, traveling around the world and attending galas, to bother with me. I have the guys—and that helps a hell of a lot—but hanging out with you again felt like old times, when we were young.”

      “Grayson—” I started, but he quickly changed the subject.

      “So, how’s your art going? Made any new pieces lately? I’d love to see them.”

      “I haven’t had time lately,” I answered honestly.

      Ever since I’d come back to Crestmoore, I’d been insanely busy. The classes were hard, and I had to study for several hours every night, and most of the weekend, just to not fall behind. Also, a lot of my time was being taken up with Dean. We were constantly hanging out together—not that I was complaining. But I did miss doing art. It was my passion and when Grayson brought it up it, just made me remember how much I missed it.

      “You’ve been too busy with Tall-dark-and-useless?” he asked as if he could read my mind.

      “No. And that’s none of your business.”

      He shrugged and leaned back in his seat. His long and lean body wore his uniform like a second skin. He put his hands behind his head casually.

      “Could you please focus? I want to get out of here as quickly as possible,” I said.

      “To see him?” Grayson asked pointedly.

      “No—I mean, it’s none of your business,” I said sharply.

      “It used to be.”

      “Well, you screwed that up, didn’t you?”

      “I miss you, Sunny.”

      “Don’t you dare start with me,” I said sharply.

      He was trying to suck me back under his spell with sweet words and nicknames. Trying to make me forget what happened last year. He was trying to trick me and make me forget exactly who he was and what he was capable of. Well, not again.

      “Please, I know your game now, Grayson. You don’t have to pretend you like me anymore. You don’t have to pretend you want to be my friend. After what the three of you did to me last year, I’ll never trust you again. I’m never letting you back in.”

      “Did you think it was an accident you were assigned to tutor me?” he asked with raised eyebrows. His hands were still woven together behind his head. “I requested you.”

      “I had my suspicions.”

      Even before Dean told me he was sure Grayson had done this just to spend time alone with me, I knew this probably wasn’t an accident.

      He suddenly leaned forward so that our faces were inches apart. My neck snapped backwards in surprise, putting distance between the two of us.

      He looked at me so intensely it felt hard to breathe.

      “We would let you in but we know we can’t trust you,” he said.

      “Let me in where?” I asked in a whisper.

      “We are not the enemy, Maddy.”
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      After my weird, semi-cryptic interaction with Grayson, our tutoring sessions had gotten a hell of a lot more intense. I was grateful I finally had a day off, and I was grateful to be spending it with Dean.

      We were going to a football game together. The Crestmoore Falcons were playing a rival school from Boston, which made me think of Cecily because that was her hometown. I figured her and the other scholarship students would be going too, as a group. It would have been nice to sit with them, but I was happy to be with Dean.

      I kept looking in my mirror to make sure my makeup still looked good. I usually didn’t wear a lot on a day-to-day basis. I was normally a lip balm and tinted moisturizer kind of girl because proper makeup took too much time and I was usually rushing out the door at the last minute. But I did enjoy it when I actually had the time to do it properly, like today.

      I’d spent extra time getting ready because today felt special. Dean and I hung out every day together, but for some reason this felt different. We were going somewhere new, and it felt more like a date and less like we were just hanging out and eating lunch. I didn’t know if he felt the same way, but I really hoped he did.

      After our make-out session almost three weeks ago, nothing else had happened—and I was getting desperate. I wanted to reenact our time together in my bathroom, before we had gotten interrupted. His strong lips on mine. His large hand dipping down into the bubbles and running up my thigh…

      I shook my head. I had to stop thinking about it. I was getting too worked up.

      There came a knock at the door, and my heart started beating quicker. I rushed over as fast as I could on my cast to answer it—which wasn’t very fast. I still had my cast on, but it was coming off soon. I was so excited to finally be able to walk properly again and be able to take a shower without worrying about it getting wet. And also be able to scratch my leg without shoving a pencil down my cast.

      I opened the door, and there stood Dean. Tall, dark and sexy. The dark stubble on his chin made his jaw look insanely defined, and I noticed his hair was shorter than when I’d last seen him yesterday.

      “Your hair?” I asked.

      He reached up and ran his hands across it. It was back to being the closely cropped style he’d had when I first met him. Before he’d allowed it to grow out slightly when we’d come to Crestmoore together.

      “Yeah, I took the ferry over this morning. Got a cab into town. I wanted to look good for you.”

      Heat rose into my cheeks, and I smiled.

      “Picked the worst day to do it though. It was nearly impossible to get back on the ferry to come back to the island. There are so many people here now. It’s crazy.”

      “I know what you mean. People take football seriously here, so a ton of people show up. The stands are going to be completely packed.”

      I was just wearing my regular uniform, but Dean eyed it appreciatively.

      “You look nice,” he said.

      “Oh, this old thing?” I joked. “It’s nothing. Just something I threw on.”

      He smiled, and it warmed my heart—and made me want to rip his clothes off.

      “Should we head out?” he asked.

      “Yep!”

      I grabbed my coat, and we walked out into the hall. Dean helped me down the stairs, like he always did. Stairs were the hardest thing to do in a cast, and I was always scared I was going to fall, but Dean’s strong arm under mine made me feel secure. He’d been such a solid presence in my life for the past almost two months, and I was coming to really rely on him.

      So far we’d only kissed that one time, and I was wondering why. We seemed to have a connection—I didn’t think it was only in my head. Originally, he’d said he just wanted to be friends, but the way he looked at me and the things he did for me, the little comments—and the fact that we’d made out—all made me feel like there was something there for him too. It made me feel like it wasn’t just in my head.

      It felt like he was holding himself back for some reason, and I didn’t know why. Despite how close we’d gotten, it felt like he was trying to keep a bit of distance between the two of us. Did he still not trust me? Did he still feel like I was going to run off to the Kings the first chance I got?

      The whole situation was making me feel confused and off balance, but I tried to put all the questions and doubts out of my mind. I just wanted to get out and have a fun day at the football game with my “friend”.

      We walked out into the bright winter sun. There was still snow on the ground but the paths were perfectly clear, as if someone had come along with a toothbrush and swept every last snowflake away. We walked down the hill, along the path that lead around the field and ended at the huge stadium. We joined the crowd that was shuffling inside.

      The stadium was state-of-the-art and had a retractable roof, which I was glad to see was closed. When we made it inside, it was noticeably warmer, and I was happy. I hadn’t been looking forward to freezing my butt off for a couple of hours.

      “This way!” I called to Dean over the sounds of the crowd.

      The stadium was already packed, and all those people in one place was making it hard to be heard. I lead him over to the section where the scholarship students sat.

      I wasn’t going to try to sit with them, but I figured since Dean and I were scholarship students too, it was where we belonged. I didn’t want to risk trying to sit somewhere else and get kicked out or bullied. It was a large section of seats anyway, so we’d be able to give them space.

      I flashed my student pass to the tough-looking security guard, who I recognized from last time. He nodded me in. Dean and I walked up to the top of the section and took a seat.

      Dean stretched his neck to try to get a good view of the field.

      “I don’t mean to be rude but these are terrible seats,” he laughed.

      “I know, but this is the scholarship student section.” I shrugged apologetically.

      “Ok, why don’t we go sit with the rest of them then? There they are.”

      Just as we were talking, we saw them come into our section. They walked up single file and took a seat about halfway up. They didn’t notice us, or if they did, then they pretended they didn’t.

      “Come on,” Dean said and started walking down the stairs.

      “Oh, I don’t think they want us to sit with them.”

      “I’m sure they won’t mind. Come on. Those seats are better too—marginally, but still better.”

      “Maybe they wouldn’t mind you sitting with them, but they definitely don’t want me there,” I said finally.

      I had told Dean everything about what happened between me and them. He was fully aware of the situation but still didn’t really get it. He was super hot and had a commanding presence about him. He seemed like he was always in control and wouldn’t take shit from anyone, and as a result he hadn’t experienced the bullying the other scholarship students had at Crestmoore. So he couldn’t really understand why they would be so cautious about being friends with me. He didn’t understand that when I was with them I was putting a target on their backs—and they already had enough to deal with at this school as it was.

      He also knew I missed hanging out with them, and that was one of the reasons he was trying to push to have us all together.

      He jerked his head and said, “Come on.”

      He was smiling at me, and I could see the dimples beneath his stubble. His amber eyes called to me, and I realized he could make me do anything he wanted. When he reached out his hand for mine, I took it.

      We walked down to where the group was sitting. Graham was on the end with a couple of empty seats next to him.

      Dean asked him, “Mind if we sit here?”

      He looked over in surprise at the two of us and nodded without thinking. Dean took a seat next to him, and I sat next to Dean.

      It was super awkward. I snuck a quick look at Graham over Dean’s large shoulders. Graham did not look comfortable to be sitting next to us at all. I felt weird about what had happened at the end of last year. After Graham had caught me half-naked with Brett in my room, he hadn’t wanted anything to do with me.

      I racked my brain trying to remember if I told Dean about Graham and I. Dean didn’t seem at all uncomfortable though. He was watching the field, completely at ease and unaffected by the awkwardness of the two people sitting next to him.

      Dean then reached over and put his arm around my shoulders. It was unexpected, but my heart thrilled at the gesture. I saw Graham glance at us and then turn away quickly. I felt bad for making him uncomfortable, but I couldn’t stop the smile from forming on my face. Dean was holding me.

      The weight of his arm felt heavy and comforting on my back. I leaned into him, and he pulled me closer. I could feel his hard, warm body beneath his clothes, and it felt so right. This was exactly where I wanted to be. Nowhere else but right in his arms.

      The game started soon after. The announcer came on the speakers, and we craned our necks to get a good view of the field. He welcomed everyone to the game and started by introducing the away team from Boston.

      They ran out onto the field like a river of blue. Their cheerleaders jumped up and down and welcomed them. Seeing cheerleaders again didn’t have the same effect it had at the last football game I’d been to. The embarrassment of what the Queens had done to me last year, by tricking me and drugging me and getting me to audition for a cheerleading squad that didn’t exist, had faded somewhat. Also, with Dean’s arm around me, all that other stuff faded into the background and was just noise. He was what mattered.

      The football season was long over so this game was just an event they were having to break up the long, dull winter. Both teams were playing for charity. Still, I was amazed at how many people had shown up for a game that wasn’t even official.

      Crestmoore had placed second at the National Championships last year. I remembered Archer and Brett telling me about it while we were all hanging out in their dorm. Apparently the whole situation had been a major upset. Most people believed Crestmoore should have rightly won but lost because of crooked referees. The Kings had told me they were trying to get evidence to prove the other team had paid off the refs.

      After the team from Boston was on the field, the announcer told everyone to stand up and welcome the Crestmoore team. The stands erupted. A sea of people dressed in black stood up and cheered as the players started running out onto the field one by one and—

      “What the hell?” I asked in surprise.

      A bunch of cheerleaders dressed in black jogged over to where the players were coming out. They hopped up and down in their short skirts and waved their jet black pom-poms excitedly. One by one, I recognized the Queens. There was Claudia with her short, black, bobbed hair. Then Jayla, who had her long, limp hair tied up in a high ponytail. Then Grace and Victoria, both with their long, perfect blonde hair.

      They all had big smiles on their faces and were waving at the crowd. They looked so happy, so carefree and innocent, that it made me sick. I knew who they really were, and they were not these sweet-looking girls beaming at everyone like they were just excited to be here. They were manipulative, sneaky and mean. Those girls were evil.

      There were other girls with them, jumping around in the Crestmoore-black cheerleading uniforms. I recognized pretty much all of them. They were girls who hung around the Queens. None of them were in the same league, because no one was in the same league as the Royalty, but they circled around the Queens like those little fish that feed off of bigger ones.

      I looked away in disgust. I guess Victoria finally got her way, and they had reinstated the school’s cheerleading squad after banning it ten years ago. It wasn’t fair that she got everything she wanted. She was the last person in the world who deserved it, and I couldn’t wait for the day when she finally got what she earned—and I wanted nothing more than to be the person who gave it to her.

      Archer and Brett were the last players to come out onto the field, just like last time. Archer jogged ahead of Brett and waved to the crowd. The people in the stands roared even louder, and I winced. The sound was so loud I was sure I was damaging my eardrums.

      All the players looked a bit more relaxed this time because the game was just for fun and didn’t mean anything—except Brett. His handsome, square face looked as serious and focused as ever. The cheerleaders paid the most attention to the two Kings and shamelessly bounced and jiggled extra hard for them. Archer clearly loved the attention they were giving him, but Brett kept his eyes forward and focused.

      I didn’t realize how tense I’d become until Dean pulled me closer and made a comment about it.

      “It’s nothing,” I said and relaxed into his side.

      He accepted that I didn’t want to talk about it at that moment and let it go. I was sure he suspected what was making me tense, anyway. Being close to Dean put me at ease, but couldn’t get rid of all the tension I felt when I saw or thought about the Royalty.

      It felt weird looking at Archer and Brett while being in Dean’s arms. A feeling in the pit of my stomach like a very small itch that I could barely feel but knew was there. Something small and internal that I couldn’t quite scratch.

      The game started, and it was immediately obvious Crestmoore was the better team. Brett ran his players like a well-oiled machine. They quickly scored in the first few minutes of the game and took over the scoreboard.

      When Archer was put into a play, he seemed to run at the speed of light and no one could stop him. I had almost forgotten how good the two of them were at this. Despite my hatred for them, I had to admit they were impressive.

      What wasn’t impressive was the way the Crestmoore cheerleaders were jumping up and down and shaking their pom-poms. I watched them for a while and could clearly see Victoria was in charge.

      Whenever one of the other girls’ smiles would get a little less bright, or they would cheer a little less enthusiastically because they were tired, Victoria would be on them immediately. She’d whisper something to them, and they’d instantly perk back up. They’d plaster a fake, beaming smile back on their face and start cheering again like their life depended on it—maybe it did. Who knew what Victoria was capable of. She had already maybe killed one girl, Jenny. What was a couple more?

      I watched as Brett’s large body moved gracefully up and down the field. The all-American football player of every girl’s fantasy. Unwanted thoughts flashed through my mind of that large, strong body being pressed up against mine.

      I quickly shook my head to clear them away.

      I tried my best not to think of the Kings like that—but for some reason my subconscious wanted me to suffer. Despite my hatred for them, I still couldn’t help but recognize how incredibly sexy they were—I wasn’t blind. I hated thinking about them that way though, after everything they’d done to me, so I tried my damnedest not to.

      I turned to Dean. I wanted to focus on him. He was just as hot as the Kings, and he hadn’t broken my trust. He hadn’t lied to me, made me believe something was real and then stabbed me in the back at the last moment. Dean was a good guy, unlike the Kings. He was someone who I was starting to see a real future with.

      He noticed me looking up at him.

      “Enjoying the game?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Are you?”

      “I’ve never really been one for football, not my thing, but you can’t help but get into it when you’re here. There’s just so many people, and so much energy and excitement in the air.”

      “I know exactly what you mean.”

      I smiled because I had thought the same thing during my first game.

      “Wish they weren’t on the field though. That would make the game a hell of a lot more enjoyable.”

      He didn’t have to say who he was talking about because I knew he meant Brett and Archer.

      We watched as Archer made an especially hard tackle, and I winced. It looked hard enough where the guy he took down would probably have a concussion. Archer stood up and stepped back.

      The guy wasn’t getting up.

      The coaches from the other team ran out onto the field and over to their injured player. Archer took off his helmet and started walking away. His black hair shone under the bright, artificial stadium lights. He was breathing hard, and even from this far back I could see sweat running down his face.

      The game had to be paused so they could take the injured player off on a stretcher. It was a sobering reminder of just how dangerous and brutal this game could be—and how dangerous and brutal Archer could be.

      While they were carrying the guy off, I asked Dean, “Do you like any other sports?”

      “Yeah, I’m a fan of soccer and rugby. Those are more the sports I grew up with.”

      “Really?” I asked in surprise, but then remembered something I’d been meaning to ask him for a while. “Hey, so I noticed every once in a while you say some words with a very slight accent. What’s up with that? Or is it just in my head?”

      It was true. It happened maybe once a week where I’d notice some of his words were slightly off. It was barely noticeable, and so I hadn’t remembered to ask him about it until just now. I thought at first it was just his New York accent slipping in, but the more I heard it, the less New York it sounded—and if anyone knew New York accents, it was me.

      He looked at me with a confused expression on his rugged face, then it cleared away and he laughed.

      “My mom is British. I lived in England for a few years when I was younger. Some of the accent must have stuck, I guess. That was also why I grew up with footb—well, what you call soccer, and rugby.”

      “Oh!” I said in surprise. “That’s actually really interesting. How come we haven’t talked about this before?”

      He shrugged. “Guess it just never came up. It was only for a few years, a long time ago, and I’ve been a New Yorker ever since.”

      I nodded as I processed it. It felt weird he hadn’t told me about this before, but then I guess we hadn’t talked a lot about my childhood either—except for the part that was connected to the Kings.

      “Where’s your mom now?” I asked.

      “She’s back in England. When my parents first separated, she went back home and took me with her. After a couple of years, I moved in with my dad, and that’s where I’ve been ever since. I barely see her now.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      Hearing him talk about his mom made me think of mine. I missed her.

      He shrugged, and I could tell he was trying not to show how much it bothered him.

      “It’s fine. All of that happened a long time ago.”

      “I’m still sorry.”

      “Don’t be. Not your fault.” He gave me a smile, and I returned it, but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling in the back of my mind that something wasn’t right. It felt like there was more he wasn’t telling me.

      We turned back to the game. The injured player was off the field, and they were starting a new play. It seemed callous to just continue the game right after someone got hurt, but I guess that was just the way the game was played at Crestmoore.
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      I rounded the corner one day and stumbled upon a sight I never thought I’d see.

      Dean and Claudia were together in the hallway. Dean was leaning against the lockers casually while Claudia stood close to him. They were talking and laughing. She was clearly flirting with him, and he was being receptive.

      She played with her skirt and tucked her black hair behind her ears coyly. She batted her bright green eyes at him, and he was giving her his charming smile back. They were closer than two people having a casual conversation should be.

      She reached out and took his tie in her hand playfully—and that was when Dean finally spotted me. His eyes went wide, like he’d been caught. She looked over at me in surprise as I spun on my heel and hurried away.

      I rushed down the hall, my mind spinning. Had he been playing me this whole time too? Did he even like me at all? What the hell was that kiss? Or that amazing thing he did on my birthday? Why had he put his arm around me at the football game?

      How close was he with the Queens? Had he secretly been talking to them this whole time? Was he actually working for the Kings???

      Flashbacks of last year rushed back to me. How the Kings had pulled me in, just like Dean, and then ripped my heart apart. I felt my world crumbling and spinning out of control again. I felt like I was going to be sick.

      I reached out and put my hand on the wall to steady myself, and that was when Dean caught up with me.

      He ran up and reached out to touch my arm. “Maddy, listen—”

      I jerked away and spun around to confront him.

      “What the hell was that!?” I asked.

      I could tell he was shocked by how angry I was, and he took a step back.

      “Listen, that was nothing. I know it looks bad, but I was just trying to get information.”

      I scoffed.

      “Information? She didn’t look like she was trying to give you information. She looked like she was trying to give you something else. You two were clearly flirting.”

      He shook his head and looked down.

      “I was just trying to do what we came here to do. That’s all. I wasn’t trying to get with Claudia. I was seeing if I could get close to her and maybe get information on the Kings.”

      I scoffed again. “Seriously? I tried that tactic, remember? I tried that exact tactic and remember how it completely blew up in my face? They were all on to me the entire time—and they are probably on to you too.”

      He threw his hands up in the air in exasperation.

      “Well, I had to try something. We’ve been here two months now and have nothing to show for it. We’ve made zero progress, and I’m at a complete loss of what to do next.”

      “You can’t trust anything she says, anyway. Any information you get would be worthless.”

      “Do you have any better ideas?” he asked pointedly.

      “Why? So after I do them and they fail, you can try them again in a couple of months?” I asked sarcastically.

      We stared at each other. I was still fuming, and I could tell Dean was pissed off too. Eventually, his eyes softened, and he took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just so fucking frustrated,” he finally said. “I’m getting desperate and willing to try anything. She’s talked to me a couple of times in the hall before. Today, when she started flirting, I saw it as a good opportunity so I didn’t stop it. I’m sorry, it didn’t mean anything.”

      I had started to calm down but was still hurt. I hated seeing him talk to her like that. She was supposed to be one of our enemies, not just mine. Also, I didn’t know where Dean and I stood romantically. Seeing another girl get the attention I wanted from him, hurt. I was frustrated he wasn’t looking at me like he looked at her.

      “I won’t stop you from trying,” I said with resignation. “But don’t forget that you can’t trust her. Keep your guard up at all times.”

      “Look, let’s try to come up with another plan together. Maybe…” He thought for a moment. “Maybe we can sneak into the Kings’ dorm and look for evidence.”

      “Good luck getting up the elevator. It’s the only way in and you need a pass. Also, I tried that before too, remember?”

      “Oh, of course you’ve been there. How could I forget?” His amber eyes went dark as he glared at me. “You’re getting mad at me for flirting with Claudia, meanwhile you’ve gotten with the entire male-half of the Royalty.”

      I was taken by surprise at his words.

      “I was just doing what I needed to do to get my mom out of jail,” I said.

      He scoffed. “Sure. What a perfect excuse.”

      He always seemed like he was holding himself back in some way, like he was always a bit guarded, but as he stared angrily at me, I felt like he was a hundred percent there with me. I felt like I was seeing the real Dean—the one I experienced that one time we kissed. The one who was so wild and raw.

      “Why are you even doing this?” I shot back at him.

      “To help my dad,” he answered.

      “So you should understand better than anyone why I’m doing this for my mom.”

      His mouth stretched in a hard line.

      “Is this all for your dad? Do you want to be a cop when you get older or something?” I asked the question I’d been curious about for a while.

      He shrugged angrily. “Maybe. But I don’t seem to be very good at it, do I?”
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      After our confrontation in the hall, Dean and I apologized to each other, but things were still tense between us. It felt like so many things were left hanging in the air, unsaid.

      A couple of days after our fight, I’d had to take the ferry across to the mainland to get the cast finally taken off my leg. I wasn’t sure if he would, but Dean ended up coming with me, and despite the tension, I was grateful I didn’t have to go alone.

      We were still spending a lot of time with each other, walking to class and eating lunch, but we weren’t studying together as often, and it made me sad. I didn’t want to go back to the way things were before our fight, because I felt like that argument was necessary. I felt like we had both been pushing things down for so long they were bound to boil over at one point. I was just sorry neither of us knew how to get passed it.

      Despite both of us apologizing and agreeing to be more open with each other, I still felt like there was a wall between us. I still felt like he was holding himself back from me for some reason, and I ached to see that guy I saw in the hall. The one that was raw and honest—the real Dean.

      I sighed. I was walking back from yet another exhausting tutoring session with Grayson. That guy pushed my buttons like no one else. The evening had been full of weird energy and sexual tension.

      He couldn’t keep his big mouth shut, and I always left our sessions feeling annoyed and exhausted—and flushed. He always left me feeling a burning ache in my core that I hated and didn’t want to examine too closely.

      I no longer had my cast on, but I was still dragging my feet from fatigue. I was close to the Bell Tower and couldn’t wait to collapse onto my bed. My mind was lost in thought, going over the irritating interactions I’d had with Grayson that evening. The straps of my backpack were digging into my shoulders after a long day. I pulled them up and held them in my hands to give my shoulders a break.

      I was distracted when I rounded a corner and didn’t notice the dark figures who slipped out of the shadows to follow me. A second later, I heard their quick footsteps and tried to spin around, but it was too late.

      Pain bloomed in the back of my head. I reached up to grab it and realized someone had hit me.

      They didn’t give me time to react, and blows started raining down immediately. I swung my fist out blindly and smiled in satisfaction when I heard a girly voice yell, “Ow!”

      I tried to swing again, but I was being hit from all sides. It felt like there were twenty people punching me at the same time. I held my arms up to protect my face from the blows.

      I kicked with my good leg and felt solid contact with someone’s shin. They went down—but so did I. Someone kicked out my other leg, and I fell to the hard marble floor.

      The wind was knocked out of me, and I had trouble catching my breath. Since I was on the ground, they started using their feet instead of their hands. The blows became even harder as they kicked me over and over in the ribs. I was pretty sure they were going to break at any minute—if they hadn’t already.

      I managed to grab someone’s ankle as they kicked my shoulder. I yanked hard, and she fell to the ground with a startled cry.

      I wasn’t a big fighter, but there was no way you could get through a year at East Heights High, my old high school, without a little blood on your hands. The kids there were tough, and you had to be tough to survive them. I’d been in a couple of fights before, but never this many against one. This wasn’t a fair fight at all.

      From the brief flashes I could see, before I had to go back to protecting my face, there were about seven of them. They were all wearing long, black robes with hoods so their faces were covered, but I could tell by their size and the sounds they made that they were all girls. I couldn’t see who they were, but I had a pretty good idea.

      I kicked my legs out and got one of them in the calf.

      “Owwww!” she whined and hopped away dramatically. “She fucking got me!”

      One of the others hissed back, “So what? Get back in there and make her pay for it.”

      The voice seemed familiar, but I couldn’t place it because she was trying to change the sound by talking low and through her teeth. She didn’t want to be recognized.

      I reached out again and grabbed someone else’s ankle, but another person took that opportunity to kick me right in my unprotected face. Stars exploded behind my eyes. I let go of the person and quickly covered my face back up. My ears were ringing, and the blow had dazed me.

      I curled up in a ball to try to protect myself as best I could. They had the advantage, and there was no way I was going to be able to beat all of them. The best thing I could do was to protect my head and hope they got bored soon.

      The next blow landed right in my ribs, and I heard a crack. They’d definitely broken something.

      It was getting hard to breathe, and my head was cloudy. I started to feel almost disconnected from my body, like they were hitting someone else and I was just aware of it, but it wasn’t me.

      Everything started going black as the blows continued to rain down. On the brink of passing out, I heard a muffled voice in the distance. It was a male voice, and he sounded angry. As soon as he started shouting, I felt the kicks and punches stop.

      I couldn’t open my eyes, but I heard a lot of footsteps all at once. The girls ran off down the hall, and the guy ran towards me from the opposite direction.

      “Holy fuck, Maddy. Are you ok?” Even though the voice was quiet because of the ringing in my ears, I recognized that it belonged to Grayson.

      I felt him place his hands gently on my body. I opened my eyes and tried to move.

      All the pain rushed back to me at once, and I groaned.

      “What the hell happened?” he asked anxiously.

      “Those girls,” I groaned as I rolled onto my back. “They jumped me and just started attacking. I don’t know why.”

      It hurt to breathe. With every breath, a sharp pain shot out of my ribs and ricocheted throughout my body. I looked up into his angular, handsome face. Dark strands of hair were hanging over his forehead, instead of being swept to the side. His usual smirk and the mischievous look in his eyes was gone, replaced with a serious look of concern.

      I didn’t like him looking at me like that. I hated feeling weak in front of him.

      I moved to sit up, and it felt like a knife stabbed me in the side of my body. My face scrunched up in pain, and I grabbed my ribs.

      “No, don’t move,” he said and gently put his hands on my shoulder to stop me. “You might have broken something.”

      I was almost positive I had broken something. I knew what a broken rib felt like because I’d had one before.

      When I was in third grade, Archer and I had argued about if we could climb the hardest tree in our schoolyard without the teacher seeing. It was against the rules to climb any of the trees, but kids would still do it behind the teachers’ backs to see if they could get away with it. It was a silly little game. But no one ever climbed that tree. It was the tallest one, and had the least number of branches low to the ground, so it was the hardest to climb.

      Archer finally dared me to do it. I couldn’t back down from a dare, and so I’d marched right over to that tree. Brett said he didn’t think it was a good idea—but Brett was always overly protective of me. It was only when Grayson said he also didn’t think it was a good idea, that I started to get scared.

      Archer had called me a chicken when I hesitated, and that did it. No one called me a chicken. I remember climbing, and I was doing pretty well for a while. I got higher than anyone else ever had, but about halfway up I happened to look down.

      The three of them seemed so far beneath me, and all of their faces looked scared. I remember that had freaked me out, and I lost my nerve. I tried to go back down, but that was when the teacher spotted me and yelled my name. The distraction caused me to lose my footing, and I fell.

      When I woke up, I was lying on the couch in the teacher’s lounge. I remember it hurt so much to breathe. They’d taken me to the hospital and an x-ray confirmed I’d broken my rib.

      When I went back to school a couple of days later, Archer sheepishly apologized, but I found out that Brett and Grayson weren’t speaking to him anymore. They were so mad he’d caused me to get hurt.

      I remember they gave him the silent treatment for a long time, but it was probably only a couple of weeks—which is an eternity when you’re a kid. He kept apologizing to me, and I could tell he felt awful. I told them all it wasn’t Archer’s fault I got hurt. I’d taken the dare, and I was the one who got distracted and fell. Eventually, Archer was let back into the group, and we had been whole again.

      So I knew what a broken rib felt like—and I also knew there was nothing you could do for one. You just had to let it heal on its own. There weren’t any treatments or casts that could speed up the process. There was no point in going all the way to the mainland to get it x-rayed. If it was broken or if it wasn’t, the treatment was the same either way.

      “I’m fine,” I lied to Grayson. “I’m just a bit bruised, that’s all. I’m ok.”

      I sat all the way up and tried my best to hide how much it hurt to do that. I was pretty sure the only major damage was to my ribs, but the rest of my body would be sore and bruised for a while. It would all heal.

      “Could you help me up?” I asked when I realized it was going to be almost impossible for me to stand up on my own.

      I grabbed onto his warm hands, and he pulled me up with his strong arms. My body was screaming in pain, but I tried to keep that pain off my face.

      “Are you sure, Maddy?” he asked in concern as he watched my face.

      He knew me, and he knew how much pain I was in. It had always been so hard to hide anything from him.

      “Yeah, I’ll be fine… But could you help me back to my room?”

      I didn’t want to ask, but I knew it was going to be almost impossible for me to get back there on my own.

      “Of course,” he said and then shifted over to my side.

      He gently wrapped one of his tattooed arms around my back and placed his hand on my waist. Despite the pain, I felt the same electricity between the two of us that I always did when we were close. Sparks flared where his arm touched my body.

      I could tell he felt it too because he gave me a look with dark, hooded eyes.

      I cleared my throat. “Let’s go.”

      We started walking slowly. The school was silent except for the sounds of our Oxfords against the hard marble.

      When we made it to the Bell Tower, I looked at all those stairs. I sighed deeply—then let out a yelp of pain as the added air in my lungs caused my ribs to move.

      He pulled me closer, and I leaned heavily on his hard body. We started climbing the stairs. It took us way longer than it had ever taken me before, and I was so relieved when we finally reached the top floor.

      “Thanks,” I said as I pulled away from him.

      I was thanking him for helping me back to my room, but then I realized that if he hadn’t found me when he did, it could have gotten really bad. If it hadn’t been for him, I may have ended up with way more than a broken rib and some bruises. Those girls didn’t seem like they were about to stop anytime soon until he came along and scared them off.

      “And thanks for saving me,” I added reluctantly.

      “Always,” he answered with a tense smile.

      He then leaned forward and kissed me. The electric sparks I felt when his arm was around me were nothing compared to the ones that took over my lips. I breathed in deep the smell of moss and cloves.

      And then I pushed him away.

      “Grayson, don’t,” I whispered.

      I tried to sound firm, but it came out as a breathy plead.

      He hung his head in disappointment and frustration. His thick, wavy hair fell back down to cover his forehead.

      I had to reach out behind me to hold on to the door. I felt like my legs were about to give out at any moment—more from the kiss than from the beating.

      He finally nodded once like he’d decided something and then turned to leave.

      “Goodnight, Maddy,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Night, Grayson.”

      When he’d disappeared down the stairs, I turned and went into my room.

      “Make sure you lock the door,” I heard him call up to me.

      I shivered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 22

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day I woke up extra early to cover the bruises on my face with makeup. I had a mild black eye that was still developing. I also had a bruise on my cheek and a smaller one on my jaw. My makeup job didn’t look perfect, you could tell there was something weird on my face if you were close to me, but it was the best I could do.

      I skipped breakfast and headed straight to class. I didn’t get Dean because I hadn’t decided what I was going to do yet. I was pretty sure Victoria was the ringleader of the group that attacked me—I was almost certain that had been her voice I heard, despite how she’d tried to change it—but I didn’t have any proof. All of them had their faces covered, and were wearing long robes and identical Oxford shoes, so there was no way for me to tell who they actually were.

      I didn’t know if I wanted to report the incident to school authorities or not. Dean and I had a mission to do and added scrutiny from the school administration would make that harder. I also had no proof. The school didn’t have security cameras in the hall as far as I knew. It would just be my word against theirs, and I hadn’t even seen their faces. I was 99.9 percent sure who it was, but not a hundred.

      I wanted a bit more time to think about it all before I got Dean involved, so I walked through the halls alone. I didn’t feel unsafe because the school at this time of day was packed with students all rushing to class.

      I turned a corner and spotted three familiar figures coming towards me. I groaned and tried to turn around and walk away, but they were too fast. Almost instantly, the three large guys surrounded me. I looked up into their faces and saw their serious expressions.

      “Come on, guys, it’s too early for this. I’ve had a rough night so could you just give me a break?” I asked in exasperation.

      “We heard,” Brett said.

      “Maddy,” Archer started, and I looked up into his gray-blue eyes. “This is getting serious. You need to leave.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t.”

      “Why?” Archer asked.

      Individually they were all intimidating, but when they were in a group together, they became a force to be reckoned with. I could see why everyone was scared of them. But I made sure to look each one of them in the eye when I said, “Because I haven’t finished what I came here to do. I haven’t gotten my revenge yet.”

      Archer and Grayson threw up their hands and shook their heads in disbelief, while Brett continued to stare at me.

      “Maddy, this is serious,” Grayson said.

      “I am being serious. I’m not letting you get away with what you did to me last year.”

      “We’ll pay for you to live somewhere else,” Brett added, and I turned to him in surprise.

      “It’s not about the money,” I said. But he was right. Even if I wanted to leave, I had no money to go anywhere else. “Also, are you kidding me? I don’t trust you guys at all to begin with, I’m not going to live somewhere that you’re paying for. I wouldn’t give you that kind of control over me.”

      “You can choose where you want to go. You don’t even have to tell us,” said Brett. “We’ll just give you the money to leave.”

      I shook my head. “This is insane. There’s no way I’m even going to consider it. I worked hard here, and I’m not giving up this opportunity—I’m not giving up on my mom.”

      I’m not giving up on my revenge.

      I couldn’t believe we were even talking about this. As if they thought I’d ever take this kind of deal from them. They had to be out of their minds.

      “At least let us protect you,” Archer said.

      I shook my head in disbelief. “Are you serious? How would you ever protect me? You’re the people I’m most suspicious of!”

      “Let us walk you to your classes,” he added. “We don’t want you alone with Dean.”

      “Dean? What’s wrong with him?”

      “Notice how your boyfriend is never there to protect you when things go wrong?” he asked with raised eyebrows.

      I rolled my eyes. I wasn’t entertaining their stupid insinuations. Still… they weren’t wrong. It was a bit suspicious how he was never there when I really needed him, despite being by my side almost constantl—No.

      They were just trying to get into my head and make me question everything.  I couldn’t let them play their mind games on me again.

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I said.

      “Good. Then it’ll be easier for you to agree to let us accompany you to your classes,” Archer said with a small smirk.

      I looked at the other two Kings in exasperation.

      “No,” I said firmly.

      “Look, we’re sorry about what happened last year. We didn’t want to,” Grayson said.

      “We didn’t have a choice,” Brett added.

      I rolled my eyes so hard I was scared they’d get stuck in the back of my head. “Bullshit. Do you guys really expect me to believe that?”

      “What do we have to do to prove it?” Archer asked with a weary sigh.

      I thought about it for a moment.

      “Sit at the charity table today for lunch,” I finally said.

      Based on the stunned and horrified looks on all of their faces, you would have thought I’d asked them to jump into a vat of acid.

      “We can’t do that,” Archer said in alarm. “We’d be risking our reputation. Something like that could get us kicked out of the Royalty.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about your reputation. Did you guys care at all when you destroyed mine? This is nothing compared to what you put me through. Do this or we don’t have a deal.”

      “You don’t underst—” Grayson started, but I cut him off.

      “Do it or we don’t have a deal.”

      They all looked at each other and did that thing where they communicated without words. They finally reluctantly agreed.

      “Fine,” I said suddenly, surprising even myself. “I have to get to class.”

      I pushed my way out of the circle they’d formed around me. Their hard bodies yielding reluctantly. I took off without a look back. A couple of seconds later, I heard quick footsteps and then Brett was at my side.

      I was about to tell him to get lost, but then realized that this was exactly what I’d just agreed to. We had first period together so I guess he had “Maddy Duty” first.

      I’d agreed to their stupid deal because I was pretty sure the Queens were behind all the attacks on me. I knew the Royalty worked as one, so the Kings were in on Victoria’s plans as well. What I hadn’t figured out yet was why they kept saving me. It was either because they felt Victoria was going too far, or they were playing the ultimate mind game. They kept saving me so I wouldn’t suspect them, while building up to some ultimate betrayal that was significantly worse than anything they’d done so far.

      Either way, having them around would give me a better idea of what was coming.

      I had already decided that for my own safety I was going to be more careful of where I went—and with whom. So I was never going to let myself be alone with any of the Kings. I would just let them walk me through the crowded halls to class and that was it.

      The charity table thing was just something I came up with on the spot. It didn’t seem like a suitable punishment for what they’d done—it was just sitting at a table after all—but I knew that because of Crestmoore’s strict traditions, it would be absolutely humiliating for them. And besides, it was only a minuscule fraction of the revenge I had planned for them.

      I looked over at Brett. His jaw was clenched, and I could see the muscles stretched tight like elastic bands under the skin.

      As far as revenge went, we’d start small and work our way up to the big, empire-destroying stuff later on. There was time… right?
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      Dean wasn’t in second period. I asked the teacher about it, and she told me he wasn’t feeling well and was taking the morning off. I was a bit worried, but I didn’t have time to run back to the Bell Tower before my third class.

      At lunch, I went to check on him. I knocked on his door, but there was no answer. Frowning, I knocked again. I pressed my ear against the door and listened. Silence. I was starting to get worried. What if something had happened to him? The worst possible scenarios started running through my mind.

      I decided to head to the dining hall to see if he’d gone there. As I walked, anxiety was flowing through me, but I tried to calm myself down. He was probably fine.

      When I got to the dining hall, I found him sitting at our usual loser table in the corner. I breathed out a big sigh of relief.

      “Hey,” I said as I sat down across from him. “You had me worried. How are you feeling? Our teacher said you were sick?”

      He looked up at me, and I could tell he’d had a rough morning. There were dark bags under his eyes and lines of pain across his forehead.

      “Yeah, I took the morning off because I had a bad headache. I get them sometimes—have ever since I was a kid.”

      “I’m so sorry. That really sucks. Want me to get you something to eat?” The table in front of him was noticeably food-less.

      “Just a coffee if you don’t mind.” He gave me a weak smile, and it tugged at my heart.

      I hated seeing him in pain. He was so strong and to see him suffering was heartbreaking.

      “Of course. I’ll be right back.”

      I went and got my lunch. I picked up a black coffee for Dean because I knew that was how he took it. When I handed him his drink, he took it gratefully. Just watching him made my heart hurt.

      I started eating my ratatouille and didn’t ask him anymore questions. He didn’t seem like he was up for talking, so we sat in silence. He gripped his mug and stared at it. He looked worn out—but still handsome as hell.

      The doors to the dining hall opened and the usual quiet murmur swept through the room, so I knew members of the Royalty had entered. I looked up to see all three Kings stride into the room. They caught my eye, and I noted that none of them looked happy—then I realized why. Our conversation this morning rushed back to me, and I was suddenly very excited to see what they were going to do.

      I was practically giddy as I turned to watch them. They walked angrily up the aisle towards the head table which sat on a raised platform at the end of the room. At the halfway point, without hesitation, they quickly turned and took a seat with the scholarship students.

      Dead silence.

      You could have heard a pin drop in that gigantic room.

      I couldn’t suppress the huge smile that took over my face. Dean noticed the change and looked up in confusion.

      All at once, the room exploded in a flood of whispers. No one had ever seen anything like this before. Members of the Royalty sitting with charity cases? What was going on?

      I looked over at the head table, where they should have been sitting, and saw the Queens’ expressions. They all looked absolutely shocked. Their mouths hung open comically—except for Victoria. She didn’t look shocked; she looked incensed. She was furious. There was fire in her blue eyes, and she looked like she wanted to strike the Kings down at that moment.

      I looked back at the scholarship table and saw everyone sitting there looked painfully uncomfortable. I suddenly realized what I’d done wasn’t very nice to the scholarship students. All I had meant to do was humiliate the Kings, but I had put a big, unwanted spotlight on the entire table.

      The Kings’ had their large shoulders rounded over and tense, and the tension was clearly visible on their faces. They looked so out of place and annoyed that they had to be there.

      The Kings reactions were satisfying, but seeing the scholarship students’ faces made me feel bad. They were terrified. None of them were eating anything. Everyone at the table was just sitting in uncomfortable silence, both sides just waiting for whatever was happening to be over.

      “What’s going on?” Dean asked. “Do you know what this is?”

      “Yes, I did it.”

      He looked at me sharply. “You did this?”

      “Yes, I made them sit at the charity table.”

      His eyes narrowed. “How? What did you give them in return?”

      I shrugged.

      “I’m letting them be my bodyguards,” I said as I started eating again.

      “What?” he hissed.

      The faraway look of pain in his eyes was gone and replaced with a blazing intensity as he stared at me. “Do you realize how insane that is? Even if you did need bodyguards, why the hell would you choose them??”

      I suddenly realized I hadn’t told him about the girls in cloaks jumping me and beating me up last night yet.

      “They volunteered for the job. Look, I don’t trust them as far as I can throw them—which is not very far because I couldn’t even push them over—but I’m giving them this one concession. I said that they can walk me to and from classes, that’s it. I won’t go anywhere alone with them. By giving them this small thing, we can start to get more from them.”

      Dean just stared at me like he could see right through me. Like he could see how foolish I was being and I couldn’t. And I hated it.

      “You’re losing track of the mission,” he said finally.

      “The mission is to get close and get information on them. That’s exactly what I’m doing,” I said defensively, even though I realized how dumb I sounded.

      “You’re falling back into the same trap you fell for last year. They are tricking you.”

      My mouth pressed into a hard line.

      “I’m not. They are only walking with me when I’m in crowded halls—that’s all. I’m hardly giving them anything. And I don’t trust them. I’m not being an idiot about this, Dean. Besides, they were right about one thing. I shouldn’t be on my own when I’m out of my room from now on.”

      “You’re not. I’m always with you. Maddy, we have to stick together or this whole thing will fall apart.”

      “You weren’t the one who saved me from drowning—they were. You weren’t the one who saved me last night from getting even more of my ribs broken by that group of girls—Grayson was.”

      He looked at me in confusion, his brow furrowed, and he suddenly noticed for the first time the bruises on my face under the makeup, and his eyes went wide.

      “What happened?”

      “A group of girls surrounded me and beat me up when I was walking back to the Bell Tower last night. I didn’t get a look at any of their faces because they were covered in black robes.”

      “Holy shit,” he exclaimed. “Are you ok?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine.” I didn’t want to bother talking about the broken rib at the moment. “But they only stopped because Grayson came and chased them off.”

      “Did you tell the school?”

      “No. I don’t think it’s smart to get the school involved just yet. I couldn’t say who those girls were, so it would just be my word against theirs. But I’m pretty sure Victoria was the ringleader.”

      He shook his head in frustration. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there.”

      I could hear the hurt in his voice, and I realized I wasn’t being entirely fair to him. He may not have been with me when those horrible things happened, but part of that reason was because I asked him not to be. The Kings may have put the idea in my head that I couldn’t trust him, but I was the one who told him I needed space when I went out onto the deck of the boat and was pushed overboard. I was the one who told him not to wait for me while I had my tutoring sessions with Grayson.

      “Don’t shut me out,” he said suddenly, and I looked at him in surprise. “I’m starting to fall—”

      He stopped himself. The tension was clearly visible on his face, like he had so much he wanted to share with me but was holding himself back for some reason. There was a chasm between us we couldn’t seem to cross to get to each other.

      “Listen,” he started again. “I was waiting for the right time to ask you this but… will you be my girlfriend?”

      I was taken aback. That was not what I thought he was going to say.

      I opened my mouth to answer. I wanted to say yes. Every part of me wanted to say yes because this was all I had wanted for so long, but…

      “I’m sorry, I can’t right now.”

      He looked crestfallen, and it broke my heart.

      I wanted to say yes, but I couldn’t. Something didn’t feel right. Why hadn’t he asked me before? It felt like he was only asking me now as a desperate attempt to keep me out of the Kings’ grasp. If he truly wanted me to be his girlfriend, he wouldn’t have waited until we were fighting to ask.

      “Is it them?” he asked bitterly, motioning to the three guys across the room sitting uncomfortably.

      “I—” I was about to deny it, but then I thought about it. Was it?

      I was telling the truth when I said I didn’t trust them and wouldn’t again. They may have saved my life—more than once—but that didn’t mean I was going to forget everything they’d done to me. But had they planted seeds of doubt in my head about Dean? Would things have felt this “off” if they hadn’t told me to question the trust I had for him?

      I suddenly became terrified I was falling back into their trap.

      “I wanted to talk to you about this for a while,” I started.

      I decided to just be honest and hopefully get some perspective—though I knew Dean was the last person in the world to be neutral on the subject.

      “The Kings told me I can’t trust you.”

      His eyes went wide.

      “And you believed them??” he asked in disbelief.

      “No, I’m not saying that. I don’t believe them, but I just wanted to talk about it. Things feel ‘off’ somehow. I don’t feel like I know much about you—for example, I just found out like a week ago you are kinda British.”

      He looked away suddenly, and I could tell he was pissed off.

      “You can trust me,” he stated firmly. “I would never hurt you.”

      He looked back at me, and his amber eyes were the color of fire. “They are just playing mind games with you, can’t you see that? They are trying to separate us so we’re weaker, so that we won’t get close to what they are hiding. They are trying to break us up.”

      “I understand,” I said. “I don’t believe them. I just wanted to tell you what they were saying about you.”

      After a tense moment, Dean turned back to his coffee. I picked up my fork to finish my lunch, but I wasn’t hungry anymore. I swore I wouldn’t give the Kings any more power over me, but now they were messing up my relationship with Dean.

      I looked over to where they were sitting. The rest of the students in the dining hall had gone back to their conversations, but they kept sneaking glances at the disgraced Royalty and giggling. The Kings looked truly humiliated. Good. That was only a taste of their payback.
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      Even though Dean was firmly against it, I let the Kings start walking me to my classes. Dean tried to be with me as much as possible so I was never alone with them. All of us hanging out together was the most awkward situation in the entire world.

      When we would get a brief moment alone, Dean and I discussed how we should proceed, but we were drawing a blank. We were at an impasse and neither of us knew what the next steps of our investigation should be.

      Like the Kings, Dean wanted me to leave Crestmoore. He said the situation had gotten out of hand, and it wasn’t safe for me anymore. I refused to even discuss it. There was no way I was leaving, and he eventually gave up.

      The next couple of weeks were uneventful, and I was grateful for the break. There was no chance for anyone to try anything to me again because I always had at least two large bodyguards protecting me at all times.

      Our weird little group walked the halls together, and I saw the looks other students gave us. They wondered how I had managed to get not one, not two, not three, but four, the four hottest guys in school, to hang out with me. If the situation had been different, I would have felt proud.

      I had slowly convinced Dean that having the Kings around us was actually an advantage, but he still hated it. His lip would curl whenever they came around. They didn’t like having him around either, and the four of them often had glaring matches. I would just roll my eyes and continue on to class, and they’d quickly catch up.

      We were coming close to the end of March. The weather outside was still like winter, but we’d get the occasional semi-warm day which told us spring was coming. I was in chemistry class doing a lab with Cecily and Ava.

      Dean was taking the morning off because he had another bad headache. Archer and Grayson had walked me to class. When we’d walked in, they’d gone to the back of the room while I took my seat at the front. I saw Ava and Cecily eyeing the three of us, but that wasn’t unusual. Most people gave us weird looks wherever we went. I had to admit that we were a weird sight.

      “Pass me that beaker,” I said to Ava and reached out my hand.

      She passed it then mumbled, “Right back to your old ways, huh?”

      “What?” I asked, genuinely confused.

      She straightened up and looked me right in the eye. “The Kings. You’re right back to hanging out with them again, after everything they did to you last year. How many times are you going to get burnt before you learn?”

      I was surprised, but quickly said, “I know.”

      “How much is it going to take, Maddy, before you give them up? They are nothing but trouble for you,” Ava continued, and I saw Cecily nod.

      She was trying to keep her voice down so no one would overhear, but I could still feel the intensity behind her words. When Cecily looked at me, I could tell she felt the exact same way as Ava. I was touched. I had no idea they cared about me this much anymore.

      “I know, believe me, guys, I know. But it’s not that simple. I—” But then I realized there was nothing I could say. Like last year, I couldn’t tell them my true motives. I couldn’t tell them the real reasons for why I was hanging out with three guys who had tortured and betrayed me so badly.

      “Like I know they saved your life and all, but that doesn’t get rid of all the bad stuff they did to you last year,” Cecily added in a whisper.

      “I know, but it’s not like that. I… can’t tell you why though,” I finished lamely.

      I could see the concern on their faces—but also the judgement. They were judging me. I felt a wave of loneliness wash over me. I wanted so badly to be able to tell them why, but I couldn’t. I realized what they were saying was probably how everyone else felt. The whole school thought I was an idiot. Maybe they weren’t wrong.

      I had no clue who I could trust and who I couldn’t. And it was making me feel like I was going crazy.
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        * * *

      

      Just because the Kings and I were hanging out again, did not mean I liked them or that I was going to pretend we were friends. I tried to say as little as possible to whichever of them was walking with me. With Archer and Grayson, it was hard to stay silent—especially Grayson. They would both try to talk to me, but Grayson in particular would tease and irritate me until he provoked a reaction. Because of all that, I preferred walking with Brett. With him it was shockingly easy to stay quiet.

      Until one day when we were walking back from class. Brett and I had the same class, so we left together and started down the hall. Dean’s class was in a different wing, so he wasn’t with us.

      We walked in silence. His large frame moving quietly next to me. The silence wasn’t uncomfortable, but there was a lot of tension between us in general.

      I suddenly realized that despite the fact I hated him, he had still payed for my mom’s cancer treatments, and I never properly thanked him.

      “Hey,” I started, and he looked kind of surprised I was talking all of a sudden after weeks of silence. “It doesn’t change anything, but I don’t think I ever thanked you for paying for my mother’s treatments—even if my stepdad stole the money and used it to buy drugs. That was kind of you, so thanks.”

      I didn’t like thanking him, it went against my instincts, but in this case he deserved it.

      “Don’t mention it,” he said.

      There was another thing on my mind. I figured I had nothing to lose, so I just asked.

      “Do you actually like Victoria?”

      He snorted. “Does anyone?”

      Then he turned to me. “But if you ever tell anyone I said that, I’ll deny it.”

      “She seems to like you,” I pried.

      He had always been quiet, but when we were younger, I was able to get him talking—and I guess it was still true because he continued.

      “She wants Archer. I’m her second choice if Archer’s parents don’t force him to marry her.”

      I thought that over for a second.

      Since he was in a talkative mood, I asked more.

      “Why did she hate Jenny so much?”

      “Because they were cousins.”

      “What?!” I shrieked, and Brett winced. “Why would she hate her own family?”

      He just shook his head, and I could tell I wasn’t going to get anymore out of him.

      I was getting so frustrated with the Kings and their cryptic sentences. They would give me crumbs and then walk away when I asked for more, meanwhile telling me they weren’t the enemy and that I could trust them.

      “You guys keep saying you’re on my side. That everything you did was for my own good, and that you’re not the real enemy, but you can’t tell me why. You all keep saying I don’t understand, but then why won’t you explain it? How can I understand when you’re keeping me in the dark?”

      “Because we could get kicked out of the Royalty and the Crown Society.”

      I groaned in frustration. “What’s so great about those damn things?”

      “It’s safer for you if we are in them.”

      “Why??”

      I was beyond frustrated. The three of them were speaking in riddles. They were half-explaining things then stopping, and it was driving me crazy.

      Brett went silent. I knew him, and I knew I wasn’t going to get anything else out of him at the moment.

      I finally said, “You don’t trust me.”

      It wasn’t a question, more of a statement.

      “Do you trust me?” he shot back.

      “No, of course not,” I answered.

      He just gave me a look with his piercing hazel eyes that said everything.

      “We especially don’t trust your boyfriend,” he said.

      “He’s not my boyfriend.”

      “Could have fooled me,” he said bitterly.

      Was Brett… jealous? No way. He couldn’t be.
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      I immediately made an excuse and ditched Brett. With my new crumb of information, I ran off in search of Grayson. If there was one weak spot when it came to the Kings’ secrets, I knew it was going to be him. The most chatty one.

      I found him outside in the courtyard talking to a couple of girls. I didn’t hesitate; I marched right up to them.

      “I need to talk to you,” I said to Grayson.

      The two girls gave me dirty looks, but I just told them to piss off and leave us alone. Their eyes opened wide in surprise, then they turned to Grayson to see what he would do. I was sure they expected him to defend them, but his eyes lit up in arousal and narrowed in on me. He was keenly interested in what I had to say.

      “You heard the lady,” he said. “Piss off, girls.”

      They walked away in a huff, shooting daggers at me with their eyes—but I didn’t care and barely noticed.

      “I like it when you’re forceful and claim what you want. Claim your man,” he joked, his smirk firmly on his lips and eyes sparkling.

      He growled and moved closer to me. His hard body brushed against mine for a brief second before I pushed it away.

      “You are not my man,” I said. “I want information.”

      His face immediately fell, and I could tell he was losing interest. He leaned back against the dark red bricks of the building and put his hands in his pockets.

      “Were Victoria and Jenny cousins?”

      His bored, hooded eyes popped open comically fast. Then they narrowed as he asked, “How did you know?”

      “So it’s true.”

      “Why are you asking? Who told you that?”

      “Brett.”

      He looked surprised, and a bit annoyed.

      “The guy says like one thing a year, and this is what he chooses to say?” He laughed while shaking his head.

      “Why did Victoria hate her so much?” I asked insistently.

      “Listen, let’s get you inside, you’re freezing,” he said as he noticed my chattering teeth and shivering body.

      It was still basically winter, and I was dressed only in my uniform when I had spotted him out here.

      He tried to take my arm to lead me inside, but I pulled it away.

      “No. Tell me why first. Enough games. If you truly want me to stop hating you, then you’ll start by being honest with me.”

      I could tell he was softening slightly.

      “I deserve to know, Grayson,” I added and watched his resolve crumble. “I deserve to know why.”

      “What does any family fight about?” he asked with a heavy sigh.

      I just looked at him blankly.

      “Money,” he said as if I was dumb.

      I scrunched up my brow in confusion.

      “The less people in line, the less stand between you and an inheritance.” He shrugged. “It’s just greed, Maddy. Good old-fashioned greed.”

      “Are you saying that Victoria killed Jenny so she would get Jenny’s inheritance? But Jenny was poor?”

      “She was, but her extended family was rich. That’s why Victoria wanted her gone.”

      “But surely Victoria is closer in line than Jenny to the Hampton’s fortune?” I asked.

      Jenny was a dirt-poor scholarship student, meanwhile Victoria Hampton came from one of the richest families in the United States. It didn’t make sense that Victoria would feel threatened by Jenny over inheritance, even if they were cousins.

      “Yeah, but we aren’t talking about the Hampton’s fortune. We are talking about another related family’s money.”

      “Whose?” I asked impatiently.

      He paused and seemed to be wrestling with something internally. Finally, he decided.

      He looked at me very seriously and said, “The Addington’s.”
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      “What?” I asked in complete disbelief. “Victoria and I are related?”

      I felt like my world had just turned upside down. Grayson looked around and saw people staring at us.

      “Come on.” He grabbed my arm and forcefully lead me inside.

      The warm air that greeted us inside the building was a welcome relief, but I was too distracted to notice. Grayson dragged me through the halls. He seemed to be looking for something.

      Finally, he found it. He pushed me into an empty classroom and then locked the door behind us.

      He turned to me and said in a serious tone I hardly ever heard him use, “We know Victoria wants you dead.”

      I shook my head and mumbled, “This is insane.”

      “And we know she’s dangerous. We aren’t sure about everything that happened with Jenny, but we know Victoria did something. We don’t know if she hired someone or if she did it herself—or if she just bullied Jenny so badly that she took her own life. We aren’t sure because Victoria didn’t tell us—for obvious reasons.”

      He walked over to me and grabbed my arms. He looked so serious—almost scared. Normally his tattooed fingers digging into my skin would have been painful, but I was so numb I barely felt it.

      “Maddy, we wanted you away from here so you’d be safer. We wanted you to leave. That’s why we tried to scare you away last semester.”

      “You bullied me like crazy,” I cut in.

      His jaw clenched like he was remembering some painful memory. There was pain in his dark eyes as he looked into mine intensely.

      “Yeah, we did, but we were always there to make sure it didn’t get out of control.”

      I flashed back to last year. Whenever I was getting bullied, it always seemed like they were around. I thought it was because they were the ones doing the bullying and so they wanted to see their handiwork in action.

      “We wanted you to leave, that was why we were so awful to you. We couldn’t let Victoria know we were on your side. She’s already suspicious of us and could jeopardize our position in the Crown Society. We need to stay members because otherwise we’d be working blind in trying to protect you.”

      I felt like I was spinning out of control. Was everything I thought I knew a lie?

      “We are risking everything to protect you. Our empires, our futures, everything—but I don’t give a shit about that.”

      He took a deep, shaky breath to regain control of himself.

      “Why don’t you just go to the police with what you know about Victoria?” I asked in a small voice.

      “We can’t take her down until we have proof. If we went to the police now, she wouldn’t be charged with anything. You’d be in just as much danger, and we would have lost our advantage.”

      “Why didn’t you warn me?” I asked.

      His mouth dropped open in indignant disbelief.

      “We did! We warned you countless times! We couldn’t tell you explicitly because if Victoria knew you knew then you’d be in ten times more danger. We had to make her think we were on her side. We had to make her think we were just tricking you the whole time.”

      The way he was looking at me was so sincere. It made it almost impossible to doubt what he was saying. I couldn’t believe it. I was finally getting the truth from him and should have been ecstatic, but I was more scared and shocked than anything else.

      “This is the worst place for you to be, Maddy. That’s why we didn’t want you here.”

      I couldn’t do anything but stare into my old friend’s eyes. They were so familiar all of a sudden. I was seeing the real Grayson again. It was as if the demon that had taken over his body and tortured me for the past seven months, was finally gone.

      “That night together wasn’t a lie,” he whispered, and I instantly knew what he meant.

      He was talking about the night the three Kings and I had spent together. The night where they’d all just held and comforted me. I’d kissed each one of them in the dark, unsure of whose hands were on my body. That night I had felt so safe, so warm, so loved—then they’d completely destroyed it.

      They had taken my heart and crushed it beneath the heels of their expensive shoes. Ground it into the dirt and spat on it.

      “Betraying you, out on those stairs with the detective, was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do,” he continued, and I could feel the first pinpricks of tears forming at the back of my eyes.

      “I love you, Maddy, and I have ever since we were little.”

      My world completely shattered, breaking apart in a million pieces, and I was lost amongst the wreckage. I shouldn’t love him after everything he did to me, but I couldn’t help it.

      Our lips came together in a fiery kiss.

      It was nothing like that other time. That night in the dark had been soft and comforting, while this was hard and intense.

      He let go of my arms and shoved the backpack off my shoulders. It fell to the ground with a loud thud. He grabbed the back of my neck to pull me closer, deepening the kiss. I reached out and grabbed onto his waist to keep myself on my feet. The way his lips were moving against mine left my legs feeling wobbly.

      He cupped my cheek in his palm. He pressed his forehead into mine as he caught his breath.

      “You have no idea how fucking badly I’ve wanted to do this,” he whispered into my lips.

      He didn’t give me a chance to respond. He tilted my head to give him better access to my lips and kissed me hard.

      I wanted it too. I had wanted him for so long but suppressed it deep down inside myself because I knew how wrong it was.

      I had buried all that longing and covered it up with anger and hate. I shouldn’t want my bully. I shouldn’t crave the guy who had been so cruel and ruthless to me. I knew Grayson was messed up, but I must be screwed up as well.

      I kissed him back with everything I could. I poured all the anger, confusion and pain he’d made me feel back into his lips. I thought I hated Grayson Moore—but I realized in horror that maybe I was in love with him too.

      We were just two people who had damaged one another so much. Could we maybe heal each other too?

      He picked me up suddenly in his strong arms. Instinctively, my legs wrapped around his waist, and he groaned deep in his throat. I leaned down and kissed his bobbing Adam’s apple.

      He carried me over to the teacher’s desk. Holding me tightly with one hand on my ass, he used his other arm to sweep everything off the desk. It clattered to the floor loudly, but we barely noticed.

      He kissed me again, and all I could think of were his lips and his strong, tattooed hands on my body. He quickly laid me down as papers fluttered to the ground around us.

      I didn’t want to be without his body for even a second. I grabbed onto the lapels of his blazer and yanked—but I didn’t need to because he was already climbing on top of me. He wanted me just as badly as I wanted him.

      We were desperately grabbing at one another. Our lips kept coming together in a furious battle. He kissed me like he wanted to consume my whole being.

      He reached a hand up under my tartan skirt. I moaned and threw my head to the side. He used it to his advantage and attacked my throat with his mouth.

      He grabbed me roughly under my skirt. I was wearing the thigh-high stockings that were part of the uniform, and they offered perfect access to his fingers. The only thing standing between my core and his insistent hand was a thin pair of white panties—which he quickly shoved aside.

      I gasped loudly as his fingers slipped over my folds.

      “Fuck. You’re so wet,” he murmured against my neck.

      Then he slipped one finger inside of me and my back arched up off the table like I’d been electrocuted. It felt amazing, but I wanted Moore.

      With my legs wrapped around his waist, I pulled him closer to me. He took away his hand, and I felt empty for a moment, but the next second he surged between my legs. I could feel how hard he was. How much he wanted me.

      I reached and tried to tug down his pants, but I couldn’t. He was still wearing his belt and our bodies were pressed too tightly together for me to get my hands to the buckle.

      I groaned in frustration, and, as if he was reading my mind, he quickly reached down and undid his belt with one hand.

      I pushed his pants down with clumsy fingers. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to free his cock.

      I felt his warm, heavy member against my thigh. Skin-on-skin.

      He pulled my panties to the side again and maneuvered himself so he was right at my entrance. I could feel the head of his cock pressing against me, desperate to enter my body.

      I couldn’t think straight. All I wanted was him at that moment. I needed him inside. I pulled him to me with my legs.

      That was all the invitation Grayson needed. He slid into me roughly. Stretching me to the limit.

      I cried out, and he swallowed it with a hard kiss.

      He gave my body a second to get used to his large size, then he started thrusting. I was so turned on that I quickly got used to his demanding rhythm.

      I clung to him and rolled my head on the desk. The muscles in his back were flexed because he was holding himself over me. I ran my hands along them, and they felt like steel beneath my fingers.

      We both wanted to take off more clothes, but there was no time. We were so desperate for each other that he’d just slipped my panties to the side and slid inside my body. We were completely clothed except for his cock inside of me, which was bare. Skin-on-skin. And it felt amazing.

      My eyes suddenly burst open. I pushed at his shoulders.

      “Wait!” I cried.

      He stopped immediately. He went from being so rough one moment to so concerned, instantly.

      “Condom!” I managed to say.

      He looked at me blankly for a moment, his eyes clouded over with lust. Eventually, what I said seemed to sink into his brain.

      “Fuck,” he said as he reached into his blazer pocket. “Yeah, of course. Guess I just got carried away.”

      He pulled out the wrapper.

      “I always have one on me,” he said.

      I didn’t want to think about that, about why he “always had one on him”. The Kings were playboys and could get anyone at the school they wanted. What high school guy wasn’t going to take advantage of that? I tried to put it out of my mind and focus on the experience.

      He ripped it open with his teeth and pulled out of me. I felt emptier than when he had removed his finger. My body craved him. I wanted him back inside me so badly it ached.

      The next second, he pushed back into my body, and I could tell he was wearing the condom now.

      I couldn’t believe we’d almost had unprotected sex. I’d been so caught up in the moment I hadn’t thought of it at all.

      I tried to put it out of my mind and focus on the pleasure coursing through my body.

      We quickly fell back into our rhythm, and it wasn’t long before both of us were panting.

      He kissed my chest where the top buttons of my shirt had come undone. It felt like he was kissing fire along my skin.

      My back was pressed painfully into the hard wooden desk—but I barely noticed. I ran my fingers through his hair, over the short shaved sides, and I could feel the patterns carved there. I slipped my fingers up to tangle in the longer hair on top. It hung down and brushed my forehead when he kissed me.

      We were having sex on top of a teacher’s desk in a classroom. Anyone could walk by and look in the window. If they did, then they would see him on top of me, thrusting into my willing body with my legs wrapped around his waist—but I couldn’t care less at the moment.

      What he was doing felt amazing, the pull of his cock inside me felt incredible, but there was something missing. I couldn’t figure out what it was—until he shifted his weight and reached down to rub my clit.

      My eyes slammed shut, and I cried out. My fingers were in his hair and gripped on to him painfully. If I was capable of conscious thought at that moment, then I would have realized I was probably hurting him and let go—but I was too lost in pleasure to notice.

      I was so close.

      Just a couple more hard thrusts, and he sent me flying over the edge. I twisted and writhed beneath him, caught between two unyielding surfaces—his hard body and the wooden desk.

      The fact I was coming beneath him was more than he could take. He grabbed my hip roughly, his fingers digging into my flesh. The rhythm of his thrusts became erratic. He groaned deeply into my neck and filled me with his release.

      We clung to each other as we both rode out our orgasms. Both lost in a sea of pleasure.

      After what felt like an eternity, we slowly came back down. His hips twitched a couple more times, and then we both lay completely spent and panting together in a sweaty heap on the desk.

      My mind was reeling. First, because of the mind-blowing orgasm I’d just had, second, because I’d just had sex for the first time, and third, because it had been with Grayson.
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      Grayson finally shifted to the side with a groan. Even though his heavy weight was no longer pressing me into the desk, I wanted him back on top of me.

      I was breathing deeply, and my eyes were still closed so I heard, rather than saw, him reach down and take off the condom. He threw it into a small wastebasket behind the desk, then immediately grabbed me and pulled me close.

      I idly wondered what would happen when the teacher noticed the used condom in the garbage, but the thought quickly left my mind. All I could care about at that moment was the feeling of Grayson’s body against mine.

      He pulled me in with his strong arms so that my back was against his chest. I could feel him breathing against my hair. I could feel his heart hammering through the layers of our clothes, and it made me feel close to him. Even though we’d just had sex—amazing sex—hearing his heartbeat felt so intimate. It was the deepest part of him, and I got to hear it.

      I could smell his usual intoxicating scent of moss and cloves—but now he also smelled like sex.

      I lay drowsily for a bit, just luxuriating in the feeling of what we’d just done. My core ached. I’d been stretched and filled—but in the best possible way.

      Something kept buzzing, and I realized it must be Grayson’s phone in his pocket. We both ignored it, and he squeezed me and pulled me in tighter.

      I still couldn’t believe what had just happened. I’d never really given much thought as to how I was going to lose my virginity. It wasn’t like it was something special I was trying to save for just the right moment and just the right person; it was just something that hadn’t happened yet. I’d always been so busy with school, my part-time jobs, and my mom, that I just hadn’t had any time to date.

      Still, never in a million years would I have imagined I was going to lose it like this. And I never thought it was going to be with Grayson. But it had been, and it had been incredible. I still felt like I was glowing.

      Right before it happened, he’d told me he was in love with me. That was even more insane than the two of us having sex. But I didn’t want to think about what it all meant at the moment—that would come later—at the moment, I just wanted to bask in the afterglow.

      His pocket buzzed again, and I heard him swear into my hair.

      “Shutting it off, shutting it off,” he mumbled.

      I felt him take it out of his pocket.

      “There,” he said and slid it back inside.

      I heard a small crash as it slipped out and fell to the floor.

      “Fuck,” he muttered, but didn’t get up. He just pulled me in tighter.

      “Grayson?”

      “Mm?” He sounded so sleepy and content.

      “I want to confront Victoria. I can’t let her get away with what she’s doing.”

      I felt him stiffen slightly against my back.

      “You can’t,” he said. “You can’t let on you know. Otherwise, this situation will get a lot more dangerous for you.”

      I knew he was right, but I hated not doing anything. It made me feel useless.

      His phone kept buzzing from the ground. I finally sat up with a regretful sigh and hopped off the desk. My body was sore all over and ached in a pleasant way.

      I picked up the phone to shut it off and saw he’d accidentally unlocked it instead. I was about to swipe up and put it on “do not disturb” when I noticed the amount of texts he was getting from numbers not in his contact list. I was suddenly suspicious and opened his chat app instead.

      He realized what I was doing and called out, “Wait!” But it was too late, I was already scrolling through his messages.

      My mouth dropped open in disbelief.

      He quickly got up, doing up his pants and grabbing the phone out of my hand at the same time. But I’d already seen all I needed to know.

      “You guys are drug dealers! I knew it!”

      He slipped it back into his pocket and said, “Yeah, but you don’t understand the reason.”

      “Oh my god, don’t start that bullshit again!”

      He suddenly got angry.

      “You tried to turn us in! How dare we be suspicious of you, right? How dare we not tell you all the illegal things we’re doing.”

      “I told you what I was going to do! I told you I was going to the police with the information I had, and you agreed to help me! Then you stabbed me in the back.”

      “We had to!”

      I threw my hands up in exasperation. The afterglow was long gone, and I was just left feeling hollow and angry.

      “Why? Why do you guys have to deal drugs? You’re all ‘filthy-rich, why would we bother dealing drugs?’” I said, imitating what the three of them had told me last year on the stairs. “I thought you wouldn’t jeopardize your empires?”

      He shook his head. His dark eyes narrowed on me.

      “You wouldn’t understand,” he said coldly.

      “Because you won’t tell me!” I yelled.

      We’d just had amazing sex after he told me he loved me, but now he was shutting me out again.  I was so hurt and angry and frustrated all at once.

      “We can’t trust you,” he finally said, and it was like a punch in the gut.

      I thought we had already gotten past that. I guess what we’d just experienced together didn’t actually mean very much.

      “Fine,” I spat out. “I don’t trust you either.”

      I moved to get dressed, but we’d been so desperate to get close to each other that we’d barely taken off anything. I angrily buttoned up the top buttons of my shirt, which had come undone. I smoothed down my skirt and then that was it. Grayson was already fully dressed.

      I grabbed my backpack, spun on my heel and walked to the door. I unlocked it, threw it open and stormed out of the classroom. He didn’t try to stop me or rush after me. He just let me go.
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      “There you are,” Dean said, and I jumped a mile into the air. “I’ve been looking all over for you. I—are you ok?”

      I had been walking through the cavernous entrance hall, lost in my own thoughts. I hadn’t even noticed him when he came up to me.

      “I’m fine,” I said too quickly as I smoothed down my hair.

      Do I look like I just had sex? Can he tell?

      He gave me a searching look.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yup!”

      I just slept with my enemy, that’s all. After he told me that he loved me. No big deal. Then we got into a huge fight right after. I’m totally fine.

      “Listen, Maddy, there’s something I need to tell you. Something I’ve been meaning to tell you for a while…” Dean started, and dread flooded through me.

      I could not deal with this right now. I wasn’t sure what he was going to say, but I had an idea, and this was not the right time. I’d just slept with someone he despised, and I didn’t know what it meant. I needed time to think. Any other time I would have been ecstatic to hear what Dean was going to tell me, but now it just made me feel guilty and ashamed.

      “Dean, listen—” I started.

      I was going to tell him I needed space. We had to talk about what I had just found out about Victoria, but we needed to do it in private, and I could not deal with whatever he was about to tell me. But just then, I noticed the Kings walk in.

      The three of them strode in to the room in that cocky, self-assured way they had. They carried themselves like the rich, spoiled, powerful guys they were. Like they owned the world—because I guess they kind of did.

      The three of them looked pissed, but also… triumphant? My stomach dropped. What did they have planned now? The way they looked reminded me of how they’d looked on the stairs last year when they’d betrayed me.

      They walked right up until they were standing directly next to Dean and I. Dean turned to them angrily.

      “What do you guys want?” he asked darkly.

      Brett glared intensely at Dean, like he wanted to rip his throat out. The look was scary and made me even more nervous. Brett was a beast, but Dean was no slouch. If it came down to a fight between the two of them, I didn’t know who would win. But if this confrontation did end up in a fight, it would be three against one and Dean would have no chance.

      Archer glared at Dean too, but there was a slight smirk under the anger. Grayson looked a bit disheveled and confused about what was happening. My face suddenly burned scarlet when I realized why he looked like that. When I thought about what we’d just done.

      “What is it you have to tell her?” Archer asked Dean. “Is it that you’re a fucking liar?”

      His voice echoed around the huge space, bouncing off the marble floors and disappearing up into the towering ceiling. Students walking through had stopped to watch the confrontation, and so we had a small audience.

      “You better watch yourself, King,” Dean growled and took a menacing step towards Archer.

      “Or you’ll what? What are you going to do to me, Carter Emsworth?” Archer asked.

      Dean stopped dead in his tracks.

      I looked back and forth between the two large guys. Dean looked shocked, and Archer looked smug.

      “Huh?” I asked in confusion.

      Dean’s nostrils flared, and the shocked look in his eyes was replaced by pure fury.

      “We were wondering why our networks couldn’t find any information on you,” Archer continued. “You were like a ghost. Your online presence was completely scrubbed, so we had to dig deeper. No bank details, no Social Security, no school records, nothing. And you’re good, it's taken this long for us to get to the bottom of who you really are. But no matter how good you are, we’re better.”

      “What’s he talking about?” I turned to Dean.

      He was glaring furiously at the Kings.

      Brett looked like he was barely holding himself back. The large muscles in his shoulders were tense and ready to strike. Grayson looked surprised. When the other two found out, he was probably busy with me, and they didn’t have time to fill him in before they came here to confront Dean.

      “Don’t you think she deserves to know who you are, Carter?” Archer continued triumphantly. “Maddy, meet Carter Emsworth. His family is one of the richest in Britain and a long-standing rival of my family. We knew something was suspicious about you from the first time we laid eyes on you. Your ridiculous ‘Dean Smith’ act is over.”

      “Is it true?” I asked Dean.

      The pleading look in his eyes when he turned to me told me everything I needed to know. But when he opened his mouth, it removed all doubt.

      “Yes, I’m so sorry,” he said in the silkiest, deepest, richest British accent I had ever heard.

      It sounded so jarring to hear that strange voice come out of such a familiar face that I staggered backwards.

      “What is it you want, Carter?” Archer continued. “Besides trying to trick your way up Maddy’s skirt?”

      “It’s not like that!” Dean—Carter—growled.

      He turned back to me, but I was already moving away from him. My hands stretched out in front of me defensively, as if I was trying to keep the entire situation from getting to me. But there was no going back now.

      “I wanted to tell you,” Carter said desperately. “I was going to. I just couldn’t find the right time. My family sent me here to take them down, not you.”

      “You’ve been lying to me this whole time.” I stared into his familiar amber eyes, but they suddenly weren’t so familiar anymore. I didn’t know this person at all. “You’ve been using me. I was falling for you, and you were just using me. Was any of it real?”

      “Yes,” he insisted earnestly, almost desperately. “Maddy, please, let me explain—”

      “I don’t want to hear it.”

      Suddenly, I just couldn’t take it anymore. Everything that had happened was just too much.

      I quickly started walking out of the room.

      “Maddy.” Grayson tried to talk to me.

      He tried to grab my arm as I went by, but I ripped it out of his grasp and kept walking out of the entrance hall.

      I didn’t want to deal with any of them right now. Nothing made sense anymore. My world was spinning out of control. Everything I thought I knew was turned on its head, and I had no idea who I could trust.

      Walking back to my room, lost in a daze, I suddenly heard my name over the school’s PA system.

      “Maddy Baker, please report to the headmaster’s office immediately. I repeat, Maddy Baker, please report to the headmaster’s office immediately.”

      What could it possibly be now? Hadn’t I had enough for one day?

      I changed direction and started walking to the office. My body was so numb with shock I could barely feel my feet against the marble floor.

      I was so lost in my own thoughts I didn’t realize how I got to the office until I was standing in front of the door. I walked in, and the headmaster’s assistant greeted me. She told me I had a phone call.

      I looked at her in confusion. Who would it be? No one had ever called me here before.

      I walked over and picked up the phone from her desk.

      “Hello?”

      “Maddy?” I instantly recognized my mom’s voice.

      At the unexpected sound, I broke. All the emotions I’d felt that day washed over and threatened to drown me.

      “Mom?” I asked in a small voice, already on the verge of tears.

      “Hi, sweetie. How are you?”

      “I’m good,” I croaked out. “How are you?”

      It was so surreal to hear her warm, comforting voice coming out of the phone from hundreds of miles away, while I was standing in the middle of Crestmoore’s cold head office.

      “I’m ok, but you need to come home.”

      “Is everything ok?” Dread flowed through me.

      Her cancer must have taken a turn for the worse, or they had already found her guilty somehow and she was going to prison.

      She hesitated for a moment, and it felt like it stretched on for eternity.

      “Your grandparents have died,” she finally said.

      “Who?” It took me a second to figure out who she was talking about. “Oh, you mean Dad’s parents?”

      “Yes.”

      “What does that have to do with us?”

      Ok, maybe that was a little harsh about two people who had just died, but they made it very clear they wanted nothing to do with us in life so why should I care about them in death?

      “Because they’ve left you everything.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Seriously, thank you so much. If you’re enjoying the Kings of Crestmoore series, please consider leaving a review. I’ll be forever grateful :)

      

      Never miss a new release! Join my mailing list: https://elleeast.com/
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      Savage Lessons

      I messed up, and it might end up costing me my body…or even my life.

      I owe the Vicious Crew three “favors” and they can ask for anything they want.

      The second I walk into the waste dump that is Marter High, I know I’ve made a mistake—and they are determined to teach me a lesson.

      The four of them terrify the other students—and in a place like Marter, that’s saying something. Ruthless. Violent. Merciless. Rumor has it they even have ties to the mafia.

      Abandoned by my parents. Kicked out of my fancy prep school. Penniless. All I have left in the world is my sister and I’ll do everything in my power to protect her.

      A stupid decision. A stupid self-sacrifice, and suddenly the Vicious Crew own me.

      I need to be strong for her, but I don’t know if I can survive them.

      They hate me.

      They are determined to destroy me.

      But I refuse to make it easy for them.
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