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      I swore I would never come back, but there I was, standing on the deck of the boat that was speeding me back into that fucked-up world I thought I had left behind forever.

      The salty air rushed across my skin and tossed my long, dark tresses behind me. The bow of the boat plowed through the waves and the sound of their gentle crashing joined the continuous hum of the motor. Crestmoore island rose up in the distance, a green jewel sitting on an infinite expanse of blue. It was a beautiful day. The cold bite of Fall hadn’t come yet to Maine, so I closed my eyes and savored the warm sun as it beat down on my face.

      I felt like I hadn’t had a chance to just take a minute and breathe. The last couple weeks had been a whirlwind, one which had completely shattered my life and rearranged the pieces into something weird and new—and scary. The fact that I, Maddy Baker, a poor public school girl from Queens, New York, was on her way to Crestmoore Academy, one of the most exclusive prep schools in the United States, was not even the weirdest thing that had happened to me recently.

      I felt the pocket of my jacket vibrate and I opened my eyes. Pulling out my phone, I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face when I saw the text.

      Dean: Good luck. I know you can do this

      Despite the breeze from the ocean, heat rose into my cheeks.
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        * * *

      

      After my mom and stepdad had been arrested, I was forced into protective services. I had refused to go at first, arguing that I was almost eighteen and could take care of myself, but apparently you can’t argue your way around the law. Detective Smith made me a deal, I didn’t have to go to an orphanage and I could stay with him but only if I agreed to go to a boarding school once the school year started.

      I was already reaching out to shake hands on the agreement—staying in some cop’s home was infinitely better and safer than staying in an under-funded and understaffed institution with a bunch of kids I didn’t know—before I heard the other stipulations. Detective Smith hadn’t reached out to take my hand, and it awkwardly dropped back down into my lap.

      “While you’re there, I want you to do something else,” he had said slowly.

      My eyes had narrowed in suspicion as I asked what else he wanted me to do.

      Apparently he wanted me to spy on my old friends to find out what illicit activities they were up to at their fancy prep school. He said that if I could get enough incriminating evidence on them, he could bargain down the charges against my mom and stepdad and get them out of jail.

      I was hesitant. The four of us used to be best friends, but that was over seven years ago and I hadn’t talked to them since. My loyalty was to my mom, not to them, so I agreed and Detective Smith finally reached out to shake my hand. He was throwing me a lifeline, and I wasn’t about to let it go floating by. I needed my mom.

      When Detective Smith had taken me back to his narrow townhouse in a middle class neighborhood in Queens, I was about ready to collapse from exhaustion. I walked in behind him and then the hottest boy I had ever seen in my life walked around the corner towards us.

      I froze. I think my mouth was probably hanging open in a really unflattering way too. I was pretty much an emotional wreck at that point from all the stress of the last couple days and romance was the last thing on my mind—but I wasn’t blind.

      “Hey, Dad,” the hot boy said before he looked me up and down quickly and smiled.

      “Hi, Dean. This—” The detective motioned to me with his hand. “—is Maddy, she’ll be staying with us for two weeks.” Detective Smith must have thought that brief introduction was enough because he started walking past Dean and down the hall. “I’ll show you your room.”

      I gave a small smile back to Dean before following the older man. I allowed myself a peek back over my shoulder and saw Dean staring at me with his warm amber eyes. His tall, broad frame was taking up most of the small, New York-sized hallway. He seemed to command the space in a way that was friendly but also intimidating. I quickly looked away.

      “This is your room,” Detective Smith grunted. He was a terse man.

      “Thanks,” I mumbled as I walked into the tiny room.

      It wasn’t much more than a closet shoved between the kitchen and the stairs, with a single bed and a dresser taking up most of the space. There was a small window though, so that was nice… even if it looked out onto a gray brick wall. It was still better than an orphanage, and besides, it was only temporary. Soon I would go to Crestmoore Academy—a place that was the opposite of this.

      “Help yourself to whatever is in the kitchen. Do whatever you want during the day but you need to be home by sundown. No partying. No boys. No drinking. No drugs. Got it?”

      “Got it.” I nodded. I was used to people thinking I’m a bad kid just because I’m from a bad part of town.

      “We’ll go over things next week before school starts,” he said. I nodded again.

      Looking at him, it was crazy to think that he was related to that gorgeous guy in the hallway. His son was tall while the detective was on the shorter side. Dean was broad and muscular while the detective was average size and developing a slight belly. Dean had thick brown hair cropped close to his head, a straight nose, full eyebrows, nice lips that were on the thin side, and a cleft chin. The detective had quickly graying black hair that was getting very thin on top, hard blue eyes, thick lips and a jaw that wasn’t defined.

      They did have one similarity though, they both wore stubble beards, but Dean’s dark stubble looked thick, expertly trimmed and emphasized his strong jaw while the detective’s looked haggard and patchy like the beard had been an accident and he had just been too busy to shave for a couple days.

      The detective shut the door, and I heard his footsteps as he walked away. I was alone for the first time in two days, for the first time since the arrest. I sank down onto the bed, which was surprisingly comfy, and turned my head to stare out the window at the weak light that had made it down between the steep buildings to illuminate the brick.

      I missed my mom.

      We had always been super close. It used to be the three of us back when my dad was still alive, but now it was just my mom and I—I didn’t count my stepdad, because he was a horrible person and I hated him. He was mean and manipulative and his secret drug addiction had progressed into dealing. He was the reason my sweet, caring mother—a woman so gentle she wouldn’t kill bugs in the house but would take them outside to be set free—he was the reason she was in jail.

      Despite the fact that I despised him, I begrudgingly understood why he had done it. My mom’s cancer treatments were bankrupting the family. She didn’t have insurance and wasn’t able to work and my stepdad was always struggling to hold down a job for very long so we were heavily in debt. I hated him because I thought he was a bad person, but I respected that he never left her. He knew about her diagnosis when they got together and he had taken on her burden. He had to pay our bills somehow and, unknown to us, he had decided that drug dealing was the only way he could do it.

      Two days ago there had been a loud knock on the door and some man with an authoritative voice had shouted, “POLICE, OPEN UP!”

      My mother and I had looked up from the couch where we had been watching a movie together, too shocked to move. My stepdad was already running to the bedroom, yelling at my mom not to open the door.

      The heavy pounding came again, and they told us to open the door or they would break it down. My mom went over to let them in and the second the lock was turned they burst into the room. It seemed like there were hundreds of people streaming through the door, all carrying guns and dressed in black bulletproof vests, but I’m sure there were only about six—no way more people could have fit in our tiny apartment.

      “GET ON THE GROUND!” they shouted at us and my mother and I immediately complied.

      I lay down on the wooden floor as I felt my hands being jerked behind my back and the cold bite of metal as they put handcuffs on me, too tightly. I could hear shouting and a scuffle by the window. I was too scared of getting shot to turn my head, but I think my stepdad had been trying to jump out the window onto the fire escape when the police had rushed in. I heard him arguing and then his yelps of pain and a loud thud as he was thrown to the floor. He yelled at them not to look in his backpack and that he had his rights.

      I remember it feeling all so surreal. It was like one of the movies my mom and I would watch, instead of real life. I remember finding the courage to look over at my mom who was on the ground by the front door, her hands also cuffed behind her back like I was. She was looking at me and the sight of her laying like that with a policeman aiming a gun at her back broke my heart. I’m sure she was thinking the same thing as she looked at me.

      When we got to the station, they put us all in different rooms. Mine was bare except for a couch, a desk and a clock on the wall so I could see the minutes creep by. Two of the walls were mirrored, so I knew they were watching me and that I was in an interrogation room.

      They left me in there for an hour by myself before I couldn’t take it anymore. No one had told me anything and my fear for my mom, and also my anger, outweighed my fear for myself. I went and knocked on one of the mirrors.

      “Hellooo, is anyone going to tell me what’s going on?” I said as I knocked again.

      Almost immediately the door opened and in walked a middle-aged woman. By the way she carried herself I guessed that she was a detective, calm and self-assured.

      “Hello, Ms. Addington?” she said as she looked down at the file in her hand.

      “Baker. It’s been, Ms. Baker, for about five years,” I replied slightly impatiently.

      “My apologies.” She smiled. “Have a seat?”

      She motioned to the couch and I practically ran over to it. I was desperate for answers and wanted to start the interview as quickly as possible.

      She pulled out the chair from behind the desk so she could sit across from me. It felt like she was moving at a snail’s pace and I was almost jumping out of my skin with impatience.

      “Where’s my mom?” I blurted out, unable to hold back any longer.

      We were put in different police cars so I hadn’t spoken a word to her since the police first pounded on the door.

      “She’s fine. She’s in another holding room much like this one. She’s going to be questioned separately. My name is Detective Holmes. I understand that you are still a minor—”

      “I’m almost eighteen,” I interjected defensively.

      “Yes, almost. But the state still sees you as a minor which actually works to your advantage in this situation as you won’t be charged as an accessory in this case.”

      “What case?? What are you talking about??” I had no idea what was going on and I felt like I was in the twilight zone.

      “Madeline.” She looked at me with kindness and her voice was sympathetic when she told me, “Your parents have been arrested for distributing narcotics.”

      My heart fell.

      I wasn’t surprised, I wished I could have been surprised, but I wasn’t.

      “My mom had nothing to do with it,” I said, staring down at my feet.

      “The courts will decide that.”

      My stepdad had started out as a great guy. My mom had met him about a year after my dad died, after the cancer diagnosis. He’d been caring and attentive that first year. He’d taken her to her appointments, stayed with her and held her hand, taken care of me when she was too sick to, just generally been a very loving and great guy.

      My mom had had an incredibly stressful couple of years, what with her soulmate dying and being diagnosed with stage 4 breast cancer shortly after—all with a young daughter to take care of by herself. He’d been exactly what mom had needed at that time and I wasn’t surprised when she married him after they had been together for only a year.

      But once the ring was on his finger, he immediately started morphing into another person. He became moody, withdrawn and short-tempered. He started complaining bitterly about how little money they had even though when you marry a woman undergoing cancer treatment—who had little money to begin with, no family and no insurance—what else can you expect?

      He started getting into drugs and it horrified my mom. She never left though. No matter how bad it got, she never left. The cancer treatments had really taken a toll on her and a lot of days she couldn’t even get out of bed. Finding the strength to leave him, get a new apartment, start a new life, take care of me, all without money and while being incredibly sick, was just impossible.

      Another, darker, reason that she told me about once, about why she stayed with him—a reason that I made her stop in the middle of telling me about it because I just couldn’t bear to face it—was that if she died at least I would have someone. She was very sick. Having stage 4 breast cancer only about twenty percent of people make it to five years, she had survived over six and was on borrowed time. It was just her and I and she didn’t want to leave me alone in the world.

      Mom had no family and had grown up in an orphanage. Her experiences there had made her determined to never let me fall into a place like that. My dad had had a family, a very influential and extremely wealthy one actually, but they didn’t approve of my mom and when he wouldn’t leave her, his family disowned him—and by extension me, even though I wouldn’t be born until later. I had never even met any of my dad’s family, not once.

      My dad grew up having every advantage in the world. He had gone to the best schools, eaten at the best restaurants, been to the best hotels, grown up in palatial mansions, had everything he ever wanted, but when he had snuck away to slum it in a dive bar in the city, he met my mom and gave it all up just to be with her.

      They moved to a small, run-down apartment in Queens and that was where they had me. We didn’t have a lot of money but I never remembered being poor; I remembered my childhood being happy and full of laughter. I’ve never seen two people more in love than my parents and I hoped that one day I could find someone who made me even half as happy as they made each other.

      A knock on the door jarred me out of my memories.

      “Yes?” I asked, assuming Detective Smith had come back to tell me not to pee on the carpet or something else one of the drug-addicted kids he picked up off the streets would do.

      The door slowly opened and in came Dean. I bolted upright into a sitting position.

      “Did I disturb you?” he asked.

      “Not at all,” I said, slightly flustered as I tried to smooth down my long hair.

      “He can be kind of rough.” He motioned over his shoulder with a jerk of his head. “Just wanted to make sure you were ok and not traumatized by the interaction.”

      “Well, I’m pretty sure I’m traumatized, but not for that reason.” I tried to make a joke, but it fell flat.

      Dean’s intense eyes narrowed in on me and his face got somber.

      “Are you ok?” he asked me and I felt myself breaking down.

      I had held it together for the past two days but when this guy, that I had just met, asked me that question I felt like he was seeing through all the bullshit walls I put up and was speaking directly to me. Hold it together, Maddy, he’s a stranger.

      I nodded, buying time while I pushed down the emotions that were threatening to overwhelm me. I took a deep breath. “Yeah, I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. I just need some time to myself, it’s been crazy these last couple days.”

      He nodded and paused for a few seconds, observing me like he was looking deep into my soul, before he turned to go. I watched as the thick muscles of his back flexed beneath the thin material of his dark t-shirt. I was practically drooling. This guy brought out so many different emotions in me—from nervous breakdown to turned on in ten seconds.

      “I’ll be here, let me know if you want to talk or if there’s anything you need from me.” His voice was deep and I could feel it reverberating in my core, speaking to the most primitive part of me.

      “Thanks,” I managed to say before he shut the door with one last look at me.

      Alone again, I let out the breath that I didn’t know I was holding. I had never had a reaction like that to a guy before. I had had crushes on other guys—of course—but nothing like that, nothing that immediate or intense. It felt like a whole different level. It had felt like he had sucked all the oxygen out of the room with his presence.

      I threw myself back on the bed dramatically. As if my life wasn’t confusing and complicated enough right now, the universe had to throw tall, dark and handsome Dean into it.

      “Thanks a lot universe,” I mumbled sarcastically.

      But I was actually very thankful.
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        * * *

      

      Crestmoore island was getting closer, and I felt my pulse quickening. I was nervous, and not just because I was starting a day later than the other students because of a mix-up arranging my transportation. I hadn’t been in a place like this in over seven years, not since I was a little kid attending a fancy prep school in Manhattan on a gifted artist scholarship.

      I had been Madeline Addington in those days, still going by my dad’s last name so most kids didn’t even realize I was a scholarship student. The other kids just assumed I came from the very old and very wealthy Addington family—which I guess I kind of did, but I had never met the relatives with whom I shared a last name—and I definitely didn’t share their money, if the scholarship fund hadn’t provided uniforms and supplies for me I would have come to school in cheap knock-off clothes and a plastic backpack.

      The best thing about that rich, snobby elementary school had been my friends, Archer, Brett and Grayson. We had clicked immediately that first day of second grade. Those guys had known each other since they were born because their families ran in the same circles, but after the first couple days of knowing them they made me feel like I was one of them. By the third day we were best friends.

      As a kid I had always thought rich people were mean—because of how my dad’s parents treated us, but getting to know Archer, Brett and Grayson had shown me that not all of them were bad—I wasn’t so sure about their parents though. All of the boys’ parents had places in Manhattan but the guys stayed in the school dorms. I always thought that was weird.

      Every day I had to take three subways and walk twenty minutes to get from our apartment in Queens to the school next to Central Park, but the boys’ parents all lived close—in the case of Brett, his parents lived literally around the corner. When I was young, I didn’t understand, it seemed so strange not to live with your parents, but I just assumed that was something that rich people did. However, as I got older, I realized that the boys’ parents couldn’t be bothered to raise them so they sent them away to expensive schools so they could pay strangers to do it for them. It made me sad to think they had lived that way.

      When my dad was hit by a car and passed away, that was the end of fancy prep school for me. I couldn’t handle both the academic pressure and the grief at the same time so I dropped out in fifth grade. The end of that fancy prep school was also the end of my friendship with those three boys. I was self absorbed in my pain and didn’t reach out to them and I guess they were too wrapped up in their extravagant world, that I was never a real part of, to reach out to me. All rich people are assholes anyway—even if they don’t start out that way—that’s what I learned from my dad’s family.

      We were getting close. The island loomed up in front of us and I could see the top of the huge red brick building over the trees. The ferry pulled into the harbor, a circular shape cut out of the island. I took a deep breath as I gazed up at the imposing site before me.

      “Here we go,” I whispered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      The harbor was made up of several docks jutting out into the wild, blue water of the small bay. There was a hill that ran up from the waterline and in a semicircle that hugged the curve of the bay was a giant set of white stairs leading up the hill. The stairs were impressive—and must be a bitch to keep clean, but that was the housekeeper in me talking. One of the part-time jobs I took to help pay for my mom’s cancer treatments was cleaning houses.

      Crestmoore school rose up and sat on top of the hill, towering over the harbor. It was an intimidating building. Everything was trimmed in white which contrasted luxuriously with the dark red brick that made up the entire structure. The black roofs were steep and came to severe points. There were three massive entrance doors that stood behind three massive stone archways. I could see at least a dozen towers from where I stood. The building was covered in large windows made of squares of metal-rimmed glass, as well as smaller circular ones. The building was slightly curved to match the shape of the stairs. The place looked like a castle—but a castle that had just been built last year.

      I must have been gawking for a while because one of the ferry workers came over to tell me we had already landed and it was time for me to get off.

      “Oh,” I said in surprise.

      I turned around and grabbed my backpack off the bench. I followed the crewman down the wooden stairs and off the quaint and spotlessly maintained antique ferry.

      “Where are my things?” I asked, looking around.

      I didn’t have a lot, all my personal stuff was in my backpack, but my uniforms and school supplies were in the cheap, black luggage Detective Smith had given me.

      “A porter will bring it up to your room, Miss,” he said with a bow and I was a little taken aback. No one had ever bowed to me before.

      I didn’t know how to respond so I gave a little curtsey. The guy gave me a weird look so I guess that was the wrong response but he quickly left and I turned my attention back to the school. I looked up the steep hill. The school seemed to call to me, “You don’t belong here.” I already knew that though.

      I looked around the dock but it didn’t look like there was anyone there to greet me so I guessed that I was on my own. I started walking up the paved path which led to the stairs. They were an impressive architectural feature. I had a bit of an interest in architecture because I just loved art, in any form.

      I was out of breath when I reached the top. Being a New Yorker, I was used to walking a ridiculous amount on a daily basis but those stairs were still a challenge. The school rose above me, impassive and yet ominous.  I took a second to pretend to admire the view, but really I was just catching my breath—and working up the nerve to enter the building.

      From this vantage point I could see the rugged coast of Maine in the distance. The sun was high and reflected off the calm water surrounding the island. The natural harbor was beautiful, a rocky bay cut out of the surrounding trees. I had looked up information about the island before I got here and so I knew it was in the shape of a long, warped crescent. The island wasn’t too large, but it was big enough to hold a massive school, a large football stadium, tennis courts, indoor swimming pools, a couple dormitories, several miles of forest, and a tiny village for staff.

      After a couple minutes, I realized that I couldn’t put it off forever. Taking a deep breath, I turned around. The school loomed over me as I walked up the front path. I walked under one of the three archways, pulled open the heavy door and was swallowed by the school.

      My footsteps were loud in the entrance hall. They echoed across the marble floors, against the wood and white stone walls and up towards the towering ceiling that seemed miles above my head. I stared in awe at the place. It was the most beautiful building I had ever seen in my life. I walked a little farther into the cavernous space, trying to walk softly so that my footsteps didn’t seem so loud. The place was deserted.

      In front of me there was a huge marble staircase that split into two halfway up and one section went right and the other went left, leading to the second floor that was probably two stories above the ground where I was standing. There were hallways all around me branching off from the massive lobby, but nothing gave me any indication of where the administration office might be.

      I slowly wandered around and peeked down a couple halls. They all seemed to stretch on forever, with rows and rows of beautiful, ornate wooden doors lining each side. Some doors had numbers stamped on brass plates next to them but no words. I hadn’t seen a soul, and I found myself standing in the middle of the entrance hall at a loss of what to do.

      Suddenly I heard a pair of footsteps at the top of the stairs. I spun around and looked up. Descending the stairs at a leisurely pace was a guy. He was tall and lean. He had a very relaxed and self-assured manner about the way he moved—almost cocky. I could see that he was wearing the guy version of the school uniform, slim-cut black pants, black Oxford shoes, white collared long-sleeved shirt, black blazer, and tie with the dark, subtle tartan pattern that the girl’s skirts were made of.  I hadn’t thought much about the uniform but the way this guy wore it, effortless and like it was a second skin, made it look good.

      As he came closer, I could start seeing the angular lines of his face, the sharp cheekbones that looked like they could cut glass. The little smirk on his lips that looked like it was a permanent feature. The thick, wavy, dark brown hair that was effortlessly swept over and cut in an undercut and as he continued to get closer, I could see there were patterns in the shaved sides. He had a nose ring and I could see that there were dark patterns on the backs of his hands which I quickly realized were tattoos.

      I must have been gawking and as I looked back up at his face, our eyes locked. He had dark, mischievous eyes that were narrowed in a way that made him look like he was constantly searching for something—or someone—to laugh at.

      Man, this guy is hot, I thought, and I started to feel a little unsteady on my feet. But as he got closer recognition hit me like a slap in the face.

      Grayson.

      I hadn’t seen him in seven years and in that time he had changed so much. He was no longer a scrawny kid with too much hair; he was now this tall, intimidating, super hot guy who’s hands were covered in tattoos and who could command a room as gigantic as this entrance hall just by walking into it. He had grown up.

      I took a large gulp. I was suddenly hyper aware of my body. I could feel the straps of my backpack biting into my shoulders. My cheap black tights and oversized jean jacket with holes in it suddenly made me very self conscious.

      “Maddy,” his voice floated down the stairs ahead of him. It was deep and rich and sounded like a purr.

      The way he said my name was so sexy I almost melted in to a puddle right then on the floor.

      “Grayson!” I managed to get out. “How are you? Long time no see.”

      He reached the bottom of the stairs and crossed the echoing marble floor until we were standing face-to-face.

      “I’m good,” he said.

      That smirk and those eyes made him seem like he thought everything was amusing.

      He reached around me and I suddenly found myself in his strong arms. The warm spicy smell of cloves mixed with the green scent of moss overwhelmed me. He smelled so good. He smelled so much like a guy. I could feel his solid body against mine and his muscles through our clothes as he held me tightly.

      All too soon he was releasing me and stepped back—before I had even had the chance to return the hug. I was a little flustered by the contact and also by seeing him again after so long. It brought back a rush of emotions, seeing one of my best friends again. He was at once familiar but also a stranger. He had changed so much in the intervening years.

      Our time together when we were kids came back to me in a flood. This was the same boy that I used to sneak into an abandoned storage closet with after school so we could draw and talk for hours when he didn’t want to go back to his dorm. This was the boy who, after I had gotten detention for accidentally hitting another kid in the face with a basketball, had purposely knocked over a coatrack just so I wouldn’t have to be in detention alone. This was the boy who encouraged me to be an artist when I was crying because my teacher told me I needed to be realistic and pick a proper career. This was the boy with whom I would laugh for hours about nothing. But he was no longer that boy.

      I was excited to see him but also confused about what I was feeling. I remembered all the good times together, but I also remember how he didn’t try to contact me after I left our old school. How he hadn’t been there for me after my dad died. How we were supposed to be best friends forever but all it took was me going to public school for him to realize I wasn’t worth his time, that I didn’t belong in his world.

      “So good to see you,” he said warmly. “How’ve you been?”

      “Good!—well, I’ve been ok, I guess. You don’t seem that surprised to see me?”

      He looked at me like I had just said a joke. “We know everything that happens at this school.”

      “We? So you, Archer and Brett are still friends?”

      His eyes went dark for just a split second before they went back to mirthful. If I had blinked just then I would have missed it.

      “Of course. We will be friends until the day we die. True friendships don’t just evaporate over time. Loyalty is the most important thing in this world, it lets you know who you’re real friends are.”

      I winced internally. Was that a subtle jab at me? Yeah, I hadn’t stayed in contact with them but my dad had just died; I was having the worst time of my life. They never reached out to me either—and they weren’t going through an emotional crisis at the time.

      “Cool. I’m glad you guys are still close,” I manage to say. “It’s really nice to see you again. This school is amazing.”

      “A little better than East Heights, huh?” he asked with a smirk and my eyes narrowed. That was my old high school.

      “How did you know that?”

      He shrugged casually. “Like I said, we know everything.”

      An uneasy feeling started to settle over me.

      “Uh-huh… well, then you know why I’m here?” I asked pointedly.

      “Scholarship student,” he said without missing a beat.

      I felt a small sense of relief but wasn’t able to shake that uneasy feeling.

      “Yup!” I said, without enthusiasm. “All my hard work over the last couple years has paid off, and I finally made it back into a good school.”

      The cover story Detective Smith had given me was that I earned a prestigious scholarship to attend Crestmoore, which wasn’t too outlandish given my history of getting that previous scholarship and also that my marks were excellent, I had the top grades at my old school. I took this school thing seriously. My education at that primary school by Central Park had taught me how to work hard and challenge myself. Their academic standards were so grueling that when I went back to public school, my classes were a piece of cake and I was almost immediately scoring the best marks. My fancy childhood education had taught me the value of school, it was the way I would bring myself and my mom out of poverty.

      Even though getting into Crestmoore was a fluke that had nothing to do with my marks and everything to do with me knowing Archer, Brett and Grayson, I would not let this opportunity go to waste. I would work my ass off while at the same time playing undercover cop and getting my mom out of jail.

      Grayson was smiling. “Congratulations on the scholarship, you should be proud of all the hard work you did to get it. I hope I didn’t startle you by knowing about it, because give it a day or two and everyone else in this school will know about it too.”

      What the hell did that mean? I wondered.

      “Thanks, I guess?” I answered. “Well, it was really nice seeing you again, we should hang out and catch up.”

      “Oh definitely,” Grayson agreed enthusiastically with a warm smile.

      He reached out and touched my arm affectionately. Heat spread through my body, radiating from our contact point.

      I didn’t know why I had felt weird moments before, Grayson had been nice and welcoming—if a little intense—and a twinge of guilt shot through me. I was trying to ruin their lives. Maybe what I was doing was wrong?

      I needed space from him. I needed to think and being in his presence was overwhelming.

      “Hey, do you know where the admin office is? I need my class schedule and my room assignment and stuff. This place is crazy, it’s like a maze and I have no clue where to go.”

      “Yeah for sure, if you’re not used to it this place can be overwhelming. You see that hall there?”

      He got close to me while pointing. I was once again able to smell his spicy green scent and had trouble paying attention to what he was saying.

      “Yeah.”

      “The office is the first door on the right.”

      He stepped back, and I was able to think again.

      “Great, thanks so much! Talk to you later, Grayson.”

      My footsteps echoed as I walked away from him towards the door he had indicated. It was hidden in a little alcove.

      “Oh, and Maddy?” he called out as my hand touched the door handle. I turned my head to look at him. “So nice to have you back.”

      He gave me a warm smile that lit up his face and made his angular features look less dangerous. Heat flooded through me.

      It felt really good to see him. Despite my anger towards them for not being there for me when I needed them, seeing Grayson again felt so familiar—and yet so new at the same time. I didn’t realize how much I had missed him until he was right there in front of me.

      I hadn’t expected to have that reaction. I thought I’d be able to get in, do my job like a cold-blooded hitman and get out. I thought the residual anger I had towards them for abandoning me would carry me through to the end. I had thought this would be easy, but looking at my childhood best friend who had turned into this gorgeous, intimidating guy, I knew that Crestmoore would be anything but easy.

      “Thanks.” I smiled back genuinely. “It’s nice to be back.”

      I pulled open the door and turned away from Grayson to walk inside the office.

      I was met with a loud chorus of shrieks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      What the hell?

      I froze in shock and confusion. I couldn’t see anything, the room in front of me was pitch black, but I could hear it was full of people because they were all yelling at me. I snapped out of it and tried to shut the door but a teacher was already barging out.

      “Didn’t you see the sign?!” she yelled at me.

      “What sign??” I asked desperately, but I looked over and—sure enough—in big, bold red letters were the words “DO NOT ENTER WHEN IN USE”.

      My heart sunk. How did I miss that?

      I looked over at Grayson as the teacher continued to berate me, but he was gone.

      “You just ruined their projects! Detention! I’m giving you detention! Come with me to the headmaster’s office. Right. This. Minute.”

      I had only been in the school for fifteen minutes and already I was in trouble, this didn’t bode well for the rest of the year.

      I followed behind her sheepishly as she took off. The outraged voices of the students became muffled as the door closed and we disappeared down the hall. The teacher’s flats clacked against the floor angrily. She was a very tall woman in her mid-forties and I had to jog slightly just to keep up with her.

      She opened a seemingly random door and walked in without knocking. As I followed her I noticed a small brass placard on the wall that said “Administration”. Oh, come on, I thought in exasperation, there was no way I would have been able to find that. Why didn’t they have better signs??

      “Sit,” the teacher commanded as she pointed to a waiting area, before walking over to an office door and entering after knocking.

      I sat down in the expensive wooden chairs in a daze. Grayson did that on purpose.

      Why? He said they knew everything about the school so there’s no way that was a mistake. Could it be that he was suspicious about why I was here? But there was no way he could know.

      There was a receptionist sitting behind a fancy desk, but she ignored me. I did what I always did when I wasn’t sure what to do; I pulled out my phone. I sat deep in thought while scrolling absent-mindedly.

      The unease I had felt earlier returned with a vengeance. I texted Dean back, “Thanks!” I started typing out what had just happened, but then I stopped. Dean and I had gotten closer over those two weeks I had stayed with him and his dad but we weren’t close friends yet. I wanted him to like me, not think I was some crazy person who overreacted to everything and couldn’t handle life. I deleted the message and exited the app.

      After what felt like hours, but was probably only ten minutes, the teacher opened the door and came out. She crossed the room in a couple long strides and then she was gone without a single glance towards me.

      “You can see Headmaster Mullgrave now,” the receptionist said without looking up from her computer.

      I got up and went over to peek into the office that the teacher had just come out of.

      “Come in, Ms. Baker,” an authoritative voice called out to me.

      I walked into a beautiful, large study. Three of the walls were lined with hundreds of old, fancy books while the other wall was made up of windows that overlooked a courtyard. The room was filled with leather and brass. Behind a massive mahogany desk, that was so clean and free of clutter that I would have felt comfortable eating off of it, sat a dignified-looking man in his fifties. Without reading the metal nameplate on the desk that said “Headmaster Mullgrave” I knew who this man was. He had an unmistakable air of authority.

      He motioned for me to have a seat and I sunk down into one of the leather chairs across the desk from him. The windows were behind him and cast him in shadow, which only served to make him even more intimidating. When he started speaking I could tell he wasn’t a man who rushed his words or raised his voice—he didn’t have to.

      “Ms. Spence, the photography teacher, has informed me you opened the door to the school’s dark room while other students were developing their photographs for their final assignments.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “You didn’t see the large sign affixed to the door indicating that you should not enter?” he asked evenly.

      I looked down at his hands, which were interlocked and resting on the desk, so I didn’t have to look into his face.

      “You ruined several of those students’ end-of-term projects,” he informed me.

      “Wait, but it’s the beginning of the term?” I asked, confused.

      “Crestmoore runs several summer intensive courses, one of them being photography. Those students had spent the last month working on those projects and they’ve been destroyed. They are going to receive zeros.”

      “What?! But it wasn’t their fault!”

      “The academic standards here are exceedingly high, much higher than I’m sure you’re used to in public school,”—he said the word public like it was a swear word— “We take educating our pupils very seriously and an education at Crestmoore means something in the world because of that. How are we to know what those students were going to hand in? Are we just to provide them with a good grade based on nothing? For all we know you could have been hired by one of them to do what you did because they were in danger of failing the assignment.”

      “I wasn’t,” I argued feebly.

      He waved me off with a slight flick of his hand. His power seemed so absolute that he could dismiss me with such a small movement. “There’s no way to know. Those students will be given the opportunity to repeat the course and their final grades will be changed to reflect the new mark that they earn, regardless of whether it’s better or worse.”

      Those students will hate me, I thought miserably. My first day and already I was making enemies.

      He gave me a quick lecture on expectations, both academic and behavioral. A passing grade at Crestmoore was 70% and if you fell below that mark you were immediately assigned a student tutor and given detention until you brought it back up. Students were allowed one school-issued laptop, that was to be used for research and note-taking purposes only. Curfew was strictly enforced at ten p.m. on school nights and midnight on the weekends.

      He asked for my cellphone and I handed it over before he told me that phones weren’t allowed on campus and that I would get it back during holiday breaks. I was shocked at the news. My phone was my lifeline and I wouldn’t be able to text my friends or Dean while I was here, I was truly alone.

      He finished the lecture by telling me, “This is your first day and already you are getting in trouble.”

      I looked down sheepishly.

      “Don’t let that trend continue. I don’t want to see you in here again unless it’s for more positive accomplishments. Do you understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll place a call to Ms. Fisher’s teacher and ask that she come here after class is dismissed. She can help you find your room. She is another scholarship student.” I didn’t love the way he said “scholarship student,” and seemed to think we should stick to our own. “You may wait in the reception area for her. Pick up your welcome package from the office manager before you leave. Good-day.”

      Before I even left he had already picked up an old-fashioned phone from his desk and was dialing.
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      I sat in one of the reception chairs, my welcome folder and a new laptop sitting next to me. I was drawing in my sketchbook, without my phone there was nothing else for me to do while I waited for the other student to come.

      After about half an hour I heard a bell ring. A few minutes later a cute girl with shoulder-length blond hair came into the office holding her books in front of her chest. She walked right up to me and smiled.

      “You must be the new scholarship student. I’m Cecily, nice to meet you.”

      She held out her hand, and I transferred my pen into my other one so I could shake hers.

      “Yeah, I’m Maddy, nice to meet you.” I smiled back.

      “Those are really cool.” She motioned to my sketchbook.

      I was in the middle of drawing an intricate, stylized scene with a large tree in the middle, its branches hugging a melting sun and its vast root system tearing up the ground.

      “Oh, thanks,” I said as I shut the book and put it back in my backpack. “I like drawing. I probably spend too much time on it.”

      “No, it’s really cool, I wish I could do that. Anyways, should we head out? Want me to carry anything?”

      “I’m good. Thanks though.”

      “Let me see your room assignment.” She took a sheet out of my welcome package and scanned it. “Wow, ok.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll see when we get there.”

      I shouldered my backpack, picked up my new stuff and followed her out the door. I was happy to be out of the oppressive, formal atmosphere of the office.

      Classes must have let out because the halls were full of kids. Cecily and I weaved our way through the crowds while talking. She asked more questions about my drawings and surprisingly I felt comfortable telling her. I had always been self conscious about my work, ever since my fourth grade teacher had told me I couldn’t make money as an artist and that I needed to move on.

      I liked Cecily right away; she was friendly and bubbly in a way that wasn’t over-the-top or fake. I told her about wanting to become a tattoo artist and apprentice in Japan where they were developing this cool new style of tattooing. And about how I wanted to use my good education to develop a business that would help tattooing be seen as a legitimate art form. She didn’t react like I thought someone who had worked their ass off academically to get into a private school would.

      “That's so cool!” she said sincerely.

      I learned more about her as she took me through the indecipherable maze of hallways. She was from Boston and it was her second year at the school.

      “I don’t know if this is rude, but you don’t have a Boston accent,” I said.

      “Yeah, I taught myself to talk without it, using clips from the internet. I was worried people wouldn’t take me as seriously with it—but it was wick’d haaawd,” she said in the thickest Boston accent ever.

      We both burst out laughing and a couple other students in the hall gave us looks. I saw that she covered her mouth quickly and tried to suppress the giggles, but she couldn’t.

      Eventually we came to an archway in one of the quieter hallways. There were narrow stone steps behind the archway that led upwards to a landing. There were stone walls so you couldn’t see up or down, just the flight that you were on.

      I followed Cecily up… and up and up. Every floor had a short hallway that stretched away from the stairs, we didn’t go down any of them but kept climbing.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      “This is the Bell Tower, it’s where they house the scholarship students. My room is on the second floor and I can introduce you to the others later. The rooms are actually really nice, we think what happened is that they built this place for the regular students but then none of them wanted to stay here when they realized how loud it was. So they put us here instead because what are we going to do? Complain?” she laughed. “We’re all on shaky ground as it is, so we try to draw as little attention to ourselves as possible—it’s the best way to survive.”

      “Wait, this is a working bell tower?”

      “Yup! The bells go off four times a day—wake up, lunch, end of class, and curfew. It’s pretty loud in our rooms every time they ring because the bells have to be heard across the island, but it will be the loudest in yours, you have the penthouse suite. Your place is actually really really nice, I’ve been in it once before when Jenny lived—” she stopped herself.

      “What happened to Jenny?” I asked.

      “She lived there last year.”

      “Where’d she go? Did she graduate?”

      “Here’s your room!”

      The stairs ended, and we arrived at the top landing. There was no hallway, only a single door.

      “You have your keys, right?”

      “Yup,” I said as I pulled them from my pocket and stepped over to the door.

      The key was one of those long, old-fashioned ones and made me feel like I was in the distant past as I slid it into the lock and turned. The door swung open, and I was immediately in awe. This was my room??

      I stepped into the large, open area with ceilings so high that they were a couple floors above us. The room had an open layout with only a closed-off area for the washroom in one corner. There was a bedroom section, a living room and a study area. In one corner there was an open-style closet, and I realized that there was no way I would be able to fill even a quarter of the shelves with the meager amount of clothes I had.

      I could tell that all the furniture was expensive in that understated way that rich people decorated. They used a lot of grays. There were a couple colorful rugs covering the stone floor which added a bit of warmth to the place.

      There was a table with chairs in one corner and on top of it I saw a pair of heavy duty earplugs—looking up, you could see why they were provided. Far above our heads, past exposed wooden beams, were several large bells. They were still at that moment and seemed deceptively quiet.

      There were small, round windows at eye level all around the room but light was streaming down from the very tall and very narrow windows up by the bells. Based on the size of the room, it looked like I had the entire top part of one of the towers I had seen when I was looking up at the building from the harbor.

      “Wow,” I mumbled.

      “Nice isn’t it?” Cecily stepped into the room. “You’re going to need those though.” She motioned to the earplugs.

      “I don’t get why they would build a dorm here. It would obviously be loud,” I said while staring up.

      I wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth, this room was gorgeous, but it seemed like a dumb decision.

      “I think they tried to insulate it from the sound, see those beams up there? Didn’t work though, and I guess they just thought, whatever, just tear down the ceiling and put the poor kids here.” Cecily shrugged.

      “Where do the rest of the students stay?” I asked.

      “There are a couple other dorm buildings on the other side of campus, next to the forest. If you think these rooms are nice, you should see those. Kitchens and ocean views, those places are sweet—not that I’ve ever been invited inside but I’ve seen them in the brochures.”

      I walked over to the table to place down my backpack. I saw that my suitcase was sitting on the floor in the closet area, looking lonely and small in the middle of all those shelves and hangers.

      “Are you hungry?” Cecily asked.

      “Starving.” I had left New York very early that morning and hadn’t had time to eat anything all day.

      “Great, change into your uniform and then lets head down to the dining hall.”

      Cecily went to wait on the stairs—the open floor plan didn’t offer much privacy. I changed into my new uniform; it was the first time I was trying it on. The new material was thick and even though the clothes were still stiff with starch from never being worn, they were comfortable.

      The girls’ version of the uniform was similar to the guys’, except with a skirt. I pulled on a white long sleeve collared shirt, then my pleated skirt with the subtle, dark tartan pattern, then my thigh-high opaque black stockings and black blazer that hugged close to my body. The girls were given the choice of wearing a black cross tie or a slim black tie. I had no idea how to tie a tie so I chose the cross tie. When I was done I looked at myself in the three full-length mirrors in my closet that gave me a 270 degree view.

      I spun around and my skirt twirled up. This uniform looked like someone’s schoolgirl fantasy, I smirked. I didn’t hate how I looked though. Staring at my reflection, I felt like this was where I was meant to be. I felt like I had come back to where I belonged after being gone for a long time.

      Cecily knocked on the door.

      “Coming!” I called.

      I threw on my sneakers, because they were mostly black and my new Oxfords were still buried deep in my bag—and probably uncomfortable—and ran out the door.
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      On our way to the dining hall Cecily told me more about the school and then warned me about the other students.

      “Everyone here is very competitive and you have to be on your guard at all times, if they see a weakness they will pounce. And they do not like scholarship students so we have to be extra careful. The best thing you can do is lay low, don’t attract any attention to yourself and hope that no one notices you exist. Even if they are nice to your face, they are mean and ruthless behind your back,”

      I mumbled that I may have already experienced a beautiful-faced snake as I thought about my interaction with Grayson in the entrance hall. Maybe that had been a misunderstanding? He had seemed so happy to see me. Only a psychopath could be that good of an actor, and I knew Grayson, I had grown up with him; he wasn’t a psychopath… I didn’t think.

      When we reached the dining hall, Cecily turned to me, her hand on the large wooden door. “Seriously, Maddy. Be careful.”

      “Ok, I will,” I said, but I thought, could it really be that bad? It’s just a school after all, not a prison like where my mom was right at that moment. My stomach twisted painfully as I thought of my mom locked up and I renewed my determination to get her out.

      We stepped inside and my breath was taken away again for what felt like the millionth time that day. The dining hall was a long, narrow room with a clear path down the middle and dozens of tables along the walls. There was carved wooden paneling that turned into white stone and stretched up to the cavernous ceiling which was covered in ornately carved wood and stone panels. Along each side of the room were about a dozen large, tastefully simple chandeliers that hung down over the tables. At the opposite end of the room from where we stood the entire wall was made up of tall windows that let filtered sunlight into the room.

      “This way,” Cecily said.

      I followed her as she walked down the middle aisle. Her shoes were striking the marble floors but I couldn’t hear it because all the tables were full of students talking quietly but their voices echoed around the cavernous space and it sounded like a wall of noise. As we passed each table the students looked up from their plates and conversations stopped as they stared at us. I suddenly started to feel self conscious and walked quicker.

      Cecily stopped about halfway down the room, in front of a table with five people sitting at it.

      “Hey, guys. This is the new girl, Maddy,” Cecily said as I came up to stand next to her.

      The five people all gave little waves.

      “Give me a sec and then we’ll go get our food,” Cecily said, and we sat down with them.

      “Welcome to the charity table,” a girl with dark skin and golden eyes said to me.

      “Is this always our table?” I asked, and the girl nodded.

      “It’s near the kitchen entrance so servers are constantly coming in and out. It’s the worst table in the dining hall and that’s why it’s ours. I’m Ava by the way.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I answered.

      “I’ll give you my section on Tuesday if that’s enough time for you, Simon?” Cecily was saying to a chubby guy with dark blond hair that was sitting next to her.

      He nodded and turned back to his plate.

      She turned to me. “We have to head over there to pick up our food, only the Kings and Queens and teachers are actually served. You can leave your backpack here, you can trust us but I wouldn’t leave it unattended around anyone else if I were you. Last time Graham did that they put a snake inside.”

      A brown-haired boy on the other side of the table nodded.

      “Fucking hate snakes,” he said and shuddered.

      “A live snake??” I asked in disbelief.

      They all nodded.

      “What kind of snake?”

      “A rattlesnake,” Graham answered.

      “Aren’t those venomous?!”

      They all nodded again.

      “What the fuck?” I asked rhetorically.

      “You’ll get used to it,” Cecily said. “Come on.”

      We headed across the aisle to the buffet station. I picked up a plate and was amazed to feel how heavy it was; it was real china. I copied Cecily and picked up a wooden tray with metal handles and started to go down the line of food stations.

      The variety and the smells were amazing. Servers stood behind silver chafing dishes and the food they were ladling out onto students’ plates made my mouth water. Cecily chose vegetable pasta and a salad and I was too overwhelmed by all the options so I got the same thing.

      We headed back to the charity table, and I immediately started shoving the food into my mouth. It tasted so good I almost moaned. The food wasn’t amazing just because I was starving; it tasted like it had been made by world class chefs. It was just some vegetables and pasta but it tasted like a fifty dollar dish—not that I would know; I was used to eating peanut butter sandwiches every day for lunch.

      I was blissfully eating my food. The sounds of the other scholarship students talking to each other was a comforting background noise, when I started to notice that the room had gotten quieter. I looked up and saw that everyone was pretending to eat while casting furtive glances towards the entrance where Cecily and I had come in. I spun around to look and Ava hissed at me, “Don’t let them catch you looking!”

      “Why?” I asked, but it was too late.

      I made eye contact with the black-haired guy strolling down the aisle. Recognition flit across his face as our eyes locked.

      Archer.

      Woooow, I thought, internally drooling. He had grown up too.

      It had been seven years, but I still recognized him. When I had known him he had been this gangly, rambunctious kid but now he was this tall, lean, broad-shouldered Adonis striding down the center of the room towards me. His jet black hair was cut short but slightly longer on top. His eyes, for the brief second they stared into mine, were a deep blue, almost gray, like the water of the harbor on a stormy day. He had the poutiest lips imaginable, and I immediately had wicked thoughts about kissing them.

      As he stared at me, his eyes narrowed. I didn’t like that look. The look was predatory.

      When he finally unlocked his gaze from mine, I could tear my eyes away from him and that’s when I noticed the person who had entered the dining hall after him.

      I actually gasped out loud. It was Brett.

      I could still recognize his features from when he was young, but now they were fully developed into a grown man. He had become gigantic. He was towering well over six feet and looked like he was solid muscle. His shoulders were huge and seemed barely contained by the fabric of his uniform, while his waist was trim.

      His hair was still golden blond, and it looked like he had brushed it back from his forehead with his fingers and it had stayed there. It was neat but casually messy at the same time. His face had gone from round to a strong square with a jaw that looked like it could crush walnuts and was lightly dusted with stubble. He had full lips and sensitive-looking hazel eyes that seemed at odds with his all-American footballer’s body.

      He had already been looking at me when I made eye contact and the second I did his eyes seemed to turn cold. Uh oh, I thought.

      Grayson was walking behind Brett and I looked away from Brett’s cold eyes to meet Grayson’s mocking ones and I was struck again by just how handsome he was. He gave me an evil smile, and that was when I knew for sure that what he had done to me in the lobby was no accident.

      The way the guys were reacting to me was too much. I turned away from them and took a sip of my fancy mint and cranberry water just to have something to distract me from the knots that were tightening painfully in my stomach.

      “Those are the Kings of the school,” Cecily whispered to me out the side of her mouth.

      They used to just be my friends, I thought sadly.

      As they walked past our table, the scholarship students all seemed to shrink even further into themselves. They stared down intensely like their plates were difficult math problems they were trying to solve. Without looking up I felt when “The Kings” walked by. Their presence seemed like a physical force in the room. They oozed power without even having to say anything.

      When I felt that they had passed our table, I chanced another glance at them. I watched their muscular backs and the self-assured way that they walked as they went up the aisle towards the very front of the room. Heat rushed to my face when I realized how hard I was checking them out.

      I needed to get a grip. They had not given me a very nice welcome and were definitely not happy to see me. I had a job to do, and I needed to remember that—no matter how hot these guys had turned out to be.

      “The first one is Archer,” Cecily whispered to me.

      “I know,”

      She cocked her head at me curiously. “How did you know?”

      “Oh, um, someone else told me before. This morning. He was in the hall,” I said unconvincingly.

      She seemed satisfied by that and I was relieved. I hadn’t planned on telling anyone at the school about my history with these guys unless the guys brought it up first. I wanted to keep all my cards close to my chest while I figured out my strategy.

      “He’s the unofficial head King, though they are all supposed to be equal. You can tell it pisses the other two Kings off that everyone at the school kind of thinks of Archer as the leader. His ancestors were the ones who started the Kings and Queens tradition at Crestmoore, which makes sense given his last name—”

      “King,” I whispered before I could stop myself.

      “Yeah,” Cecily said. “Archer King. Kind of on-the-nose if you ask me, but whatever.”

      I remembered that Archer and I used to always tease each other. We had had a loving but competitive friendship. We had both wanted to be the best in class and we pushed each other to be better because of it.

      “That big blond guy is Brett Hughs,” Cecily continued. “His family is crazy rich—but that’s not surprising because everyone here, except us, has an insanely rich family. He’s also the school’s quarterback and I know what you’re thinking, because of his size he should be playing offensive line, but the guy is smart. He has the top marks in the school. He’s the quietest out of them all and because of that he’s the least scary King—but that’s not saying much because they are all super scary.”

      I remembered Brett used to be my protector. My quiet, intense protector. He was the first boy I ever kissed. The memories made me sad and I shook my head to get rid of them.

      “I think he’s the scariest King,” Ava whispered. “He’s quiet so you never know what he’s thinking. At least with Archer and Grayson when they talk shit to you in the halls you know where you stand, you have a heads-up that something’s coming, but with Brett it’s sudden and you have no warning.” Ava shuddered.

      “Grayson is the last King,” Cecily continued. “The guy that’s covered in tattoos. You can see them on his hands and his neck but those things go all the way down. I don’t know how it’s possible that someone his age could have so many already.”

      “He must love art,” I pretended to muse, but I already knew.

      Grayson loved art and now that I was thinking about it, it didn’t surprise me he would waste no time in covering himself in something that he loved so much. I remembered when we used to draw together for hours and he had told me he loved my art so much he wanted to keep it with him forever.

      “He comes from the richest family at Crestmoore,” Ava added. “They are in real estate. He sucks in school, his marks are average at best, he barely tries. Everyone knows that he’s only here because his family donates a ton of money every year to the school—and people say we don’t deserve to be here.” Ava rolled her eyes.

      Even though Grayson was one of the smartest people I had ever met, what Ava said didn’t surprise me. He never cared about school, he had always been more into art and music instead of marks and assignments.

      Ava suddenly looked scared. “Don’t tell anyone I said that.”

      “I won’t. Who are they?” I asked as the Kings approached a table on a slightly raised platform at the front of the room and four beautiful girls stood up gracefully to greet them.

      “Those are the Queens,” Cecily said.

      “Of course.” I stared in awe as the Queens all smiled and greeted the Kings like they were overjoyed to see them. “Why are they sitting with the teachers?”

      Their table was at the very head of the room and behind them, on the same raised platform, the teachers sat at a long semicircular table. The teachers all faced inwards towards the giant room and had their backs to the wall, so they could keep an eye on the students. The windows were behind them and the Kings and Queens were glowing in the soft light.

      “It’s all part of the bullshit traditions at this school. The Royalty are supposed to sit at the head table. It must suck sitting that close to the teachers, but I don’t think they are close enough for them to actually hear what they are saying. They can see every move they make though, but it’s not like the teachers would ever do anything. The Kings and Queens are untouchable at this school. Everyone is scared of them. Everyone, including the teachers,” Ava said as she started eating again.

      “That girl on the far side of the table, the one who’s facing us, that’s Victoria Hampton,” Cecily continued. “She comes from one of the richest families in the USA and is the undisputed head Queen. She’s been a Queen since her freshman year, which is unusual, usually it takes a couple years to become Royalty—but the Kings also became Royalty in their freshman year too which is highly unusual. When she became Queen she quickly staged a coup and cleaned house, installing the girls who were loyal to her. There have been a couple changes in the Queens over the years. If you weren’t loyal to Victoria or pissed her off, she’d figure out a way to get rid of you, which is not normal because Queens are supposed to be as powerful as each other. She’s a senior now, just like the Kings. She wants Archer to marry her, though she’d settle for Brett too. Grayson is a little too wild looking for the image she’s trying to cultivate, though his family’s credentials are just as impressive as the other guys.”

      “Marry? Like marry marry?” I asked in disbelief.

      The others nodded.

      I found it hard to believe that students my age were already thinking about marriage before they’d even graduated high school. I hadn’t even had a serious boyfriend yet, let alone started thinking about who would eventually be my husband.

      “Most students at this school already know who they will marry before they leave here. Marriages in this society are mostly for business purposes and less about love. They are to consolidate and build empires,” said Cecily.

      I was beginning to remember how different this world was from my own.

      “You need to be careful of Victoria, she may look harmless and innocent but she’s evil,” Simon added.

      I looked at the tiny girl at the head table with the long, straight, dark blonde hair and delicate heart-shaped face. With her large blue eyes and sincere smile she looked like a virtuous doll. I had a hard time imagining that this person was evil.

      “There’s a rumor that she’s the one who killed Jenny,” Ava said.

      My eyes went wide and suddenly, as if she knew we were talking about her, Victoria’s angelic blue gaze shifted from the people at her table and locked on me from all the way across the room. The look in her eyes was so different from a second ago, the look was pure, cold, calculated cunning. I shivered and looked away.

      When I looked back at her she was focused on Archer again, smiling and laughing warmly at something he was saying.

      What the fuck type of school is this?? I thought for the millionth time.

      “Jenny was the girl who had my room last year, right?” I asked Cecily who nodded.

      “It’s just a rumor though,” Cecily said.

      “A rumor that she’s dead?” I asked.

      “Oh no, she’s a hundred percent dead.” Ava leaned in conspiratorially as she spoke. “They found her body in the harbor. Officially it was ruled a suicide but everyone thinks Victoria did it—and if she didn’t do it directly, then she definitely played a big part in it. Jenny was a scholarship student, like us, and for whatever reason the Royalty particularly didn’t like her, even more than they normally hate us charity cases. They tormented the poor girl, and Jenny was already vulnerable to begin with, she was sweet but she wasn’t a strong person mentally.”

      I thought back to my old high school. Sure, we frequently had cops come, and you had to walk through a metal detector to get inside the building. We had drug issues and sometimes students tried to sneak in guns but no one had ever died there. This school that looked so sophisticated and cultured from the outside seemed more dangerous. The things that were in your face, like an idiot bringing a handgun into a classroom to threaten another student, dangers that you could see coming were less scary than the ones lurking beneath a seemingly calm surface. You couldn’t prepare for those, you couldn’t defend yourself against them and that made them all the more dangerous.

      “When did it happen?” I asked.

      “Last year, right before exams,” Ava answered. “They made one announcement to the student body about it, but other than that they pretended like it had never happened. One day in the middle of exam period the custodians went to her room and cleared out her couple belongings. We saw them bringing it down the stairs. After that she was never mentioned again, and it was like she had never existed. It was surreal.”

      “We couldn’t do or say anything, of course,” Cecily said sadly. “It could be us next.”

      “We just try to keep a low profile,” Simon added. “Best way to survive. You’re a senior, right?”

      “Yes,” I answered.

      “You’re lucky. You just have to stay out of their way for one year and then you can get out of here.”

      “How many years do you have left?” I asked.

      “Two,” he said sadly and with a touch of fear.

      “But they’ll be graduating at the end of this year too, right?” I asked.

      “The Kings and Victoria will be, yes, and one other Queen, Jayla, but the other two, Grace and Claudia, those two are juniors. Claudia isn’t too bad—not great, but not terrible—but Grace is a mini-Victoria. She wants Victoria’s power and Victoria knows it. Victoria’s gotten rid of every other girl who’s threatened her before, but she met her match in Grace. They pretend to love each other but secretly are plotting behind the other one’s back,” Cecily answered.

      As I looked over at the head table, I knew exactly who Grace was without them having to tell me. Grace even looked like Victoria, same short stature and angelic features, only differences were that Grace’s long blond hair was slightly more platinum colored, she had a rounder face and she had brown eyes instead of bright blue.

      It was shocking for me to hear just how much my old friends had changed. In a million years I never would have guessed that they would grow up to be the evil rulers of their high school. I always knew they would grow up to be powerful guys, but not like this.

      I wanted more information on just what the hell “the Royalty” were. I needed all the ammo I could get if I was going to take them down.

      “So what exactly does it mean to be a King or a Queen?” I turned to Cecily because she seemed to know all about them.

      “It’s been a tradition at this school for a long time and has spread to many other private schools throughout the USA—and possibly the world, but I’m not a hundred percent sure about that. It’s usually the most powerful and influential girls and boys, they are the ones who become Royalty. They get special privileges like better student accommodations, they sit at the head table, they get the Kings’ Court or the Queens’ Study, stuff like that. They are also crowned each year at the Final Ball. Those are the official privileges, the informal ones are that everyone is scared of them because they hold so much power in the school and so all the students will do pretty much whatever they say.

      There’s room for four each—four Kings and four Queens. These Kings are kind of unusual compared to the previous ones because there’s only three of them and it’s been like that for the last two years, this will be the third year. They all became Kings in their freshmen year and at that time there was another one, a senior named Kevin, but after he graduated there was never a fourth.

      The Queens, like I said before, are ruled by Victoria, even though they aren’t supposed to have a leader. She’s swapped different ones in and out over the years. That tall one with the black bob, the one who looks like a model, that’s Claudia Chow, she’s the newest Queen. We’ll see how long she lasts. The other one is Jayla Coombs. Jayla is Victoria’s little sidekick and will do whatever Victoria says. She’s just as mean as Victoria but not particularly bright. Nobody thinks she should be a Queen, and normally she wouldn’t be, but she’s one because Victoria wants her to be.”

      I looked at Jayla who wasn’t ugly but she wasn’t pretty either. She had long light brown hair that was kind of limp and eyes that seemed kind of dull. Compared to the others she didn’t seem like Queen material. I immediately felt bad for thinking that. I didn’t know her and it was wrong of me to judge her based on her looks.

      “How do you know all that?” I asked Cecily.

      “Everyone knows about them, but Cecily especially knows,” Ava said with a grin.

      “It’s like studying real-life anthropology,” Cecily said defensively. “I find it fascinating. All the old traditions and the social responses they illicit, the adherence to hierarchy… fascinating, absolutely fascinating.”

      “What is it again, Ces? Is it… fascinating?” Ava joked.

      “Oh, shut up!” Cecily laughed.

      My mind was kind of blown. The guys were leading these complicated lives full of power and old traditions which I knew nothing about and barely understood—but I guess they had known nothing about my life for the past seven years either, not until I came back into their world and they had creepily found out everything about me.

      We had all changed so much. We were no longer those little kids anymore and could never go back to the way it had been. I felt a bit sad and overwhelmed with all the new information I had just learned, and also from seeing the guys again. I wanted a few moments by myself to catch my breath before I had to head to my first class ever at Crestmoore.

      “I’m going to head back to my room for a bit to unpack,” I told the table as I stood up with my tray in my hands.

      “Do you need help finding your way back?” Cecily asked.

      “No, I’ll be ok. I’m pretty sure I remember.”

      I actually wasn’t completely sure that I could get back to the Bell Tower on my own. We had taken a lot of turns to get to the dining hall, but I wanted to be alone. And Cecily had been so nice to me I didn’t want to bother her anymore if I could help it. I’d have to figure it out on my own.

      “Are you sure?” she asked.

      “Positive,” I said as I turned and stepped away from my chair and—fell to the ground, landing face-first into my tray of half-eaten food.

      Pain burst from my elbows as they took the full impact of my fall. Pasta dripped from my face and salad leaves clung to my dark hair. I felt dazed. It took me a couple seconds before I realized that the roaring in my ears wasn’t the blood rushing to my head but actually the sounds of all the students in the dining hall laughing and it echoing off the vaulted ceiling.

      Confused, I tried to stand up but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let go of the tray. I shook my hands but my palms were glued tight to the handles.

      “What the hell?”

      I shook harder, but they were solidly attached and not coming apart anytime soon. I looked over my shoulder to see what had tripped me up and realized that my feet were also stuck together. Craning my neck, I looked at my shoes and saw that my laces were tied together.

      How the hell did that happen?? I wondered.

      “Serves you right for ruining our projects, bitch,” someone said as they walked passed me sprawled on the floor.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I sputtered. “It was an accident.”

      It felt like I was lying on the cold marble ground for hours, but in reality it couldn’t have been more than a minute before one of the teachers walked over to me.

      “If you were wearing the proper footwear, this wouldn’t have happened. I’m giving you detention for breaking the uniform code.”

      “Are you serious?” I screeched. “Someone glued by fucking hands to this tray and you’re giving me detention??”

      I shook the tray violently for emphasis to show how stuck it was.

      “And also for swearing. You’ll want to watch how you conduct yourself, Ms. Baker,” she warned. “Now go get cleaned up and stop making a spectacle of yourself. Ms. Fisher and Ms. Richardson, take Ms. Baker to the nurse’s station immediately.”

      I felt two sets of hands go under my armpits and with some difficulty, because I couldn’t use my arms, they lifted me up into a standing position.

      “Let’s go,” Cecily whispered as she picked up my backpack.

      Ava quickly untied the laces of my shoes and the two of them rushed me out of the dining hall as all eyes were on us. I knew I shouldn’t but I couldn’t help myself; I hazarded a glance over my shoulder.

      The Kings were smiling at me like a pack of hungry wolves and I knew right then they had something to do with it.

      “Serves you right for wearing those ugly-ass trailer-trash shoes here,” I could hear Archer’s deep voice call to me over the loud sounds of students laughing.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, Cecily and Ava dragged me through the doors.

      “I’m so sorry,” Cecily was saying as we walked down the hall, the sounds of muffled laughter fading quickly behind us. “I was too scared to help you until Mrs. Wrightward told me to. I’m so sorry.”

      “Me too,” Ava added, and she sounded ashamed. “I’m sorry.”

      I had thought for a brief, ugly second that they had something to do with it, they had been sitting next to me after all, but hearing how upset they sounded it made me trust them. I needed to trust someone in this fucked-up place otherwise I would go crazy.

      “That’s ok. I understand,” I said.

      We walked through the maze of hallways in silence.

      Down one hall was an unusual door. As we passed by it, I slowed down slightly to look. There was a weird symbol on it, almost like cross hairs but with the lines extending outside the circle and three of the sections inside the circle filled in.

      “What’s that room?” I asked.

      Both Ava and Cecily didn’t have to look over to know what I was talking about.

      “That’s the Kings’ Court,” Ava answered.

      “What is that?”

      “No one really knows unless you’re a King. It’s like a private clubhouse for Kings only. It’s all very mysterious and I haven’t been able to find much information about it,” said Cecily.

      “It’s just so that the precious Kings don’t have to hang out with riff-raff like the other millionaire students here. You know, common folk,” Ava laughed derisively.

      I had trouble tearing my eyes away. I was a curious person by nature and suddenly all I wanted to do was find out what was behind that door. The impulse was so strong it was almost painful. I stared at the symbol and the harder I looked I couldn’t help but notice that it looked unfinished.
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      By the time the nurse unstuck my hands from my lunch tray, I was already late for my afternoon classes. The nurse said that it looked like someone had used a type of super glue on me. I did not understand how that was possible, how was someone able to put glue on my tray without me noticing? It was right in front of me the whole time and I had carried it over from the buffet without my hands getting stuck so it had to have been after I sat down.

      I also couldn’t figure out how my shoes had been tied together without me noticing. But those were mysteries that I would have to let go for the moment, I needed to concentrate on more important things like getting to class. Ava and Cecily had already left, and I didn’t blame them, no use in all of us getting punished for being tardy.

      I hurried out of the nurse’s station and started walking back the way I thought we had come from. I needed to go to my dorm to change out of my food-stained uniform and also change my shoes—I definitely would not be wearing any shoes other than my short-laced Oxfords for the rest of my time at Crestmoore.

      As I walked down the halls, anxiety slowly started to settle over me. I was lost again.

      The labyrinth of halls seemed to go on forever and nothing looked familiar. How was it possible to keep getting lost in a building, I wondered? It was a physical structure; it had a finite size, but looking left and right all I could see was more identical marble and stone hallways.

      Frustration was growing inside me. My nerves were shot from all the shit that had been pulled on me that day and I didn’t want to screw up anymore. I had already been given detention twice, and I needed to make it to class so I didn’t get in trouble again. This school was my ticket out of poverty and it was also how I would get my mother back, but at that moment I felt like it was all slipping from my grasp and I was helpless to stop it.

      Most of the students were in class but I tried asking the few of them that were still in the hallways for directions. All I got were dirty looks. The whole school already seemed like they were against me.

      I was so frustrated and at a loss of what to do that I charged down a hallway at random.

      I came to a dead stop.

      At the other end was a beautiful, petite girl standing in the middle of the hall. It was Victoria. It felt like I had accidentally stumbled into the lair of a predator and I needed to get away before it noticed I was there and ripped my head off.

      I slowly started backing up, being careful not to let my shoes make any noise against the marble. When I was almost around the corner and back to safety, I turned to start walking and breathed a sigh of relief—that’s when I heard a sweet voice gently call my name.

      I froze and my adrenaline spiked.

      I couldn’t run away now, she had spotted me. I had to face whatever evil humiliation Victoria would inflict on me. Taking a deep breath, I slowly turned back to her.

      She was walking down the deserted hallway towards me. Her small stature seemed even smaller under the high ceilings. Her perfect body swayed gracefully as she walked. The short skirt and tight blazer of her uniform looked like it had been custom made for her—and it probably had been. Her long, straight hair was thick and shiny even in the dim lights. Her bright blue eyes were on me and a warm smile was on her perfect, pink lips. She looked so sincerely sweet and innocent that I was caught off guard. Maybe that look she had given me in the dining hall had been a trick of the light or something, I couldn’t reconcile that cold, calculating look with this innocent face before me.

      It felt like an eternity before Victoria finally came to a stop right in front of me. She was so petite and delicate and perfect that when I was actually standing next to her, I felt like an ungainly ogre. I wasn’t particularly tall; I was five foot six—so on the taller side of average—but next to her I felt like a linebacker.

      “You’re Madeline Baker, right?” Victoria said in her sweet, soft voice.

      “Yes.”

      “I’m Victoria Hampton, pleasure to meet you.”

      She reached out her hand to me and I paused for a split second before taking it. Her tiny hand made mine feel like the size of a baseball glove.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said warily, I had learned from Grayson that even if these people seemed like they were being nice, they probably weren’t.

      “I saw what the Kings did in the dining room. I’m so sorry, that was too mean.”

      She caught me off guard. I had expected her to say something like nice to meet you… you poor gutter trash person, not confirm that it was the Kings who had done that to me and then condemn them for it.

      “Yeah, that sucked. I hurt my elbows pretty bad. I’m not even sure how they did it, I was with my tray the whole time and I don’t think someone could have crawled under the table with no one noticing.”

      I mentally slapped myself in the forehead, I was being too honest with her. Victoria seemed to have a weird effect on me.

      She gave me a sympathetic smile before saying, “Those guys are so immature and cruel. They give us Royalty a bad name, everyone thinks we are all awful just because of them. I’m sorry you were hurt.”

      “Thanks.” I didn’t know what else to say.

      “I called to you because you looked lost.”

      “Yeah, I’m trying to find the Bell Tower.” I knew I shouldn’t trust her, but I was desperate.

      “You’re actually pretty close. If you head down this hall and at the end make a left, then you’ll find it. It’s about halfway down that second hall on your righthand side.” She pointed.

      “Thank you!” I started walking. I wanted our interaction to be over as quickly as possible. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Nice to meet you too, Madeline.”

      “I go by Maddy.” Why had I said that?

      Her smile widened even more. “Nice to meet you, Maddy.”

      “Thanks. Bye.”

      I hurried down the hall and quickly took the left. I was suspicious. Victoria might have killed someone, giving me fake directions that caused me to go into a room full of alligators or something didn’t seem that crazy. But sure enough, about halfway down the hall on the righthand side were the white stairs that led up to the Bell Tower.

      As I raced up the stairs, I thought about my interaction with Victoria. All the scholarship students seemed terrified of her, but she had just been really nice to me. She must be up to something. There was no way she was randomly being nice to me for no reason.

      I made a mental note to be on my guard around the Queens at all times. However, they were close to the Kings so even if the Queens were evil I wasn’t going to burn any bridges just yet. I needed to figure out my strategy first. If Victoria was going to be nice to me, I would be nice back. I knew one thing though, I needed to be more careful.
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      The smell hit me before I saw it. When I came to the top of the stairs, I saw that someone had stacked garbage bags in front of my door. The bags were piled high and looked full. I put my hand over my mouth and gagged. The smell was putrid.

      I couldn’t believe that someone had done this. This was their idea of a prank?? What the hell was wrong with the students of this school??? They were sick.

      I didn’t have time to wallow in my rage; I needed to get to class. I could be mad about this later, but right now I needed to get inside and get my uniform.

      I grabbed the bag that was closest to me and almost fell over. Whatever was in there was unexpectedly heavy. I used my body weight to swing the bag to the side before dropping it on the floor away from the door. I gagged again. Moving them had shifted around whatever was inside and was making the smell even worse—I didn’t have time to worry about that though. I grabbed the next bag and repeated the process.

      After moving about ten bags I had a narrow path to my door that I was just able to squeeze through without touching any of the remaining bags that were still piled up. I grabbed one more that was leaning against the door and when I went to swing it the plastic ripped and garbage raced out across the stone floor.

      I shrieked involuntarily and put my hand over my nose and mouth. The smell was making my eyes water, and I kept gagging. Judging by the stuff all over the floor, the garbage looked like very rotten food scraps. I saw egg shells and moldy bread and I think I saw something small move but I couldn’t bear to look at it to be sure.

      I quickly shut my eyes and turned back to the door. Holding my breath, I desperately struggled to put the key in the lock and get out of that disgusting room. The door finally opened, and I practically fell into my apartment. I threw my body back and slammed the door closed. I took gasping breaths of clean air. Luckily the smell didn’t seem to be able to travel through or around the thick wood of the door.

      I raced over to my closet and tore off my clothes, throwing them in the school provided laundry basket. I grabbed my toiletry kit—which was just a plastic bag with shampoo, conditioner and soap—and went into the bathroom to take a quick shower to wash all the food out of my hair.

      When I was done I got dressed in a clean uniform and put on my new Oxford shoes—which were indeed uncomfortable—grabbed my bag and raced out the door. The smell hit me like a brick wall, but I held my breath and jumped over the slimy puddle. My dress shoes had no traction, so they slid when I landed on a piece of old lettuce—but I avoided the majority of the trash and didn’t lose my footing so I counted that as a win.

      I raced down the stairs and burst into the hallway. As I started speed walking down the hall, I suddenly realized that I had no idea where I was going. Again. I groaned.

      I took out my schedule. I had missed my first class after lunch but I still had time to make it to my next one, which was Biology. The schedule said it was in room NEW-304. I had no idea what “NEW” meant.

      I turned to the first person I could see. “Excuse me, do you know—” I stopped when I recognized that it was one of the Queens… Jayla? I think her name was Jayla.

      “Yes?” she asked.

      “Um… do you know where this classroom is?” I was desperate.

      She looked over at the piece of paper I was holding up.

      “Your class is in NEW, that’s the north-east wing, and your room is on the third floor, 304.”

      “Thank you sooo much!”

      I was about to rush off when I realized something. “Wait, where is the north-east wing?”

      “I’m actually headed there myself, we’re in the same biology class. I can take you there if you want?”

      “Yes, please!”

      What a weirdly suspicious coincidence, I thought.

      As we walked to NEW, I tried to keep track of all the different turns we made; I needed to learn for when I was on my own again—while also keeping up my side of a conversation with Jayla. She was being nice to me and it felt weird. She wasn’t super deep or clever or anything so talking to her wasn’t that fun and I was happy when we finally got to the classroom.

      We walked through the door and I saw Cecily sitting near the front and that Archer was sitting near the back of the room. He eyed me when I came in, but I pointedly ignored him.

      Cecily’s eyes went wide and her eyebrows shot up to her hairline when she saw me with a Queen. I thanked Jayla then went over to the empty desk next to Cecily and sat down.

      “Did you just walk in with Jayla??” she whispered.

      “Yeah, she helped me find this classroom.”

      Cecily’s mouth dropped open in shock and she gave me a look that said more than words ever could.

      “We’re not friends or anything,” I hissed. “She just walked me to class because I was lost.”

      Cecily shook her head in disbelief and turned back to face the teacher at the front of the room who had already started his lecture.

      “We aren’t! I don’t know what they are up to but they are all being really nice to me for some reason.” I whispered.

      “Didn’t you get a map of the campus in your welcome package?” she whispered.

      “No.”

      “New girl, quiet down!” the teacher called.

      I jumped in surprise and then sank down into my seat trying to disappear so I could avoid anymore trouble—but it was too late. He walked between the row of desks until he was standing over us. I noticed Cecily had sunk lower in her seat too.

      “What’s your name?” he asked.

      “Maddy Baker.”

      There was a pause and then a look of confusion flashed across his face. A couple seconds passed and then he took a sniff of the air. Suddenly I realized what he was doing and my cheeks burned in shame.

      “Do you… do you smell?” he asked incredulously.

      “It’s not my fault! There was garbage outside my door and it spill—”

      “Detention,” he cut me off. “Detention for talking during class and detention for… smelling.”

      “But I already have detention,” I mumbled feebly.

      On the other side of the room I could hear Archer snicker and it was like a stab to the gut.

      The teacher looked down at me like he had no clue what I was or what to do with me. He gave up and walked back to the front to start his lecture over.

      I sunk down even further in my seat and my cheeks were beet red. I had screwed up my first class.
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      Biology class actually went ok. The pace of study at this school was grueling, but it didn’t seem like I was too far behind and I was confident that I could catch up. I didn’t get into any more trouble with the teacher, but a couple of the other students sitting around me had whispered that I stunk—so that sucked, but it wasn’t too bad compared to what I had already been through.

      After biology class was Business. Only at a place like Crestmoore would business be a compulsory course. Cecily unfortunately wasn’t in my class, but Ava was. We found her in the halls and she took me to our classroom in the NWW, the North-West Wing.

      On the way there I was laughing with Ava when suddenly someone tripped me. I fell to the ground for the second time that day. Pain flared in my injured arms when I braced myself against the impact.

      “Watch it, trailer trash,” some guy said to me and he and his friends laughed as they walked by.

      “He did that on purpose,” I said as Ava helped me stand up.

      “Yeah, he did. You’ll get used to it and learn to watch out for stuff like that so you can avoid it.”

      “Does it happen to you?” I asked.

      “Yes, but the new kids seem to get it the worst. After a while they’ll hopefully forget about you like they did with the rest of us. You’re getting it particularly bad though, I must say. The only other person I saw get it this bad was Jenny.”

      At the mention of Jenny my blood ran cold. The girl had been bullied so badly that she ended up taking her own life—or was murdered—was I the new target?

      I didn’t understand how all the kids knew about me already. How they all knew to bully me. I had been at the school for less than five hours, and this school had a no cell phone policy so it’s not like students could text each other to let everyone know to be mean to me.

      We finally made it to the classroom and when I walked in I saw that Brett and Grayson were there. I groaned out loud. I had had enough of “The Kings” for one day.

      Ava and I sat near the front of the classroom while Brett and Grayson sat in the back. I quickly realized that the scholarship students sat at the front for the meager protection that the teachers could offer.

      Before the lecture started I kept hearing laughing from the back of the room. I took a secretive look and saw that there were a bunch of girls flocked around Brett and Grayson all vying for their attention. The girls’ laughs were obviously exaggerated, they twirled their hair, bit their lips, they “accidentally” pulled up their skirts to expose more thigh—it was gross.

      I turned around in disgust—but also I was experiencing another emotion that I couldn’t quite pin down. What was it?

      The teacher stepped to the front to begin her lecture. The laughing from the back of the room quieted down.

      What was it? What was I feeling? It was bothering me I couldn’t figure out my own emotions, but then realization hit me like a car crash.

      It was jealousy.

      I was jealous of those girls.

      These guys had been assholes to me, why would I ever be interested in them? What was wrong with me?

      For the rest of class I had trouble paying attention to the lecture. I was too disturbed by how my body was reacting to romantic thoughts about some douchebags. Those guys had become everything I hated about rich society. They embodied the snobby, mean, judgmental attitude of the upper class. The same adherence to outdated social classes that was the reason why my dad’s family never accepted my mom—or me. I couldn’t believe that I could be attracted to guys like that. I hated guys like that.

      I thought I was smarter than that, but hormones rarely listen to the brain.

      Before I knew it class was over in the blink of an eye and I had learned nothing. I cursed myself for not paying attention. I had been so lost in my thoughts I had barely moved the entire time.

      Ava was standing up to leave, and I made a move to join her when I realized in horror that I couldn’t move.

      “What the hell?” I whispered.

      I tried to move again, but the desk pulled painfully at the skin on my forearms.

      OMG, not again! I thought desperately as I wiggled and realized that my hands and half of my arms were truly stuck to the desk.

      “Are you coming?” Ava asked, her backpack slung over one shoulder.

      “I can’t,” I whispered, trying not to let anyone else hear me. “Could you go get the nurse to come here? I’m glued to this fucking desk this time.”

      Ava’s eyes went wide in surprise.

      “Seriously?” she asked.

      “Please, just go get her,” I begged.

      “Of course, Maddy. I’ll be right back.” And she took off.

      I looked down so I didn’t have to see all the other students staring at me as they filed out of the classroom, but I could still feel their mocking eyes and hear their snickers. My cheeks were burning in embarrassment and anger. My jaw was clenched so tightly I thought my teeth would crack.

      “You’re really dedicated to your studies, huh? Won’t even leave the classroom,” a silky, rich voice said as he passed by me.

      I knew it was Grayson and I refused to acknowledge him.

      “It’s not going to help you though, you’re still going to fail.” I heard him laugh as he left the room.

      When I felt that the room was empty I allowed myself to look up again. I inspected my arms carefully. One of my hands was curled into the other and where I had rested them on the desk was glued solid, along with the bottom half of each of my forearms. I tried to lift them up, but it pulled painfully and I realized that I would have to tear my skin off to free myself. I winced and stopped struggling.

      I sighed and sat back as much as I could. I resigned myself to the fact that, for the time being, I was stuck.

      Emotions were storming around inside me. I was embarrassed, hurt, but most of all I was angry. I had never been bullied like this before, sure there had been some mean girls at my old school but it had been nothing like this. This was too much. This was going too far.

      Sitting in the empty classroom I had time to process everything that had happened to me that day and as I went over it I got more pissed off. Those assholes used to be my friends. I wanted to strangle all three of their sexy necks.

      I was also pissed at myself for still thinking they were sexy despite everything.

      I sat in that classroom long enough for the light to start to fade. The sun set somewhere to the west, and I watched the forest and the endless ocean slip into darkness. The lights in the room had been turned off by someone on their way out so the shadows started to creep. Being alone and unable to move in a darkening classroom was unnerving.

      Where was that nurse? Why was it taking so long?

      I was getting a cramp in my back from the awkward position I was stuck in. I had to be careful not to lean too far forward so that my long hair wouldn’t touch the table. Sitting there for so long had made my anger go from white-hot rage down to a low simmer.

      It was then that I heard footsteps. The nurse was finally coming!

      With nothing else to occupy me all my being was concentrated on listening to those footsteps. Cold anxiety started flowing through me when I realized that they sounded heavier and slower than the petite nurse and Ava’s would be. There was more than one person coming, I could hear three distinct sets. I knew who it was.

      It didn’t surprise me when a few seconds later Archer, Brett and Grayson walked into the room. In the near darkness of late twilight I couldn’t see them very well, but I could feel them. They walked over to surround my desk. They rose up before me, three large, dark figures. I could tell Brett was on the left as he was the largest, Archer stood directly in front of me and Grayson was on the right because as tall as he was he was slightly shorter than Archer.

      They said nothing, just stood there like large shadows. I craned my neck to look up to where I thought their faces were. I was locked in a weird prayer-type pose in front of them and I hated that I was so vulnerable at that moment. I hated that they were standing and that I was beneath them.

      Eventually, Archer was the first to speak, “You shouldn’t have come here.”

      “Why?” I asked defiantly.

      I was sick of their shit.

      “You don’t belong here,” Brett said and my head whipped around to look at him.

      He hadn’t said a word to me yet since I arrived at the school and I was startled by how deep and commanding, yet familiar, his voice was.

      “I deserve to be here,” I managed to say. “I earned it.”

      “You don’t deserve it,” Archer scoffed. “You couldn’t even afford to pay for your uniform to attend this school, let alone the tuition, room and board, the books. You’re here because of charity. You have no idea what it takes to live in this world. We’ve already sacrificed so much our entire lives to prepare us for this and you just waltz in here with a couple ‘A’s’ that you earned at a garbage public school where they’ll hand out good marks just for showing up and managing not to pick your nose in class.

      Out of everyone at this school, you and the other scholarship students deserve to be here the least. Actually, especially you because you were given an opportunity to attend a school way above your station before but you threw it away. No, you do not deserve to be here.”

      I was speechless. These were not the guys I had known. Those guys hadn’t cared about “stations” or “classes”. Living in this messed up world had changed them so much that they were unrecognizable to me. It would have made me sad for them if I wasn’t so pissed off.

      “I don’t want to fight with you guys.”

      Grayson laughed out loud at that. “You’re bringing a butter knife to a machine-gun fight. We don’t really consider this a fight, more like teaching the charity case that she doesn’t belong here and needs to leave.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” I was impressed with how strong my voice sounded. “Whatever you do to me, whatever little pathetic games you play, they are not going to work. I’m staying and there’s nothing you guys can do about it.”

      They were silent for a long moment before Archer said, “You’ll regret that.”

      “I was actually excited to see you guys. Obviously I wouldn’t have been if I had known what dicks you had become,” I said.

      Grayson took a step closer and leaned in so he was towering over me. I stretched my neck to try to meet where I thought his gaze was. These guys would not intimidate me.

      “We’ll make you regret the day you were ever born, Madeline Baker… Baker, I like that name for you. It suits you better. You’re definitely not an Addington and Baker is more… appropriate—because that’s what you’ll be doing later when you drop out of high school.”

      “Fuck you,” I shot back.

      “Only if you beg me,” Grayson whispered and his voice sounded so dark that I had to suppress a shiver.

      “We are giving you fair warning,” Archer continued as Grayson stepped back to stand next to him. “Leave or else. We don’t want you here. What you’ve experienced so far is nothing and it’s only going to get worse.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. I know that I made a mistake leaving before and I will not lose this opportunity again.”

      “The worst mistake you ever made was coming back,” Archer said dangerously and with that the Kings all turned to leave.

      Grayson was the last one out the door and before he left he turned to me and said, “Oh and, Maddy? So nice to see you again.”

      He mockingly imitated what he had said to me when I first met him in the entrance hall. Then he was out the door. I listened to their footsteps recede into the distance and I was left alone in the dark.

      Eventually the nurse came. She didn’t seem like she was at all in a hurry. She strolled in like she had just eaten dinner and then taken her time. I was annoyed but said nothing because I needed her to unglue my hands. She used a bottle of the solution she had used before and I was free. I asked her if she would give me some to keep because it seemed like this little prank would get pulled on me a lot. She gave a dismissive laugh and waved me on my way.

      It felt so good to be free from the cramped position I had been in for hours. My back was stiff and my biceps were sore, but I could move again and that was all that mattered. I left the classroom and headed back to my room.

      When I came to the stairs of the Bell Tower, I smiled to myself. I had paid attention when I was walking with Jayla, and again when I was walking with Ava, so I could get home. I climbed the stairs wearily. I needed a shower and then would collapse into bed. I had missed dinner, but I didn’t care, the events of the evening had made me lose my appetite.

      The smell hit me again as I climbed the last flight up to my landing and I groaned. With all the other bullshit that had happened to me, I had forgotten about the garbage bags in front of my door. As they came into view, I realized that they had been re-stacked in front of my door again.

      I growled in frustration. Really? Oh, come on!

      I had just had a terrible day, could I not get one break?—though compared to the day when my mom went to jail, or the one where my dad died, this day had been a cakewalk. I could handle it.

      I started grabbing bags and swinging them. I had the technique down pat from the last time and I suspected I would get very good at it by the end of the year. As I cleared the bags away I realize that I had missed detention, which meant that I would probably get even more detention for that.

      If this had only been the first day, what was the rest of the year going to be like? I didn’t want to think about it. That was future Maddy’s problem, right now current Maddy just needed to move enough bags to get in her room, take a shower and fall into a blissful sleep.

      I finally cleared the last bag blocking the door and got inside. After a steaming hot shower, and using more shampoo and soap than I ever had before in my life, I grabbed my tights and huge band t-shirt that I used as pajamas, as well as my little Eiffel Tower statue and crawled under the thick comforter.

      On second thought, I got out of bed, took one of the chairs from the table and wedged it under the door handle, barricading the door. I would sleep a lot better knowing that no one would be able to sneak in. Then I crawled back into bed and turned off the lights.

      My room was huge with ceilings that stretched way above me. On my back I looked up at the bells. I found them unnerving in the dark, like they were pretending to be something they weren’t as they stood there still and silent, staring down at me. I wasn’t used to falling asleep in a room like this. I think humans were meant to sleep in small caves, not out in the open, exposed. Some of the smaller windows were open, and they were letting in the cool ocean air and the sounds of the waves.

      As I tossed and turned, I started regretting coming here. The day had been awful, and it would be way harder than I had thought to get dirt on the guys. Also, I acknowledged that what I was planning to do to them was pretty bad, but I didn’t have much of a choice. Even knowing that I had come to the school to screw them over, it still hurt my feelings the way they had treated me. I already knew that the school would be a living hell for me, The Kings—I couldn’t help but roll my eyes when I thought of that term—would make sure of it.

      I turned over to look at my little metal Eiffel Tower model. I couldn’t help but smile. That model reminded me of one of my happiest memories. My mom knew that I loved the Hunchback of Notre-Dame so one year, after she had saved and cut coupons and gone with nothing for herself, she told me to open my birthday gift early. I could still remember my shock when two plane tickets fell out of my card and onto my lap. I had screamed and gave her a big hug while she laughed and we both fell on the floor.

      That trip had been one of the best times of my life. Sadly, my dad had already passed away, but my mom wasn’t sick yet and my stepfather wasn’t in the picture so it had just been the two of us. The week in Paris had been perfect. We didn’t have a lot of money so we stayed far out of the city and walked everywhere, but it didn’t matter, it was still amazing.

      Mom made it special. She bought us a baguette and brie and we ate it in the shadow of the Notre-Dame. We had gone to see the Eiffel Tower and when I was in the washroom she had bought me the little statue; I was touched because—just like the rest of the trip—we couldn’t afford it.

      I held back the tears that threatened to spill.

      Just remember you’re doing it for her, I told myself. You can do anything for her.

      “Goodnight, Mom,” I whispered into the large, open space. “I won’t let you down.”
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      My second day at Crestmoore went much like my first—except worse.

      My peaceful sleep was shattered by the end of the world. I let out a scream as I woke up in a deafening war zone. I was so disoriented, and I opened my eyes but I had no idea where I was. It was so loud I couldn’t think. I slammed my palms against my ears to get some relief, but it only helped a bit.

      I looked around in a frenzy before looking up and seeing the source of the noise. Huge bells were slowly dancing back-and-forth and emitting the loudest sounds I had ever heard in my life.

      It all rushed back to me at once and I understood where I was.

      Stumbling out of bed, I desperately rushed towards the table with the earplugs on it. I tripped once on the bedspread that had become entangled around my legs and slammed my knee painfully into the stone floor. Limping, I made it to the table but by the time I’d ripped open the package and shoved the plugs in my ears the bells had stopped.

      The silence that followed the deafening roar of the bells was almost just as disorienting, going from one extreme to the other. My ears were still ringing. It took me a couple seconds to realize that that must have been the wake-up bell. Well, it definitely worked, I thought, no way I could sleep through that.

      I decided to get dressed quickly and go down to the second floor and wait for Cecily; I remembered that her room was there. I didn’t want to go to the cafeteria alone—and I wasn’t positive where it was, anyway. I rushed around getting ready. I put on my uniform, some tinted moisturizer, a little colored lip balm, some mascara, combed my hair and I was out the door—and ran into a wall of black.

      The trash bags. I had forgotten. They were re-stacked again. I did not understand who would be this dedicated to bullying me; it seemed insane that anyone could care about my misery so much that they would be willing to go through all that effort.

      I sighed and got to work. I pushed the bags outwards, being careful to be gentle so that I didn’t rip them. Eventually the top one tumbled down to roll to a stop at the top of the stairs. I used the hole that was now in the pile to start clearing the other ones. After about ten minutes I was free. I raced down the stairs, hoping that I hadn’t missed Cecily and also hoping that I didn’t smell too bad like the last time I had had to move the trash.

      I walked into the short hall on the second floor. There were only two doors, one said 2A and the other 2B. I had no idea which one was Cecily’s so I decided just to wait for a bit. I didn’t think there was any way that she could have gotten ready quicker than me.

      My patience was rewarded because about ten minutes later Cecily came out of 2A. She jumped when she saw me and I apologized.

      “No, it’s ok. It’s not your fault, it’s me. Being at this school makes you jumpy,” she said with her hand over her heart.

      She really looked spooked, and I felt bad for her that she had to be on edge all the time.

      “We have to wait for Ava.” As she said it, I heard the lock of 2B turn and out walked Ava, her long, black braids cascading over her shoulders.

      “You guys are hall-mates,” I remarked as we started towards the stairs.

      “Yeah, they try to separate the floors by gender,” Ava said. “But on the fourth floor they have Graham and Beth.”

      “How many scholarship students are there?” I asked.

      “Only nine including you,” Cecily said.

      “We are a critically endangered species at this school,” Ava joked. “Hey, listen, we want to apologize for yesterday. We weren’t being very good friends.”

      “Yeah,” Cecily agreed.

      “It’s ok, guys. Don’t worry about it,” I said.

      “We were just scared of getting it ourselves if we were too friendly to you, but that’s not right. Us scholarship students have to stick together. We are all that we’ve got at this school,” said Ava.

      My heart warmed. It felt nice to have people on my side after I had felt so alone yesterday.

      “Lets make a deal that we’ll look out for each other no matter what,” Cecily added.

      “Deal!” I said. “But it’s easier for me to make that deal than you guys. I think I’m the one who’s going to be bullied the most out of all of us.”

      “That’s fine,” Ava said. “At least we’ll have each other.”

      “That’s right!” Cecily agreed.

      My smile lasted only until I reached the bottom of the stairs where some students I had never met before immediately called me “trailer trash”. I was starting to hate this school.

      The hallways became a gauntlet I had to get through to go anywhere. It seemed like all the students were already against me. I was tripped, pushed, and called names anytime I stepped into the halls. Having Cecily or Ava by my side didn’t do much to minimize the bullying, but it made me feel like I was less alone. I felt guilty dragging them into it but they pretended they didn’t mind and I was grateful for that.

      Whenever I was getting bullied, it always seemed like the Kings were around, not doing the dirty work themselves but instead standing off to the side watching and smirking. I was growing to hate their stupid, sexy faces—and it pissed me off that I couldn’t stop myself from thinking they were hot.

      They were all tall, muscled and cocky, with those stupid little smiles and perfect white teeth. It became painfully obvious that the school was their world, and they were in complete control of it. I hated to admit it, but they were definitely the rulers, the Kings, and I was at their mercy.

      My classes weren’t much better than the hallways. People shot spit balls at my head, which was disgusting. They volunteered me to answer the questions that the teachers asked, questions that I would have no way of knowing. In one class someone even passed me a note that asked me if the rumors were true, did I used to be a dog prostitute to make enough money to feed my drug addiction. I looked back at the person in disbelief but they just shrugged and smirked. Behind them I could see Brett was staring at me with silent intensity. He wasn’t smiling.

      When the day was over I dragged myself up the stairs to my room. I wearily moved the trash bags that had of course been re-stacked and went inside. I was absolutely exhausted, not just from the relentless bullying but also the course work. Due to the insanely high academic standards of the school I was already behind even though it was only the third day. I would have to spend all my free time studying, which was fine because I didn’t have a TV or a phone and I couldn’t go anywhere without being harassed, so barricading myself in my room every evening to study would not be a big sacrifice.

      I took a shower and then sat down at my desk. I plugged my laptop into the monitors. I had stolen some cookies from the dining hall which I placed next to my computer, unwrapped the napkin and started eating.

      I desperately needed to study but I couldn’t help myself and went to my email. Ever since they took my phone I had been contemplating different ways of getting in touch with Dean. I no longer had his number because it was in my phone and I had no idea what his email was. The wifi at the school was restricted so students weren’t allowed access to social media sites. In desperation I had contemplated emailing the detective, who had given me his work email address, and asking for Dean’s but that seemed way too weird—“Oh, hey Detective Serious, this is Maddy, I’m like super into your hot son so could you please pass along his private email. K, thanks, bye :D”

      I shook my head and closed my email.

      Maybe I could find him by searching? I typed “Dean Smith New York” into the search engine and not surprisingly I got a ton of hits but nothing relevant. Why did he have to have the most nondescript name in the world? I wondered in annoyance.

      I sighed and pulled up my Biology coursework in resignation. After about half an hour I realized that I had absorbed no information at all, Dean still distracted me—there was no way I was going to let some guy derail my academic career. I signed back into my email and typed out a quick message to the detective. I told him I didn’t have my phone and that the only way he could communicate with me was through the school internet which was definitely monitored. I sent it off and felt better. I could study now. If Dean really wanted to contact me, he would eventually ask his dad about why I hadn’t been responding to his texts.

      Satisfied, I went back to studying.

      I hoped he tried to contact me. I could use a supportive… friend? Crestmoore was turning out to be a lot harder than I thought it would be. I hadn’t even started figuring out a plan to find out what the Kings were up to—I hated that I now called them “The Kings” just like everyone else at the school. My memories of my friendship with them were slowly fading and being replaced with memories like the cruel smiles on their faces as they watched some random kid push me and call me names.

      Focus, Maddy, I told myself as my thoughts kept drifting away from mitosis and towards boys. I took another cookie, shoved it in my mouth and focused on concentrating.

      By the time midnight rolled around I was satisfied with the work I had done. I might just graduate with decent marks after all, I thought, proud of myself. I closed my laptop and got ready to sleep.

      Before getting into bed, I barricaded the door again with the chair—which I realized would become my nightly routine to help me sleep soundly. I was about to climb under the covers when I remembered—the earplugs! I didn’t want to have another terrifying wake-up like this morning—I was pretty sure that had taken a couple years off my life.

      After I had put the earplugs in and turned off the lights, I climbed back into bed. I turned over and touched the Eiffel Tower.

      “Goodnight Mom,” I whispered before immediately falling asleep.
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      The rest of the week went much like the first couple days. Kids were mean to me and somehow the Kings always seemed to be around when it happened. The other weird thing was that all the other students knew about me, even if they were in different grades.

      Whenever I was getting bullied, a huge group of kids would turn up to watch and take part. None of them were allowed cell phones, so I didn’t know how the Kings always managed to be there at the exact right time and the exact right place, but I chalked it up to some sort of asshole intuition.

      Besides the relentless bullying, I was actually starting to do ok in my classes. The work was hard, but I was slowly catching up thanks to my lack of social life and full-evening cram sessions.

      The other scholarship students and I were slowly becoming friends. They were all very skittish and had the tendency to run away from me whenever the spit balls started flying—and then apologizing for it later. I didn’t blame them, but it was a struggle not to be at least a bit resentful. Cecily and Ava were better than the other scholarship students at standing by me and I was starting to really like them.

      Ava was funny as hell. She was sarcastic and her pop culture references were on point. Cecily was cerebral and kind, but every once in a while when she let down her guard she was just as clever and sarcastic as Ava—and it was even more funny because it was unexpected. I started to really enjoy hanging out with them and they were starting to feel like my friends from back home.

      I had never been a social butterfly; I was the kind of person who found a few good people and those were my friends for life. I missed my friends from home and though we emailed back-and-forth it wasn’t even close to being the same as seeing them every day, but having Ava and Cecily made Crestmoore not as bad.

      “What did you get on the quiz?” Ava turned to ask me after scowling at her own paper.

      “Ninety-six percent,” I whispered back.

      “What?! How?? That was soo hard. I only got a seventy-eight. That’s basically failing,” she said dejectedly as she sunk down into her seat. “What did you get, Ces?”

      Cecily looked down at her paper and made a face before answering, “Only eighty-nine.”

      It was Friday, the last day of my first week. We were in chemistry class and after I had pulled an all-nighter on Wednesday I had managed to pull off a decent mark on the Thursday quiz.

      Crestmoore’s class schedule was six courses per day per student, and it was the same every day, except a couple courses were full year so you alternated those. My schedule was:

      Class 1: English

      Class 2: Chemistry

      Class 3: Math

      LUNCH

      Class 4: History and Gym (alternated)

      Class 5: Biology

      Class 6: Business and an elective (alternated)—I had chosen Art as my elective.

      “My all-nighter payed off,” I said, then pretended to be smug by smiling and wiping my shoulder off.

      They both laughed.

      “Can’t pull all-nighters every night, New Girl,” Ava teased.

      “Oh yeah? Watch me,” I said. “I never sleep.”

      “I wouldn’t be able to sleep either if I had smelly garbage seeping under my door every night,” Cecily said.

      Ava and I looked at each other before we burst out laughing. It was always so unexpected and hilarious when Cecily stooped to our level.

      “Whatever,” I teased. “At least I’m on the Royalty’s radar, they don’t care about you guys at all.”

      “They care about you because you are like poor poor, I’m just poor. That’s not something to brag about,” Cecily deadpanned.

      We all burst out laughing again. The teacher shushed us and we put our hands over our mouths to hold it in.

      Class ended and the three of us went into the hall. Some student I had never met before pushed me and called me “Trash”, just the usual. Ava and Cecily walked me to my math class even though neither of them were in it, before they both left for History together.

      I walked in and took my seat at the front of the class with Graham.

      “What’s up, Maddy?” he asked as I sat down.

      “Not much. How about you?” I asked.

      “Same old, same old. I’m trying to figure out a calculation that will allow cars to run on one-fifth of the gas that a standard engine requires.”

      “Wow,” I said. “You do you. That would be revolutionary if you can figure it out.”

      “I know. I just got to get it right before I go public, you know?”

      “For sure,” I said.

      The kids at this school were so different from the ones back in East Heights High. The ones at my old school were worried about getting pregnant before graduation or getting caught for dealing drugs, while the students at Crestmoore were worried about solving world crises. I liked that I didn’t have to talk to my best friend Tiffany about how her boyfriend was being an asshole and that, yeah, she probably needed to take a pregnancy test. I enjoyed talking about renewable energy solutions and Shakespeare. These kids were like me and I felt at home when they got my references to music from the seventies. These nerds were my people.

      The teacher, Mr. Bertrand, stepped to the front of the class and started the lecture. Everyone quieted down, and that was when I could hear the sounds that turned my stomach. It was some lame girls laughing at Brett and Archer’s lame jokes. I rolled my eyes and tried to ignore them.

      Wherever I went and in every class that I had with the Kings, I got to witness the disgusting show that their fans put on whenever the Kings were around. The laughing, the hair flipping, the boobs being subtly squished together—as if we didn’t notice—it all pissed me off, and it pissed me off that it pissed me off. I didn’t want to care about the Kings, but I couldn’t seem to help it. The pathetic groupies that hung off their every word disgusted me. The guys I had known had been better than that, but they now seemed to take advantage of it.

      From what I could gather, Archer and Grayson were dating multiple groupies—or if they weren’t dating them, they were at least pretending to be interested in multiple girls. Brett was harder to read. He wasn’t without his fans but he was the strong silent type and no matter how much female attention he received he remained focused on our classes. It was weird.

      The other scholarship students had told me that Brett was top of the class with Archer in second but sometimes he pushed into first. I wasn’t surprised about Archer getting top marks; he had always been competitive and always wanted to be the best in the class—it was something that had bonded us when we were younger; I wanted to be the best too and that friendly competition had forced us both to be better.

      Brett on the other hand hadn’t been that dedicated to academics when he was younger. He’d been more into sports, more of a jock. Classes came second to the field for him, so it surprised me to hear that he was beating everyone else’s marks—especially at a school as competitive as this with its insanely smart students. I begrudgingly admitted that it impressed me—but only to myself, there was no way I’d ever give Brett the satisfaction of knowing that.

      Class went by quickly and when lunchtime came, I was happy because I was starving. I picked up my backpack and paused. It felt heavier than normal and I thought I could hear a quiet hissing sound coming from it. I looked over at Graham who was reaching for his.

      “Don’t open it,” I whispered to him.

      “What? Why?” he asked before realization hit him and his face went pale.

      “Grab it carefully and come with me.”

      I picked my bag up delicately by the handle and gingerly carried it to the door. I looked back to see Graham staring at his in horror. He was truly petrified, and I felt bad for him. I went back in, gave him my books and then I carefully grabbed his bag with my free hand.

      “Come with me,” I whispered.

      I was trying to draw as little attention to us as possible. I didn’t want to make it worse by having all the other students laugh at us. I also didn’t want to give the Kings the satisfaction of seeing my fear, but I could feel their eyes on me and I couldn’t help but glance at them for a moment. The smirks on Archer and Brett’s faces made me wish I had been strong enough not to look.

      We slipped out of the room and I did a weird speedwalk down the hall, trying to shake the bags as little as possible but also get the hell outside. Graham opened the doors for me and we came out of the school onto a small patch of grass next to the forest.

      By now the bags were hissing and moving like crazy and it scared me. I wasn’t particularly afraid of snakes but I think most people are at least a little bit afraid—and if they aren’t it means that they have not evolved properly because some snakes are dangerous and you should be scared of them. I looked at Graham’s face—which was a mistake—he was so pale and sweaty he looked like he would throw up and it made me even more nervous.

      I placed the bags in the grass and they started moving on their own. I looked around. I needed something to open the bag with because I didn’t want to get my fingers too close. I couldn’t see anything that would work, but as my eyes passed over the school I saw them.

      Staring out the window of the second-floor hallway were the handsome faces of the Kings. They were surrounded by a group of students who were also looking out at us. Anger flooded through me and washed away a lot of the fear. I raised my hands up and gave them two middle fingers.

      I saw the subtle look of surprise pass over the King’s faces before they quickly covered it back up with their smirks. Graham looked behind him and saw them too and if it was possible, he went even whiter.

      “Whatever,” I mumbled. “Fuck them.”

      The only thing I could see that I thought might work was some twigs laying at the base of the trees. I grabbed a long, strong one and went back over to the bags. My heart was racing as I brought the stick towards one of the writhing backpacks. I was able to slip a small portion of the twig into one of the zipper pulls. Taking a deep breath, I carefully started maneuvering open the zipper.

      In a flash of black, something shot out of the bag. I jumped to the side to avoid the path directly in front of the opening. The snake barely missed me as it raced off into the woods. I watched its long body slither away and in a second it was gone. The clearing seemed almost unnaturally quiet after the excitement.

      It wasn’t over yet though; I had one more bag to do. I went over to my backpack and repeated the action, but stood even farther off to the side this time. My snake took longer to come out, but once it did it was way angrier. It took a strike at me and I had to leap back to avoid its pissed off fangs.

      I let out an unconscious yell of fright and I heard Graham let out a little whimper of pure terror.

      After the snake had scared the both of us it was satisfied and slithered off after its friend under the trees. I breathed out a sigh of relief. I looked over at Graham.

      “You ok?” I asked.

      Graham puked in answer. I grimaced and went over to our bags. I gingerly poked them with the stick to make sure there was nothing else hiding inside. They seemed snake-free, so I cautiously picked mine up and looked inside. It was clear.

      I did the same for Graham’s bag before handing it to him. He took it timidly and with a weak “Thanks”.

      “Want to head to lunch?” I asked, I wasn’t sure what else to do.

      “I think I will go back to my room for a bit. I’m not very hungry.”

      “But you must be starving, you didn’t eat breakfast anymore,” I said as I motioned to the spot where he threw up, without looking at it.

      He laughed weakly and shook his head. I looked up and I could see that other students were still staring down at us but the Kings were gone.

      “Assholes,” I mumbled.

      “What?” Graham asked.

      “Nothing. Want me to walk you back to the Bell Tower?”

      “Nah, I’ll be ok.”

      We walked back into the school and headed our separate ways.
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      I was curious what my first weekend at Crestmoore would be like. I wasn’t really sure what I was going to do with myself. I wasn’t used to having a lot of free time; I hadn’t had a weekend off since the day I turned sixteen and got my first part-time job. I realized that studying would be my new job, but I didn’t really want to stay cooped up in my room all weekend.

      Friday night I stayed at home, reading, but on Saturday I needed to get out of my room and go outside. I took a walk around the grounds but it was hard to avoid other students and I stuck mostly to the woods. The trees were quiet and the forest was dark. It was getting cool, and I had to wear my black school uniform pea coat. I had never been much of an outdoorsy girl, living in a massive city and all, but I felt relaxed being by myself in nature.

      In the evening Cecily invited me to Simon’s room to watch movies with the other scholarship students. Apparently it was a tradition that they did every weekend because they couldn’t go to parties or drink by the water like the other students—it was too dangerous for them to go outside so they stayed in and hung out to watch movies and eat a lot of junk food stolen from the dining hall or bought from the small commissary.

      Around eight o’clock I went down to the third floor. It was already almost completely dark outside, and that combined with the dim lights made the building feel like a haunted castle. As I stepped off the stairs onto the landing, I could hear laughter coming from one room. I smiled and then went over to knock.

      Simon answered the door. He had a big smile on his face and his cheeks were rosy.

      “Come on in!” he said, stepping to the side and shutting the door behind me once I was safely inside. “Welcome to my humble abode. We were just about to start the movie, can I get you anything? We have chips, pop, candy, coffee, tea, um, instant ramen…”

      “Could I get a pop?”

      “Sure!”

      He went over to a little mini fridge that he had in a corner and threw me a drink. All the other scholarship students were there, gathered on Simon’s couches or sitting on the carpet. They all welcomed me enthusiastically, and I waved back. It felt nice being a part of this little group of outcasts.

      Cecily waved me over and patted the seat beside her on one of the couches. I had been inside Cecily and Ava’s rooms already so I wasn’t surprised by what Simon’s looked like. All the scholarship rooms were well-decorated, large and spacious. They were similar to mine except mine was twice the size so all the furniture seemed very spread out while their rooms seemed cozy by comparison. I took a seat next to her, opened my pop and settled in.

      “Manuel figured out a way to bypass the school’s internet filters so we can download any movie we want,” Cecily explained to me as she took a big handful of popcorn from the bowl in her lap. “Every week we vote on which movies we want to see the next weekend and Manuel downloads them.”

      “Which one are we watching now?” I asked.

      “That horror movie that just came out. The one with the cows and the wardrobes—I forget what it’s called.”

      “I wanted to see that!” I said enthusiastically. “How did you guys get it? I thought it was still in theaters?”

      “Magic.” Manuel waved his hands around the laptop he was setting up on the coffee table.

      “It’s already out,” Ava laughed. “Came out a couple days ago. Manuel is good, but he’s not that good.”

      “Am so!” he said indignantly.

      “My mistake,” she laughed.

      Manuel finished setting it up then came to sit on the floor next to Beth—whom I suspected he had a little crush on. Seeing the way they giggled together with their heads close made me a bit sad. It made me think of Dean and that just reminded me that I hadn’t heard from him in almost a week. I guess he wasn’t as into me as I had hoped. Oh well, I tried to convince myself that it was just a small disappointment instead of a major one but I knew I was lying to myself.

      Someone dimmed the lights and then the movie started.

      I had a great time. We laughed when Alexi, one of the guys from the first floor, would yell at every little jump scare and then pretend he wasn’t scared. Ava made fun of the movie with me and Cecily even joined in sometimes. The movie turned out to not be very good, but it didn’t matter; it was still the best time I had had at Crestmoore by far. I felt accepted and like I had friends.

      After it was over they put on a second one. About half the group didn’t want to watch the second movie which was a romantic comedy, and they went over to Simon’s table to play board games. I wanted to join the group at the table because I wasn’t really a romantic comedy type of girl but Ava and Cecily stayed so I decided for this time that I would stay too, but next time I would play because I loved board games.

      When the second movie was over, it was almost midnight and that meant curfew. I didn’t think any of the teachers would come walking around the Bell Tower to make sure that we were all in our own rooms but the scholarship students had to be extra careful; we were on thin ice as it was at the school, so that meant that we obeyed all the rules perfectly—even when it didn’t matter.

      I was sure all the other students at the school didn’t care about dumb rules like curfews. They were probably out drinking somewhere on the island, having crazy parties and doing dangerous things like swimming in the middle of the night—all the things that were the exact reason why the curfews existed in the first place. However, us poor kids, who were just watching movies and playing board games, we were the ones who went back to our rooms before the stroke of midnight.

      I knew no teachers came this far into the school at night because I had snuck a peek a couple times down the hallways after dinner. A few staff members stayed in the student accommodation buildings, which weren’t attached to the main building, but most teachers lived in “the Village” which was just a cluster of houses a little ways down the road from the school. Once everyone was done in the dining hall for the night, the scholarship students were the only ones left. Being by ourselves in the giant old building, knowing that the rest of the student body hated us, was scary. I asked Cecily and Ava how they slept and they said they also barricaded their doors at night.

      We all left Simon’s at the same time. I walked up the stairs with Graham, Beth and Manuel. Manuel lived across the hall from Simon on the third floor, but he wanted to make sure Beth got home safely. At the fourth floor I said bye to everyone and continued up to my room.

      When I got to the top of the stairs, I saw that someone had re-piled the garbage, like they always did, but this time I found it even more unnerving. It was supposed to be just us scholarship students here at this time of the night, but someone else was sneaking in here with us and that bothered me way more than the garbage did.

      I quickly moved the garbage bags and got into my room. I immediately locked the door behind me. I didn’t like being out in the hall because it made me feel watched. I quickly wedged the chair under the door handle and took all the cutlery that I had been stealing from the dining hall and placed it right at the bottom of the door, so that if someone came in, there was no way I would sleep through all that noise even with my ear plugs on.

      I looked over at the clock on my wall and when I saw the time I rushed over to my side table. I just barely got my earplugs in before the clanging of the bells, to mark midnight curfew, started. I put my hands over my ears to muffle the sounds even more. I was almost getting used to the terrifyingly loud bells.

      I wasn’t tired yet. It had been such a good evening that I was still wide awake and smiling. I decided that doing my History reading would help put me to sleep. I went over and flipped open my laptop. The first thing that popped up when I signed in was that I had a message. I opened it and my heart started to beat faster when I saw who it was from.

      Hi Maddy,

      I hadn’t heard from you for a couple days so I asked my dad about it and he gave me your email, hope you aren’t pissed. Just wanted to see if you were doing all right and make sure those dull, preppy school kids hadn’t killed you yet with boredom. Hope you haven’t forgotten about me because I could never forget about you.

      Dean xx

      I realized I was grinning like an idiot. Butterflies were fluttering in my stomach as I re-read his message over and over.

      Hope you haven’t forgotten about me because I could never forget about you.

      I didn’t want to be too presumptuous, but I think he kind of liked me. I did a little happy dance in my seat.

      There was no way I would be able to sleep for a while. Excitement was flowing through me as I tried to figure out what to write back. My first week at Crestmoore had been hell, but reading Dean’s message made it seem not as bad.
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      My second week at Crestmoore was much like my first—except even worse.

      When the second weekend rolled around, I was practically salivating for a break from the relentless bullying. I thought the students would soon tire of me and move on to something else but if anything the bullying was continuing to increase in intensity. The Kings seemed determined to make me break. At least one of them was in most of my classes and I could feel their cold eyes on me as one of their minions would execute a new torture.

      At the beginning of the week someone had stuck gum in my hair during Biology. I didn’t even notice until Archer had walked by and told me in his commanding voice that it looked like a bird had shit on my head. Confused, because I hadn’t been outside that day, I reached up and that was when I found the hard lump wedged into a mass of my dark waves, right near my scalp. I was pissed because I had to go to my next class with the back of my head looking like a tangled rat’s nest.

      Little did they know that I was well aware of how to get gum out of my hair without cutting it. I had always had long hair and as a kid I had been kind of careless and gotten gum stuck in it many times. My mom would carefully spend an hour brushing it out because I would be crying and telling her I didn’t want to have to cut it out. By about the third time it had happened she had a good technique down and could get it out in about ten minutes.

      I had needed to get my hands on some oil. When dinnertime came the only oil available that meal was oil and vinegar salad dressing. I snuck some away in a plastic bag and back in my room I was able to remove the gum in a few minutes. I took a shower, so that I didn’t smell like a salad and then I felt kind of good. I hadn’t had to cut my hair; I had thwarted one of their plans yet again.

      Whatever they threw at me I would keep dodging—at least that’s how I had felt at the beginning of the week, but as it dragged on the relentlessness and the meanness started to wear me down. I thought I was strong and that I could take it, but I could feel myself starting to break. The sounds of hundreds of people laughing at me, and constantly having to be on edge, were taking their toll.

      The highlight of my days were coming back to the room to see a new email from Dean. He was writing me every day, and I didn’t want to tell him how bad it was here. I didn’t want to let him know how much his emails were helping me keep my sanity, but I treasured his kind words, they were making me feel human when everyone else was telling me I was trash.

      The other thing that was keeping me sane was the scholarship students. We had another Saturday movie and board games session and it was so much fun. I had also started going on solo walks in the woods just to get away from the school and feel normal for a bit. I was doing well in my classes and it made me feel good that a poor girl from public school was beating out students who had grown up in this competitive environment.

      As I lay my head down on the Sunday night of my second weekend, I dreaded what Monday would bring. I couldn’t imagine it could get any worse than the week before, but I didn’t want to underestimate the Kings. I was sure they were preparing a new round of torture for me right then.
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      Monday morning came all too soon, and I was woken up by the loud bells. I didn’t normally go down to get breakfast. I was someone who loved to sleep, so I would steal fruits the night before at dinner and I would eat those as my breakfast. This allowed me to stay in bed a little longer but also it allowed me to avoid the dining hall for one meal of the day.

      The “dining hell” was where a lot of my bullying took place. At least once a day something would happen to me there, like last week when someone walking by had dropped a live rat in my soup as I was eating it, or when a bunch of students took up every food station at the buffet and pretended to take so long that I finally got fed up, grabbed a bread roll before they could block it and that was my lunch for the day. Without fail someone would try to trip me as I walked by with my full tray of food. A couple of times in the beginning they had succeeded, but I caught on and it hadn’t happened again after I became extra vigilant. Despite how pretty it was, I hated going there, but unless I wanted to starve I had to—but anything I could do to minimize the amount of time I spent there the better.

      However, that morning I was famished for some reason and I decided to go down early and get breakfast. Fruit would not cut it that day. I got ready and dressed in my school uniform. Grabbing my bag, I went over to the door and started removing the cutlery I had stacked in front of it. I piled the silver spoons and forks on the small entryway table and removed the chair that was wedged and placed it to the side. I unlocked the door and then turned the door handle but it wouldn’t move. I tried again. And again. It was solidly stuck.

      “Dammit!” I swore.

      Someone had fucked with my lock.

      I tried more forcefully to move the handle. I tried throwing my body weight against the door to get it to budge but nothing happened. The door was one that swung inwards and try as I might there was no way for me to get it open.

      “Dammit!” I said again before I started pounding on the door and calling for help.

      I hoped that one of the scholarship students would hear me. I pummeled the door and called until my hands hurt and my throat ached. No one was coming.

      I felt defeated. I turned and rested my back against the door, my barrier, the thing that was keeping me trapped. I slid down to sit, put my arms on my knees and hung my head. No one was coming to help me. It would be hours before anyone realized I was missing and came to find me, by that time I would have missed my classes. Any class I missed now would push me behind. I felt so alone.

      I sat there wallowing in pity for a while. Maybe this was it. Maybe this was the thing that finally broke me. If the kids at the school didn’t want me around that badly then maybe I should just leave. What I was trying to do was crazy anyway. There was no way I would get any dirt on the Kings when they hated me so much I couldn’t even get within ten feet of them without one of their minions pushing me to the ground or putting gum in my hair. Foster care or being in an orphanage was better than this.

      I looked over at the clock on the wall. If I didn’t leave soon, then I would be late for my first class. I didn’t know what to do. There was no one I could email to help me and I could try yelling through the door again but I knew that would not work. I needed to help myself.

      I was all alone—and that was ok. I would get myself out. Giving up and going into the foster care system, and going back to public school, would be the easier choice but I wasn’t doing this purely for myself, I was doing it for my mom, one of the few people left in the world that truly cared about me. I would do anything for her.

      I got up and started to figure out a plan. I couldn’t leave by the door so the only other way out of the room was through one of the windows. The lower windows were too small for me to squeeze through so it would have to be one of the higher ones—they were large enough for five of me to fit through. I needed to climb up to the bells.

      I didn’t give myself time to think because I knew if I did then I would overthink it and chicken out. I brought a chair over to the tallest thing in the room, which was a giant dresser, and climbed up on top of it. Standing on the dresser, the top of my chest was level with the bottom of one of the tall, narrow windows. I was lucky that the latch to open it was at the bottom. I unhooked it and the lower half of the window swung outwards.

      I didn’t think I just grabbed the window ledge and pulled myself up. My traction-less shoes slipped on the smooth stone of the wall but I managed to scramble up to a position where I was straddling the windowsill, one leg still safely inside my room and the other hanging out over the steep drop to the forest many stories below. I chose not to look down. My hands were already sweaty, and I was in that weird fog that you get when you are truly afraid and your adrenaline is pumping. I was closer to the bells than I had ever been; they were about five feet above my head. Up close they were even more massive and solid-looking.

      From up there I could see the ocean stretching away to the horizon on the right and in the distance on the left I could see the rough Maine coast. I tried to focus on what was in front of me so I wouldn’t look at how high up I was. I didn’t have time to think about anything; I needed to get to class.

      There was a small lip of stone that ran around the outside of the tower right under the window. I swung my other leg out and carefully stood up, keeping a tight hold on the window ledge. I looked over to my left and was met with nothing but air and trees far beneath me. Looking to my right, I saw that the stone lip met a steep roof that I thought I could climb on to.

      My hands were shaking so much it terrified me I was going to shake myself off the building and plummet to my death. It’s lucky I’m not scared of heights—oh wait, yes I am, I thought sarcastically. Heights and spiders were my two greatest fears.

      I gripped on to the rough red bricks that covered the outside of the school; they gave me a decent handhold and so I was able to slowly shuffle my feet across the narrow lip of rock. It wasn’t too technically challenging but the thing that made it scary was the stakes. If I fell I was high enough that I would probably die—or at least get very, very injured. The climb to the nearest roof wasn’t too far, but it felt like an eternity.

      Finally, I was close enough that I could reach out and place my toe on the dark shingles of the roof. I slipped slightly and gasped. The angle was steeper than I had thought. I took a deep breath and regained my position to try again. This time I made sure my foot was firmly on the roof before I tried to maneuver the rest of my body. Next I was able to transfer my hands away from the brick then swung myself so that I ended up clinging to the shingles.

      I had thought this would be the easy part, but I was wrong. The roof was way steeper than I imagined and I needed to be so careful not to slip as I made my way slowly across it. I was trying to find a place where it intersected with something that would allow me to climb down. I eventually found an area where the grade wasn’t as steep and I used that to take a quick break and reassess.

      Once I looked around I realized that I needed to keep going because I was starting to freak out. All around me were steep rooftops that seemed almost impossible to climb, and beyond that was just air and a sheer drop.

      Eventually I came to a part of the roof that I recognized as the top of a long open air hallway that ran along one side of the school. I slowly came to the edge and looked over. I saw the railing of the hallway and knew I could reach it if I lowered myself down, I just needed to be very careful not to fall because if I did and I missed the railing I would be falling several stories to the grass below.

      Carefully I slid one leg over the edge. I was so scared that I felt like I would throw up, but I knew there was no turning back now. Luckily there was a rain gutter that I could use as a handhold and clinging on to that for dear life I slowly lowered first one leg and then the other until my feet met the railing. I quickly jumped down onto the marble hallway and fell onto my back, breathing out the biggest sigh of relief of my life.

      I felt like I could cry, I was so happy to be on solid ground again. There were a couple students walking to class, and they gave me shocked and confused looks. These were the kids who would normally call me “trailer trash” as they walked by, but at the moment they were too stunned to say anything.

      After collecting myself for a couple seconds, I stood up. I still needed to get to class. I hurried down the hall on legs that felt like jello, past the students with their mouths hanging open. I held my chin up high, pretending that that wasn’t the scariest thing I had ever done but rather something I regularly did, and brushed past them.

      I walked in to my first period class a few minutes before the lecture was to start. My eyes met Brett’s hazel ones and his widened in surprise. That look was the first bit of emotion, regarding me, that I’d seen on his serious face other than contempt and it made me feel triumphant. No matter how shaken up I was, I had won this round.

      I sat down at an empty desk at the front of the room, careful not to touch it. I took out a pen and poked at the flat surface, as was my new ritual, and when my pen didn’t stick, I felt comfortable resting my arms on it.

      A few minutes passed and the adrenaline that had been coursing through my body was almost gone. It left me feeling exhausted and drained so I barely noticed when Victoria walked into the room—however, I did notice when she went up to a boy sitting next to me and said, “Move.”

      Without hesitation, he immediately did and Victoria sat down.

      I froze. Royalty never sat at the front, and they especially didn’t sit next to the scholarship students.

      “I thought that was ballsy what you did,” she said in her sweet little voice.

      I was completely caught off guard. “Oh… thanks? How did you know?”

      “Everyone knows,” she said matter-of-factly. “A couple students saw you walking on the roof. You have guts, I admire that. It’s almost Queen material.”

      I was too shocked to say anything. What was going on? I wondered. I couldn’t help but glance at Brett, as if his face might give me a clue, but his eyes had a dark look in them which I didn’t want to see for any longer than I had to and I quickly turned back around.

      When Ava came into the classroom, a couple seconds later, her eyes immediately locked on Victoria and her mouth dropped open in surprise. She looked at me with a “WTF”-look and I shook my head with an “IDK-I’m-just-as-confused-as-you-are”-look. She warily took a seat on the other side of me, away from Victoria, but Ava was staring at her the entire time, like a prey animal who had just had a predator dropped in its cage. Victoria didn’t seem to notice and just took out her laptop and calmly waited for the teacher to start the lecture.

      After class was over Ava and I quickly dashed out into the hall.

      “Why the hell was she sitting with you?” Ava whispered as we walked quickly.

      “I don’t know!” I whispered back. “She just came in and told someone else to move and took their seat.”

      “Did she say anything?” Ava hissed.

      “She said she was impressed with what I did on the roof this morning and that it was almost Queen material.”

      Ava stopped in her tracks and just stared at me dumbfounded like I had grown an extra head or something.

      “She actually said that??” Ava asked after a long pause.

      “Yeah! I don’t know what the fuck is going on, but I don’t like it.”

      After a couple seconds Ava started walking again. She seemed lost in thought like she was processing something that seemed impossible to her.

      We passed through a few hallways in silence when she suddenly asked, “Wait, what were you doing on the roof?”
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      After that class where Victoria sat next to me, it kept happening. Every class that I had with a Queen she would come sit next to me. I hated it. I could tell they were up to something, but I didn’t know what it was and I hated not knowing.

      I sat at the front of all my classes with the other scholarship students and I could tell that they didn’t enjoy having a member of the Royalty that close to them. They wanted to remain in the shadows and try to avoid attention, but there I was bringing a huge spotlight to shine on us. I could tell that they were starting to resent me and it sucked. I really liked being a part of their gang and didn’t want to ruin it—especially since it wasn’t even my fault, I wasn’t telling the Queens to sit with me. Even if the Queens were being nice to me for the time being, I hated it too.

      Victoria and Jayla were seniors, so they were the ones who were in most of my classes. Victoria was very sweet and pleasant, to my face. Jayla was kind of dumb, but she was being nice enough. I had one class with Grace, who was a junior. I had opted to take art even though it wasn’t a senior-level course, just because I loved it. Grace was like a mini Victoria. I found out that she was known as one of the best artists at Crestmoore and as I got to see more of her work, I didn’t quite agree—she was good, don’t get me wrong, but I felt like her work lacked something. It was perfect technically but something about it made me not love it and I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      Claudia Chow was the only Queen who I didn’t have a course with—and I was happy about that, one less to deal with. Even if I wasn’t super suspicious that they were up to something, they wouldn’t be the kind of girls that I would normally be friends with. However, it’s not like I could just tell them to stop sitting with me. I had no power at the school, something I was painfully made aware of every day.

      My third week at Crestmoore was coming to an end. The week hadn’t been as bad as the first two and I was pretty sure it had a lot to do with the other students seeing the Queens sitting with me and being confused about whether or not they should bully me. I was walking into the dining hall for lunch on that Friday, starving as usual, my breakfast of an apple wasn’t really cutting it, when I heard someone call to me.

      I looked up to see Victoria waving me over.

      I hesitated. It felt like a trick, but she waved more insistently and all the other students in the room were staring at me so I had to go. As I walked passed the charity table, all the scholarship students gave me questioning looks. I shook my head subtly and shrugged, trying to convey that I did not understand what was going on. I could see fear in their eyes, they were afraid for me and I was afraid for myself too. I wanted so badly to just sit down with them, but I couldn’t.

      As I walked up the marble aisle, I could feel hundreds of eyes on me. The room was unusually silent. Victoria was sitting at the head table with the rest of the Royalty. I could feel, as well as see, three pairs of intense eyes digging into me. The looks on the Kings’ faces were not happy ones and I wished that I could be anywhere else but there at that moment.

      All too soon my feet had carried me over to stand beneath the dais. Those seven powerful people seemed to tower over me even though they were seated. Victoria was smiling, her perfect little mouth turned upwards at the corners invitingly.

      “Maddy,” she started sweetly. “We wanted to invite you to sit with us.”

      I could hear an audible gasp from the crowd.

      I think my mouth probably dropped open in surprise, but I wasn’t sure. The Kings were staring at me with venom in their eyes and clearly did not want me to sit with them. The Queens were all smiles and looked welcoming. The juxtaposition between the two unnerved me even more—if that was even possible.

      “I, um—” I stuttered, at a loss of what to do.

      “Please have a seat,” Victoria motioned to an empty chair next to her that I hadn’t noticed before.

      In my three weeks at Crestmoore I had seen no one else besides the Royalty sit at the head table, and there certainly hadn’t been an extra chair and place setting like there was now.

      I couldn’t say no so, feeling like I was in a trance, my legs worked on autopilot and I walked around the table and took a seat next to Victoria. She smiled, happy and satisfied.

      “Welcome.”

      “Thanks,” I mumbled, still in shock.

      We sat in silence as the waiters came and took our orders. There were menus placed on our plates but Victoria told me that you could order anything you want even if it’s not on the menu. I was too shaken to speak so when the waiter asked me I just numbly pointed to the first thing.

      The tension at the table was so thick it felt like a heavy blanket that was lying on top of us, but I seemed to be the only one being suffocated by it. The noise in the room started to get louder again as the other students went back to their conversations.

      I looked over desperately at the charity table and could see my friends looking back at me. I could tell how scared they were for me and that just made me wish I was sitting with them even more. I wanted to laugh about what happened in our classes that day; I wanted to talk about which movies we would watch at movie night, but instead I was at a table full of beautiful and extremely powerful people who were in a silent battle with each other. I wanted to melt into the floor and disappear.

      The servers eventually came back with our food and placed it in front of us. I looked down and realized that I ordered a dish that seemed to be just blue cheese on figs. I didn’t like blue cheese—but I didn’t think I could eat anything at that moment anyway, what with my stomach tied up in tension knots, so it didn’t matter anyway.

      Eventually I could see Archer snap and he said, “Why are you bringing garbage to our table, Victoria?”

      “Yeah, what the hell are you playing at?” Grayson added.

      I looked over at him and he was shooting daggers at Victoria with his eyes.

      Brett said nothing and when I looked at him he was looking down at the table, his jaw clenched so tightly that I could see the muscles bulging out of it.

      “I want her here. She’s my guest,” Victoria said calmly. “I’m allowed to invite people to sit at my table.”

      “It’s not your table,” Archer hissed through clenched teeth. “It’s the fucking Royalty table, you can’t just invite anyone to sit at it—especially some poor, trailer trash girl, one of the fucking scholarship students.”

      I could hear how mad he was, and even though I had been called worse over my three weeks at Crestmoore it still hurt to hear Archer talk about me that way.

      “She’s sitting here,” Victoria said, unshaken in the wake of Archer’s fury.

      Archer said nothing. He sat back and crossed his arms. He had taken off his blazer and I could see the outline of his muscles through the thin white fabric of his dress shirt. He looked so intense in his anger, but I could tell he was holding himself back.

      No one at the table touched their food. We sat for another few minutes in silence, minutes that seemed to stretch out into eternity. Finally, the Kings, as if they had said something to each other, all stood up at the same time and left. I watched their receding backs as they stalked down the aisle. All eyes turned to watch them go. They slammed through the entrance doors and were gone.

      “Sorry about that.” Victoria turned to me. “They can be so mean sometimes.”

      “That’s ok,” I managed to whisper.

      But I was pretty shaken up by what had just happened.

      We all started eating. I picked a bit at my food, managing to eat a small bite of fig where there was no blue cheese touching it, but I had lost my appetite. I had also never tasted figs before and found out that I didn’t like them either.

      The girls talked a bit while they picked at their salads but I didn’t join in the conversation. I didn’t understand why they were being nice to me. I didn’t understand what they were building up to, I just knew that it was probably going to be awful. From the way the Kings had reacted it seemed like they weren’t a part of Victoria’s plan.

      Their conversation was boring. I liked hair and makeup and clothes as much as the next girl, but I didn’t like it that much. My friends back home and I would talk about that stuff a bit but mostly we would talk about other things. I just wanted lunch to be over so I could run back to my real friends and take an ibuprofen for the tension headache I now had.

      But as I sat there something slowly started to dawn on me. I had made no progress in my mission to get dirt on the Kings, I had almost given that up as impossible, but I realized that maybe this could be my way in. Who was closer to the Kings than the Queens?

      As I sat and listened to their boring, superficial chatter I realized that if I could “befriend” these girls I could possibly get invited to events that the Kings were at. Also, these girls knew them and if we got close enough, maybe they would give me information on Archer, Brett and Grayson.

      I knew they were up to something, but maybe while they were using me, I could try to use them too. I realized, not without a little disappointment, that if I wanted to get close to the Kings, I guess I would have to get close to the Queens.
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      After what felt like an eternity lunch was finally over and I practically ran out of the dining hall. Next I had History and luckily I had no Queens in that class, but I did have Grayson who gave me a searing look when he walked into the room just second before the class started—which was his usual timing. His eyes were dark and his cheekbones were even more pronounced as he glared at me as he passed by. I tried not to think about it but just focus on the lesson.

      I didn’t look back the entire class and the second it was done I raced out of the room. I didn’t want to see Grayson’s tattooed fingers clenched into fists or the anger flashing like lightening on his face.

      Next I had Biology and luckily Cecily was in that class, unluckily Jayla and Archer were there too. Cecily gave me a “WTF?”-look when I walked in and sat down next to her. We didn’t have time to talk before Jayla walked in and sat down on the other side of me.

      All throughout the class I could feel the anger radiating off Archer like a furnace from the back of the room and I refused to look back there. Just like lunch, class dragged on until it was finally over and Cecily and I raced outside. We ran until we found a semi-private alcove and she dragged me in.

      “What was that?!” she whispered loudly. “Everyone, and I mean everyone, is talking about you sitting with the Queens at lunch. I’ve never seen any non-Royalty sit with them before and neither have any of the other scholarship students. Why did they ask you to sit with them? And what did you even talk about?! The way the Kings stormed out… this is huge news. Everyone is wondering about you now.”

      “I don’t know! I don’t know what they are up to and I hate it! I wanted to be with you guys so badly, but I couldn’t leave.”

      “Yeah,” Cecily agreed. “There’s no way you could have turned down their invitation, that would have humiliated Victoria and your life would become even more of a living hell than it already is.”

      “It sucked so much and I hope it never happens again,” I said before remembering my plan.

      I regretfully realized that I needed them to ask me to sit with them again but couldn’t tell Cecily and that made me feel even more isolated. I would start having to lie to my friends and it made me feel guilty. Can you truly be friends if you’re hiding something so huge about yourself?

      Cecily nodded sympathetically, and I felt even more ashamed.

      “I really hope so… buuuut if it does happen again please tell me EVERYTHING they say. Deal?” Cecily said.

      I laughed. “Deal.”

      “I’m just so curious about them. Their customs, their culture, how they interact when they are in their primary peer group…” Cecily continued on as we left the alcove and started walking to class.

      I agreed with Cecily in that the Royalty was an interesting tradition and I would be curious about it too if I wasn’t so stressed out by what I needed to accomplish while I was at this school. From far away the Kings and the Queens seemed like beautiful animals that when kept safely behind glass were fascinating to look at, but up close, when there was nothing to protect you, they suddenly seemed terrifying. Sitting at the head table was like walking into the lion’s den and I knew I was defenseless.

      I had Art next and Cecily walked me most of the way before leaving to go to her class. When I walked in I saw Grace sitting at one of the six-person tables at the front. She waved me over and I turned and walked to her dejectedly—though when she was looking my way I gave her a happy fake smile.

      When I sat down Grace continued the conversation we were all having at lunch. I wasn’t interested in anything she was saying but nodded and pretended and asked follow-up questions. As much as I didn’t want to, I would make these girls think I liked them… and then they were going to tell me all the Kings’ secrets.
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      The weekend came like a breath of fresh air. I went walking in the woods, did a lot of studying and went to the scholarship students’ Saturday night “Moviefest”—as they dubbed it. It was so much fun. I brought cookies that I had stolen from the dining hall and played board games with Manuel, Beth and Vijay. Vijay and I were so close at the end of the game, but he ended up winning by one point and I pretended to flip the table in anger. Everyone laughed, and it was nice that these kids got my humor.

      On Sunday, Cecily, Ava and I studied together in Ava’s room. The girls said they didn’t want to come up to mine, even though it was the biggest, because it was spooky. They told me a bit more about Jenny. They said she was a very quiet girl, and she lived in my room because that was the only one available when she came at the beginning of last year.

      “She was here less than a year?” I asked, startled.

      Cecily nodded. The three of us sat cross-legged on Ava’s couches with our computers in our laps.

      “She was bullied really badly, worse than any of us,” Ava said. “We aren’t really sure why though, because she wasn’t any different from the rest of us, but we think it was because they sensed that she was the weakest or something. When she started here, she barely said a word, even to us. She would kind of rush passed us down the stairs if she saw anyone. We barely saw her in the dining hall so we weren’t sure how she was getting food, but when we did see her there, she would sit with us because that’s the only place she could sit. From the little we found out about her she seemed sweet but she quickly retreated back into her shell when the bullying kicked up in intensity. We tried to help but there’s only so much you can do.”

      I let that sink in for a moment. I felt bad for Jenny; I knew better than anyone what it was like to be the target of the school’s animosity.

      “We invited her to Moviefest and she came a couple of times. It was nice having her there, she didn’t say a lot but we all stick together so it felt kind of weird when she wasn’t there,” Cecily added.

      “And you said that Victoria ended up killing her?” I remembered what they had told me on my first day in the dining room.

      Cecily shook her head. “That’s just a rumor. The Royalty do little of their bullying directly, they don’t want to get their hands dirty. They mostly direct the rest of the school and the other students carry out their bidding. The rumor is that Victoria killed her but there’s literally no proof and if there was she would be in jail right now.”

      “She doesn’t seem capable of that,” I said, and when Ava and Cecily both gave me a critical look I added, “I mean I’m sure she’s an awful person but I can’t imagine she’s capable of murder—she’s just a high school student after all.”

      There was a long silent pause during which I started getting uncomfortable. Ava and Cecily were giving me searching looks, but I didn’t meet their gaze.

      Finally, Cecily said, “We wanted to warn you to be careful.”

      “The Queens are interested in you for some reason but no one knows why,” Ava added.

      “They are being nice right now, but we aren’t sure it’s genuine,” Cecily said.

      “Probably isn’t,” said Ava.

      “What is this? An intervention?” I laughed but their faces stayed serious.

      “We just wanted to warn you. We aren’t sure what’s going on but we know they can’t be trusted,” said Ava.

      “Please, just promise us you’ll be careful,” Cecily added.

      “I promise, guys! I know that they aren’t being nice to me and asking me to sit at their table because they think I’m awesome and want to be my friend. I know they are up to something and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t scared, but I don’t have a choice. Just like you said, I can’t say no to them.”

      They both nodded reluctantly.

      I wished that I could have told them the real reason why I needed the Queens. Every time I lied by omission I felt the chasm between us grow larger. It felt like crap.

      We spent the rest of the afternoon studying quietly before heading down for an uneventful dinner. Meals in the dining hall on the weekends were much more informal than during the week. Monday to Friday the meal times were strict but on the weekends everyone ate whenever they wanted, which was nice because whatever time you went it was usually half empty. In the dining hall no one really messed with the scholarship students on the weekend, it was like bullying was the other students’ job and even they needed to take a break from it and reset for the week.

      I called it an early night. I got ready for bed in my large, luxuriously decorated bathroom with my toiletries that came from the dollar store. I changed out of the fancy Crestmoore “casual” slacks and polo shirt that we were allowed to wear on the weekends and into my cheap tights and baggy punk band t-shirt. I slipped under the covers, which I’m sure cost hundreds of dollars and had a thread-count of at least ten million. I reached over to turn off the light and then put my earplugs in.

      I lay in the darkened room for a while, thinking. The moon came in through the upper windows and made shafts of light that reached the floor in rectangles. Even though it was already Fall and chilly, I enjoyed having the smaller windows open so that the ocean breeze blew through my large room and left the smell of salt in the air.

      I took stock of what had happened to me so far during my time at Crestmoore. All the other students hated my guts, besides the scholarship students—and apparently the Queens. The Kings despised me and didn’t want me there so they were probably the main reason I was getting bullied so much worse than the other charity cases. I did not have any incriminating information on the Kings yet, but I had one possible lead, the Queens, who for some reason had taken an interest in me—probably for nefarious reasons. I was pretty sure they were building up to something bad, but in the meantime I could try to use them.

      I was really starting to enjoy hanging out with my real friends, the scholarship students. I felt like I had known them longer than the three weeks I’d been at the school.

      Lastly, despite the brutal academic competition, I was doing well in all my courses and was pretty sure I would graduate if I kept it up.

      I had been so busy that I hadn’t had time to really think about what happened between me, Brett, Archer and Grayson. Maybe I had not given myself time to think about it on purpose. When the detective approached me with the deal, I was in survival mode; I wasn’t thinking about anything other than saving my mom and avoiding ending up in an orphanage, but I realized after I got here that if the guys had been the same people that I knew when we were kids then I wouldn’t have been able to turn them in. I guess they did me a favor by being assholes, I thought bitterly.

      But despite how they were treating me, a part of me still felt guilty—and that pissed me off. They didn’t care about me anymore. I was just another poor charity case to them now. As painful as it was to think about, our friendship was truly dead. I winced. And as if my relationship with the Kings—I couldn’t help but roll my eyes whenever anyone called them that, it sounded so overdramatic and pretentious—wasn’t bad enough there was another issue that I wasn’t giving myself any time to think about, and that was how attracted I was to them.

      They were all incredibly handsome guys, sure, but I had seen hot guys before—I maybe even had one interested in me right now, Dean—but the way my body reacted to their presence was intense. It felt so primal but also familiar. I couldn’t explain it and I didn’t like to think about it because it made my pulse race.

      Even though I tried to push the intrusive thoughts away, sudden flashes of Grayson’s long fingers covered in art tapping impatiently on the desk made their way into my brain and I wished those skilled fingers would play me instead. Or images of Brett’s huge biceps flex as he moved or picked something up and I’d imagine my hand wrapped around those muscles, just barely getting halfway around. Or the way Archer bit his full lower lip and smirked when someone would say something he found funny. I wanted it to be my teeth biting his lip.

      I was disgusted with myself for how hot and bothered they made me. They had been nothing but cruel and awful to me. They hated me. They wanted to torture me. But yet I still couldn’t stop myself from imagining their bodies pressed against mine. Their arms wrapped possessively around my waist. Their demanding lips on my neck.

      “Ugh!” I sighed and rolled over.

      No wonder I hadn’t allowed myself to think about it. It was so pathetic of me. I always thought of myself as a strong person, not some weak-kneed heroine in some romance novel. Besides, my story already had a possible love interest. I couldn’t tell if Dean was 100% into me, but I suspected he might be. We had been emailing daily, and they were often the best part of my day and when the bullying got really bad his emails kept me going. I didn’t tell him what Crestmoore was really like; I kept it positive and vague.

      He was fun to talk to, kind of serious but also with a touch of sarcasm. I hadn’t asked if he had a girlfriend yet because I was all the way in another state and working with his dad, not really the best circumstances to start a relationship under. Also, I had never actually had a real relationship before. I had briefly dated guys, sure, but I hadn’t wanted to get serious with anyone before because I had never felt that spark. Given the circumstances, it scared me that I was pretty sure I was feeling that spark with Dean.

      “Ugh!” I rolled over again.

      As if my life wasn’t complicated enough without all these guys.

      I shook my head and willed myself to go to sleep. No more thinking about boys tonight. I reached over to touch the cool metal of the Eiffel Tower.

      “Goodnight, Mom,” I whispered and then tried to get some sleep.
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      “Maddy!” Victoria called to me as I walked in the dining hall.

      “Oh no, not again,” I whispered before remembering that I wanted to sit with them.

      I walked past the charity table and saw all the scholarship students each give me either a wary look or sympathetic one. I walked up to the head table and if looks could kill the ones that the Kings all shot at me would have left me dead several times over. I gulped before steeling myself and taking a seat in between Jayla and Claudia.

      “I don’t know what you are playing at, Victoria, bringing a charity case to sit at the head table again but you don’t want to start this war with us,” Archer threatened in a quiet voice and I shivered from the intensity.

      “What war?” Victoria asked innocently. “I like Maddy, she’s got balls and I admire that. The other scholarship students either ran screaming from the school or had nervous breakdowns and were so scared they would shake whenever you walked by. But Maddy can take it and I like that. She’s my friend now so deal the fuck with it and grow up. If you don’t like it, you can sit somewhere else.”

      In the painful silence that followed I could feel the battle between them as if they were screaming at each other. Sweat started to bead on my forehead I was so uncomfortable. An eternity later Archer slammed his hands on the table making all the Queens, and me, jump—except for Victoria. She didn’t flinch even the slightest.

      Archer was about to say something but it seemed like he couldn’t find the words and instead growled in disgust before standing up. Grayson and Brett stood up too. The three of them loomed large and menacing over the table. Even though Victoria was only half their size, she seemed to stand her ground, even from a sitting position.

      “You don’t want to do this with us, Victoria,” Archer finally said.

      Victoria just smiled back serenely.

      He turned away in disgust and stalked down the aisle towards the exit.

      Brett gave Victoria one final glare that looked terrifying on his devastatingly chiseled face, then followed after Archer. Grayson was last and said to Victoria, “You fucked up, Your Highness.”

      “I don’t think I did,” she said calmly in her sweet, innocent voice.

      Grayson opened his mouth to say something else, the fury on his face plainly obvious, but after staring at Victoria for a couple more seconds he closed it. He spun around and followed after the other Kings.

      I could see most of the students' heads turn to follow the Kings then they looked back up at the head table. My cheeks were already flushed, but I sunk lower in my chair under the scrutiny of the entire student body. Victoria seemed unaffected and picked up her fork to happily continue eating her salad as if nothing had happened. The other Queens followed her lead and started eating again too. Slowly their superficial conversation started up again.

      A waiter approached me and asked to take my order. I hadn’t had time to even look at the menu since I sat down.

      “Uhh… this, please,” I pointed to something random on the menu.

      My heart was still beating quickly after the confrontation that had just taken place. I didn’t think I could ever get used to seeing the Kings that angry. They were terrifying. They seemed so well-bred that they could cut you to pieces with words that sounded polite but were actually devastating—but they were also built like beasts and I had no doubt they could take almost anyone in a fight. There was a reason why they were Kings.

      The waiter brought over my meal and placed a salad with blue cheese and walnuts in front of me. Dammit, I thought. I needed to start paying more attention to what I was ordering.

      The rest of lunch consisted of me half-listening to whatever boring conversation the Queens were having and picking around the blue cheese in my salad to eat what little I could. Once it was over I jumped out of my chair, saying that I had to go back to my room to get a book I had forgotten. I practically ran out of the dining hall ahead of everyone else. Even though it was part of my plan, it still made me uncomfortable to be in the lion’s den.

      On my way back to my room I ran into Manuel and Beth.

      “Hey, guys,” I said, smiling.

      Both of them exchanged looks with each other before returning my greeting. What was that about? I wondered.

      I started to walk passed them when Manuel stopped me. “Maddy?”

      “Yeah?” I turned back around.

      “We…” Manuel started before stopping and looking at Beth.

      “Maddy, we… just wanted to make sure you’re all right,” Beth finished for him.

      I frowned, confused. “Yeah, I’m fine. What’s up?”

      “It’s just that you’ve… been sitting with the Queens and, uh…” Manuel sputtered to a stop.

      “We just wanted to make sure you’re ok,” Beth said.

      “You can tell us,” Manuel said. “We could try to help.”

      “I’m fine, guys,” I laughed in a way that I thought was reassuring but the looks on their faces were so serious that I quickly stopped.

      “It’s just that, um,” Manuel tried to say before Beth finished the thought for him. “The Queens are… you need to be careful around them.”

      “I know, trust me, I know. I appreciate your concern, but I’ll be fine. I don’t really have a choice.”

      They exchanged another look.

      “The Kings are bad,” Manuel said. “But the Queens may be worse.”

      I just nodded. There was nothing else I could say and all these warnings were starting to scare me even more than I already was.

      “Thanks, guys. I appreciate it, really I do. I need to get going though, I’ll see you later,” I said and continued on my way to the Bell Tower.

      I had the strong sudden desire to talk to Dean. I wanted to hear his voice and tell him everything that I was experiencing and get his opinion. He was the only one I knew who could even begin to understand what I was going through—but I couldn’t, I could only email him and this was not the type of thing you put in an email.

      When I reached the stairs to the Bell Tower, I turned back around and headed to class. I hadn’t needed anything from my room, I just wanted a break from the Queens before next period. Next was Gym, and I had both Victoria and Jayla in that class, but luckily I also had Ava and Cecily too.

      I got to the field house just in time to change into my gym uniform before class started, which consisted of red gym shorts—which seemed a little too on the short side for me—knee-high white socks, black short-sleeved shirts, and black running shoes with white stripes. I ran out onto the field to join the other girls who were gathering in a semicircle around the gym teacher.

      I went to stand next to Ava who smiled and whispered, “Hi”, before the teacher started telling us the drills we would be doing that day. I was distracted and had a hard time paying attention to what she was saying.

      It was a beautiful day. The sun was beating down so even though the air was crisp and cool it felt warm where the sun touched you. We were on the girls’ field. Crestmoore was still strictly segregated by gender when it came to athletics, which was so different from my last school where they barely had enough money to run one athletics program let alone two.

      The wide field was a lush green that stretched to the ocean on one side. The sun was reflecting off the water, and it was almost blinding if you stared at it for too long. You could see the forest from pretty much wherever you were, and the leaves had a significant amount of color to them. The rich red and yellows contrasted with the dark greens of the grass. The imposing Crestmoore building stood behind us on a slight hill so that the school seemed to keep watch over all the island. I watched a “V” of geese as they flew over our heads, heading for warmer weather in the south.

      “—good with that, Baker?” the teacher asked as she turned to me.

      “Huh?” I asked in surprise.

      I had been daydreaming and had not heard a word she said.

      The teacher shook her head in annoyance and exasperation while a couple of the girls giggled behind their hands.

      “I said that you are going to be the goalie. Got that?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Good. Now go to your positions!” The teacher blew the whistle and all the girls scattered.

      I fell into a jog beside Ava.

      “Ok, I can see from the ball that we are playing soccer, but do you know which team I’m on?” I asked.

      Ava shook her head in mock exasperation and laughed. “Maddy! How can you be kicking everyone’s ass in marks but be such a space cadet in class?”

      “This is Gym, this isn’t class. Anyone with two legs can pass this course,” I joked.

      Ava laughed. “Don’t tell Coach Hoss that, or any of the girls on Crestmoore teams, they are a lot stronger than you and will totally kick your ass!”

      “Oh they definitely could,” I said and laughed. “But seriously, what team am I on?”

      “You’re the goalie for the other team.” She pointed across the field in the opposite direction.

      “Ok, thanks! I owe you,” I said as I veered off and started running towards my team.

      I checked out the other players and sadly realized that both Jayla and Victoria were on my team. They both smiled as I came closer and I managed a smile too.

      The game was uneventful. I wasn’t the most coordinated or athletically inclined person around, but I managed to hold my own as goalie. Our team was stacked, we had the best players in the class so it wasn’t a fair match at all. I had seen that type of favoritism by teachers before and it didn’t surprise me that they made sure the Queens’ team would win. It was just another way that the school catered to the Royalty.

      It was almost the end of the game and it wasn’t surprising that we were ahead by a lot. There was a girl from the other team coming up the field with the ball and I vaguely recognized her as someone who had pushed me in the hall and called me names—but that didn’t really narrow it down because most of the school had done that.

      She was coming quick and no one on our team was able to stop her. It looked like I would have to try to block her, which I really didn’t want to do because based on how she was handling the ball I was sure she was on the school’s women’s soccer team. Coach Hoss must have mistakenly put her on the other team instead of our rigged one.

      I kind of squatted down and put my hands out in what I thought was a good imitation of the soccer goalies I had seen on tv. I hadn’t had to block many goals in the second half of the game because our team was so good so I had just been staring off at the beautiful blue ocean and I felt a little stiff.

      The girl was coming closer, and I started shuffling back and forth trying to anticipate where the ball would go. I noticed from how she was dribbling the ball she was following me with her movements. Wherever I went she moved the ball to face me.

      I suddenly realized what was happening, but it was too late. I tried to bring my hands up to my face to protect it but I was too slow and the ball was coming too quickly from the soccer player’s powerful kick for me to block it. I felt the impact and my head snap backwards. I heard the loud smack before I felt the pain. I fell backwards and landed with a hard thud on the unforgiving ground.

      I grabbed my face as pain radiated outwards from where the ball had struck me right in the eye socket. I heard other people around me asking if I was ok but I couldn’t open my eyes. Involuntary tears were streaming down one cheek.

      I felt a hand touch my shoulder, and I instinctively flinched away.

      “It’s me,” Victoria said. “Are you ok, Maddy?”

      “Yeah, I’m ok,” I managed to say.

      But I didn’t think my face was ok at all. I was embarrassed and just wanted to go to the washroom by myself to assess the damage.

      “Back,” I heard Victoria say in a tone that wasn’t aggressive but left no room for argument.

      Immediately all the voices around me went silent and I could hear the wind in the leaves of the trees. I managed to sit up, and I felt Victoria’s small hands helping me.

      “You ok, Baker?” I recognized Coach Hoss’s voice.

      “Yeah,” I mumbled around my hand that was still holding my face.

      “We got her,” Victoria said, and I felt her and another pair of hands slowly help me to my feet.

      I couldn’t open the eye that had been hit, but I could open the other enough so that I could walk back to the field house. Victoria and the other person who turned out to be Jayla, helped me. I looked back at the field. The other students were walking into position to finish the game, but Ava and Cecily were still staring at me, a Queen under each of my arms.

      Ava and Cecily were framed by the goalie posts where I had been hit, the lush field in the background. What I saw on their faces forced me to look away. They looked scared, and I could tell they were scared for me, but there was also something else there that was a hundred times worse. I could see in their eyes a hint of suspicion. They were starting to suspect that maybe I couldn’t be trusted anymore.

      I let Victoria and Jayla guide me inside the building. What I had feared was coming true. My plan of getting close to the Queens was succeeding, but by achieving my goal I was starting to lose the true friendships I had made at Crestmoore. I felt so alone.

      They led me past the room full of perfectly kept wooden cubbies where we stored our backpacks and class uniforms and into the washroom. I gripped onto a sink with my free hand and slowly pulled my other hand away from my face so I could see how bad it was. All three of us sucked in breath through our teeth at the same time when my face became visible in the mirror.

      The flesh around my eye was already starting to swell and turn a dark color. I tried to open it and even though it stung I forced it open. Luckily it wasn’t too bad and didn’t look like I had any real damage to it. It was a little red but would probably clear up in a day or two.

      “Thank god,” I said under my breath.

      “You got hit in the face by that soccer ball,” Jayla said.

      My brow automatically furrowed, but then I winced in pain. I saw Victoria gave her a look.

      “Um, yeah.” I didn’t know what else to say. No duh, Jayla.

      “You just might not have seen it because, you know, it hit you in the eye,” Jayla explained.

      “Oh… thanks.”

      I couldn’t help but notice the slight eye roll that Victoria couldn’t suppress before she turned to me and asked if I was ok.

      “I’m all right. Nothing’s wrong with my eye, which was what I was really worried about. I’ll have a wicked black eye for the next couple days though, but that’s not too bad. Could have been a lot worse.”

      Victoria nodded, her delicate mouth turned up in a sympathetic smile. “Did you want to go see the nurse?”

      “I’ll be ok. I’m just going to go get changed and head to my next class. Maybe I’ll stop off at the dining hall on the way to get some ice. Thanks for your help, both of you. That was really nice of you guys.”

      Victoria waved away my gratitude. “It was nothing. You would have done the same for us.”

      “Of course,” I said, but I knew that I wouldn’t have.

      Looking in the mirror and seeing the three of us together, we made a weird picture. I looked like their captive. Next to me was Victoria who was so small and so beautiful that she looked ethereal, which was in contrast to tall, plain, mousy-haired Jayla who was on my other side.

      I shook my head slightly. I didn’t like that I was judging their looks. People couldn’t control what features they were born with and it wasn’t fair to judge them on whether or not they were beautiful. I didn’t think I had been this superficial before. What was this school doing to me? I thought as I walked back into the changing room to put my class uniform back on.

      By the time I had finished, the rest of the class started filtering in. Ava and Cecily walked towards me. Ava mouthed “OMG,” while pointing at my eye. “I know,” I mouthed back. Before they could reach me though, Jayla came up to me and they stopped in their tracks.

      “We have Bio next, let’s walk together,” she said with a smile.

      “Oh,” I sputtered and looked at Cecily who was also in my Biology class and who I always walked with.

      Cecily looked at me wide-eyed, waiting for what I would do.

      I couldn’t say no to Jayla, I needed the Queens. I needed them to help my mom. My hands were tied.

      “Sure,” I said, trying to cover up my disappointment with a fake smile that I hoped looked genuine.

      Jayla smiled back, and we started walking out of the field house together. I looked at Cecily and Ava and there was no mistaking the look in their eyes now. They felt sorry for me, but they definitely didn’t trust me anymore. My heart broke.
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      I started eating all my meals at the head table after that. I also walked to my classes with the Queens. After the Kings had stormed away from another meal because, as Archer put it, they deemed my presence “so unappetizing that I wouldn’t be able to keep anything down anyway”, they stopped sitting at the head table. They actually stopped coming to the dining hall at all. I assumed they were getting their meals delivered somewhere else and when I asked Claudia about it she said they were probably eating in the Kings’ Court, which was another option that was available to Royalty—not the other students of course, everyone else was only permitted to eat in the dining hall.

      I heard whispers from the student body that Victoria was disrespecting the Kings by bringing a scholarship student to their table and that the less embarrassing option for them was to avoid the dining hall all together while they regrouped and thought of a counterattack. It all seemed so complicated and full of so many subtleties and unspoken rules that I didn’t understand, it just didn’t seem like it could possibly be worth it. How did these people even have time for school work when they were playing this complicated, underhanded social chess match?

      Ever since I started being seen with the Queens, the bullying had lightened up. Trash was still getting piled in front of my door, but after the janitor fixed the lock that someone had purposely jammed, I hadn’t been trapped in my room again. The shoving and name calling had gotten noticeably better too. All the other students seemed confused about how to act around me and I couldn’t blame them. I had gone from bully target number one to hanging out with the most powerful girls at school, people weren’t really sure how to treat me—and that unfortunately included the scholarship students who had become noticeably colder and more guarded around me.

      I was right about my eye; it swelled up pretty badly over the next couple days and left me with a black eye. I tried to cover it with makeup but gave up since it didn’t look any better. Victoria made the girl apologize to me one day at lunch, which was awkward, especially since the girl was twice Victoria’s size and didn’t seem like she wanted to apologize at all, but she did exactly what Victoria said. I accepted her apology—even though I knew she had hit me in the face on purpose, a special present from the Kings I assumed.

      By the end of the week I was used to the routine. I was waiting for Victoria outside her classroom, which was right next to my math class, so that we could walk to lunch together. I saw some of the scholarship students pass by on their way to the dining room. They didn’t bother inviting me to join them, but at least they returned my little wave of acknowledgment.

      Victoria came out, and we started walking down.

      “You know what, I’m not feeling the dining hall today,” she said.

      “Hm?” I asked.

      “It’s not fair that the Kings get to eat in private and don’t have to make an appearance. Let’s do that today. If they aren’t going to keep up their Royal duties, then neither are we.”

      “What are we going to do?” I asked, confused.

      “It’s so much nicer to eat in a private room rather than that deafening excuse for a dining hall—it’s practically a public school cafeteria,” she said it with such disdain I practically winced. “Come on.”

      She grabbed my hand and I couldn’t help that I jumped slightly. I had become more comfortable in the Queens’ presence, due to exposure therapy, but was still on edge when I was around them. They had been nothing but nice to me, but I was just waiting for the big reveal when they finally showed me what horrible thing they were up to.

      Victoria led me down the hall, her warm and dry hand in mine, which to my embarrassment was slightly damp. On the way we ran into the other Queens who were coming to meet her. Victoria was very obviously the leader, and it showed. They all came to her.

      “We’re eating in the Queens’ Study today,” she said as we rushed passed them.

      I saw the look of shock on all their faces and I didn’t quite believe that I had heard her right either. The Queens’ Study was off limits to everyone who wasn’t a Queen—I hadn’t been at Crestmoore long, but even I knew that that was one of the unbreakable rules of the school. I didn’t even think Kings were allowed in the Queens’ Study.

      “Uh, Victoria?” I heard Claudia say as we walked.

      Victoria ignored her and Claudia knew what that meant and didn’t ask again. We walked in silence until we came to a door with a symbol on it. We were on the top floor but I didn’t recognize the hallway; I didn’t think I had been down it before. The symbol was a square with an X on top and the lines of the X extending outside of the square. The four quadrants made by the two shapes were all filled in.

      Victoria finally let go of my hand and I felt a bit relieved. I grabbed on to the straps of my backpack to have something to occupy them. She took a long, elaborately decorated metal key from her bag and slid it into the lock.

      I had heard the Queens mention this place before but only briefly in passing. The scholarship students had told me that no other students had ever been inside before. Cecily said that this room was off limits even to teachers. Even though I was hanging out with the Queens, I never thought in a million years that I would be allowed in their study.

      “Are you sure?” Grace asked Victoria who ignored her and opened the door—that was Grace’s answer.

      As the door swung inwards, I saw what lay behind it and my mouth dropped opened. Victoria spun around with a beaming smile on her face.

      “Come in!” she said before walking into the massive room.

      I stepped inside and my head fell back as I looked up. We were standing under a large stain-glass dome that had a forest motif of different animals and trees that were native to Maine. Sunlight filtered through it and cast a mosaic of different greens on the polished wooden floor beneath us. Victoria saw me looking and scrunched up her nose.

      “I know, I know, it’s so ugly, but it’s been here since the school started. I considered making them change it, but…” She shrugged.

      “No, that’s not what I was thinking at all. It’s gorgeous,” I said, still staring up in awe.

      The rest of the Queens walked around me and headed for a table in one corner of the large space. I managed to tear my eyes away from the ceiling and followed after them.

      The place was decorated in rich cream colors with soft pastel accents. There were plush couches and overstuffed chairs nestled in every corner of the room. The walls were covered in wooden paneling and curtains that stretched from the towering ceilings to the floor, making the large space seem somehow cozy. There were fresh flowers in glass vases all over and lamps tucked in every nook, casting soft white light. I walked across one of the area rugs and it was so thick I felt like I was walking on a marshmallow.

      “This place is beautiful,” I said as I sat down with the Queens at the table.

      Victoria waved the compliment off. “It’s not very nice, I know, but it’s tradition so we have to hang out here.”

      Was she serious? I wondered in disbelief. The Queens’ Study was one of the nicest places I had ever been in my entire life. If this place wasn’t very nice, then I wondered what Victoria Hampton’s house looked like.

      Victoria reached over and pressed a brass button on the wall. A couple seconds later a waiter opened a door and came into the room with a bow. I could see the look of surprise cross his face as he saw me but he was a professional and the look was quickly replaced with a neutral one.

      “Would you care for menus?” he asked.

      “No, I’ll just have the usual,” Victoria said.

      The other girls ordered their usuals too. I didn’t know what they had and wanted a menu, but I would not go against Victoria and ask for one. Claudia was the last one before me to order so I just said I’d have the same thing. I hoped Claudia had good taste.

      When the waiter left, all the Queens immediately reached into their bags and pulled out phones.

      “Wait! I thought we weren’t allowed phones at all here??” I asked in surprise.

      It had been a month since I had seen a cell phone and I was itching to get my hands on one again.

      “So?” Grace said without looking up.

      “Just because you aren’t allowed doesn’t mean you can’t have them,” Victoria said.

      “Does everyone have one?” I asked.

      All those times when it seemed like everyone knew, as if by magic, when I was getting bullied, rushed back to me.

      All the Queens nodded simultaneously.

      “Pretty much,” Victoria said. “Except maybe the scholarship students who probably can’t even afford one phone, let alone two—one decoy to hand over to the school administrators.”

      “That sucks, I really wish I could have mine,” I mumbled as I sunk into my seat and thought about how unfair it was that only the poor students were the ones who didn’t get to keep their phones.

      “Do you always follow the rules?” Victoria asked, staring at me over her phone, the screen illuminating her perfect face in a white glow.

      “No,” I said defensively. “Do you?” I couldn’t help but shoot back.

      “Never,” she said quietly and turned back to typing on the screen with her thumbs.

      I shivered in fear.

      The rest of lunch was uneventful. The Queens all ignored me and stared at their phones so I had nothing to do, but I was ok with it, better than having to talk to people I had nothing in common with. When our lunches came I found out that Claudia’s “usual” was stir-fried brussel sprouts and carrots topped with blue cheese. Are you kidding me?? I thought as the waiter put my plate down in front of me. I didn’t even bothered trying to eat any of it. I pushed the food around on my plate in case anyone was looking, but I didn’t need to worry because they were all too busy with their phones to bother eating much themselves.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of my classes that day went ok but after last period Victoria found me before I could go back to my room and invited me to the Queens’ Study again. We hung out, and by “hung out” I mean the Queens ignored each other and me and just texted on their phones and took selfies. I used the time to do some of my easier homework, but I just wanted to go back to my room to properly study. Being in the lion’s den, it was hard to get relaxed enough to do any proper studying. Finally, Victoria called it a night before the curfew bell rang.

      I walked wearily back to my dorm alone. It had been such a long day, and I already knew I would have to stay up for the next several hours to make up the studying time I had missed.

      I dragged my feet up each stair and when I got to the top, I stopped in surprise. The garbage in front of my door hadn’t been piled back up—I wish I wasn’t surprised by garbage not being piled in front of my door but that’s what Crestmoore had done to me. I was surprised but happy. Maybe being invited into the Queens’ Study had sent the message to the other students that they weren’t to mess with me anymore.

      I happily walked over and put my key in the lock. My floor still smelled awful, but at least I didn’t need to touch any stinky garbage to get inside my room. Progress. I opened the door and walked inside. I shut it behind me but before I could reach for the light, I let out a scream.

      A large man was sitting on my bed.

      Even though no lights were on there were enough windows that my room was usually pretty well illuminated even in the moonlight. I quickly realized it was Brett.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked in a whisper, my breath quick and my heart hammering in my chest.

      I knew I should run. I knew I needed to get as far away from him as possible. I knew it wasn’t safe to be alone with him; he had been nothing but cruel to me since I got to Crestmoore. I knew all that, but I didn’t leave.

      There was a long moment of silence. All I could hear was my ragged breathing, which sounded deafening to me in the quiet.

      Finally, Brett spoke and it was one of the few times in the last month that I had heard his voice.

      “Why did you have to come here?” he asked.

      His deep voice sounded calm, but I knew him better than that.

      I could tell that beneath the calm exterior he was showed to the world there was a storm raging.

      “I…” I stuttered, unsure of how to answer.

      “We told you to watch yourself and you haven’t. You’re playing a very dangerous game.”

      “I’m not doing anything,” I said meekly.

      There was a pause, then in a flash that betrayed how athletic he was, he rushed towards me. I didn’t even have time to let out another scream before he was right in front of me and I jumped back, slamming myself into the door. I gasped and stared up at his face, which towered far above mine. In the dim light I could just make out his hazel eyes, which betrayed the tempest happening inside him. He may be able to pretend to be calm and collected on the outside, but his eyes could never lie to me.

      I was sucking in quick breaths of air and he was so close that my chest kept rubbing against his. I tried to ignore the fact that his solid body felt like granite pressed against mine. As I stared up into his hard face, I could see the muscle in his clenched jaw jump. Did I do that? I wondered.

      Instinctively I pressed into him slightly to see if it was me, to see if I had that effect on him. He hissed. Against my will, I swelled with womanly pride. To have someone so large and commanding be effected by me was thrilling.

      He sucked in a deep breath to regain control and our bodies pressed tightly together. We both gasped and locked eyes, mouths parted. A moment passed between us that I didn’t want to analyze too deeply.

      He looked at my black eye and I thought I saw the slightest flicker of pain flutter across his face—but that couldn’t be right. He was one of the people who commanded that girl to hit me in the face with the soccer ball. He knew what would happen. Maybe the ball had hit me harder than they thought it would? Well, too bad for him, shouldn’t go hitting people then—even if it wasn’t directly.

      He closed his eyes and blocked me out. I bit my lip in… what? Disappointment? What had I wanted to happen? I didn’t want to think about it.

      “I don’t want you hanging out with the Queens anymore,” he said through clenched teeth.

      “Why?” My voice sounded so breathy and needy I was almost embarrassed, but I was too preoccupied at that moment to care.

      His huge frame dwarfed mine. I could feel the heat coming from his body, through his clothes and into mine. He smelled like an intoxicating mix of fresh linen and musk and it made warmth pool in my stomach. I wanted to reach out and run my hands down his thick arms, the arms that I kept fantasizing about ever since seeing him again for the first time a month ago.

      He breathed deep before saying in a rough voice, “Just don’t, Maddy”—he almost choked on my name—“Do what I say or you’ll regret it.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but I was suddenly free, there was no longer a warm body pressing me into the door and I felt cold and somehow empty. I looked around, a bit disoriented. Brett was already opening the door, and I instinctively moved out of the way.

      And just like that, he was gone.

      What the hell was that? I wondered.

      I took a few seconds to collect myself. My mind was racing. I went over and locked the door with numb fingers and slowly started putting cutlery in front of it like I was in a trance.

      When I had wedged the chair under the door handle, I realized it was still dark in my room and reached over to flick on the light. I squinted in the sudden brightness.

      Brett had been in my room. That fact still made little sense to me. He was one of my tormentors and even though he had come to warn me to stay away from his precious Queens he had done it in a very sexy way—a way that had caused my body to react to his in a way that I definitely didn’t want it to.

      I knew that I was attracted to the Kings, more attracted to them than I had been to almost anyone else in my entire life besides Dean, but the way I had reacted to just the slightest bit of attention from Brett, so instantaneously and intensely, was terrifying. The slightest touch from him and I was sent shooting out into space with no spacesuit. He made me feel out of control and I was a person who always liked to be in control. This wasn’t good.
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      I was basically a shut-in all weekend but the worst part was that Saturday came and went with no Moviefest invitation. The scholarship students had officially turned on me and it hurt. Moviefest had been the highlight of my weeks and now what did I have to look forward to? Hanging out in the Queens’ Study? Sure, it was beautiful in there but I would much rather hang out with the other poor kids and watch bad movies over stolen food.

      When Monday came I was in a funk. Spending so much time by myself, I had nothing to distract me from analyzing what had happened with Brett—and so I replayed it about a million times in my head over the weekend. I was really looking forward to class—anything to distract me.

      When I walked in to English class, I didn’t even bother trying to sit next to Ava, who avoided my eyes and pretended to read her textbook. I went to the back of the room and sat next to Victoria. I could see that she was smiling in a satisfied way that I didn’t want to interpret.

      A couple minutes later Brett walked into the room and my eyes widened. I had been so distracted by everything that I forgot he was in this class. When he saw me at the back of the room, he stopped in surprise for just a split second, caught off guard. He quickly recovered and placed the glower back on his face and stalked towards us.

      I realized in horror that I was in his usual chair. Was he going to force me to move? Uncharacteristically, he was one of the last students to come to class and so the only available seat in the back was next to me.

      When he reached my desk, he loomed over me. I tilted my head back to look up at him. The look on his face was pure fury, and I had to look away. He paused for a couple seconds that felt like an eternity, making me start to sweat, before he took one stride with his long legs and gracefully slid into the seat next to me. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      Was he really that pissed off that I was in his seat? I wondered, before realizing that the last time I saw him he told me to stay away from the Queens—which was exactly what I wasn’t doing. Did he really think I was going to do what he said? I wondered. I didn’t owe him anything, and he had done nothing so far during my time at Crestmoore that would make me inclined to do what he told me to.

      For the rest of the period I tried to ignore him but I could feel anger radiating off him like the heat I had felt radiating off his body on Friday. My cheeks got hot, and I tried not to think about it, but being so close to him was distracting.

      I was happy that he wasn’t in my next class but the other Kings were, as well as Ava and Cecily. I obviously wasn’t going to sit in the back with the Kings, but I also didn’t want to sit with Ava and Cecily.  The scholarship students had made it clear how they felt about me now and I didn’t want to force myself on them, so I sat at the front but on the opposite side of the class from them.

      My last class before lunch was Math and Brett was in it. I sat at the front, again on the opposite side of the scholarship students, and tried to ignore him—which was hard when I couldn’t stop thinking about him. For once I was actually looking forward to lunch with the Queens because I knew it would get me away from Brett.

      We ate lunch in the Queens’ Study and for that I was happy—no chance we’d run into the Kings there. Victoria again told the waiter we didn’t need menus. I would not risk getting something inedible again and decided to order the most non-offensive thing I could think of that they probably had, chicken noodle soup and toast.

      “Here,” Victoria said after we placed our orders. She held out a brand new cell phone in my direction.

      I took it. It was the latest edition of my old phone. I had a sixth generation version that I had bought second-hand, while the one I was holding was eleventh. I had never even seen this one in person before.

      “What’s this?” I asked as I turned over the beautiful, shiny thing in my hand.

      “It’s yours,” she said casually.

      “What?” I uttered in disbelief.

      “You don’t have one and everyone has a cell. If you’re going to be hanging out with us you need one, it’s embarrassing not to, so there you go.” She turned back to her own eleventh generation phone in the pale gray and pink case.

      “Are you serious?” I asked.

      This was the most expensive present I had ever gotten in my life—by far—there was no way I could accept it.

      “Of course. Don’t worry about it.”

      “I couldn’t… this is too generous,” I stammered, though I desperately wanted to keep it.

      “I said don’t worry about it,” she said with a smile but in a firm way that left no room for argument.

      I turned it over in my hands, in awe. I couldn’t believe that it was mine. I had never thought I would own something like it. When I was scrubbing toilets during my housekeeping job, I never would have imagined in a million years that a couple months later I would be sitting in this fancy room holding a phone worth thousands of dollars that belonged to me.

      I wasn’t an idiot though. I knew Victoria wasn’t giving me this amazing present out of the goodness of her heart—even if to someone like her giving away a phone worth a couple thousand dollars was the equivalent of a regular person giving away a one-dollar bill. I still couldn’t suppress my giddiness.

      I was so excited that I was barely disappointed when they brought out the meals and mine was some type of blended chicken mush with chives and blue cheese sprinkled on top. I happily ate toast while admiring my shiny new present.
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        * * *

      

      I could barely wait for the end of the day to come, and when it did, I rushed like a mad person to Manuel’s room. When he opened the door he seemed confused to see me—and also a bit scared. I was too excited to be hurt by his reaction.

      “Hi, Maddy.”

      “Hi! Sorry to bother you, but I was hoping you could do me a favor.”

      “What is it?” he asked warily.

      “Can I come in?”

      He hesitated for a second before moving aside and I hurried in.

      “I have this phone.” I pulled it out of my backpack. “Could you check it to see if there’s… I don’t know, like a bomb in it or something?”

      “A bomb?” he asked incredulously before taking it from my hand.

      “Or something else, I don’t know, something suspicious. Like a tracking device or something?”

      I didn’t know what the Queens would have done to the phone, but I assumed it was something.

      “How did you get this anyway? Personal phones aren’t allowed here,” Manuel said while examining the device.

      “The Queens gave it to me.”

      I saw the look of terror on his face and he almost dropped it. I made a move to dive for it, but he recovered.

      “I’d throw it out if I were you,” he said, his face pale.

      “I can’t! It’s a brand new phone. This is wayyyy nicer than my old one and I really want to keep it—if I can. So I was hoping you could take a look at it and tell me what Victoria had done to it. Maybe we can disable it somehow.”

      I could tell Manuel didn’t want any part of what I was trying to do, but I needed him. He was the tech wiz of the scholarship students, if anyone could do it it was him.

      “I know I don’t have any right to ask you for this favor. I know that you guys don’t trust me right now, but I really need this. I’m so isolated here without a phone. Please help me. There’s a guy back home who I think could be my ‘Beth’, if you know what I’m saying.”

      I saw him look down with a sheepish smile.

      “But I can’t communicate with him, except through email. I’d be so grateful if you could help me, Manuel. Please.”

      I could see his resistance slowly crumbling and he eventually sighed.

      “Ok.”

      “Thank you! Thank you so much!”

      Manuel took the phone over to his computer and plugged it in. I went and sat on his couch, eagerly waiting for his diagnosis.

      It took a couple hours, and I was nodding off in my seat, before Manuel said that he found something. I jumped up and rushed over.

      “You see this here?” He pointed at a jumble of letters and numbers on his computer screen that meant nothing to me, but I nodded like they did.

      “That’s a keystroke logger. They’ve had one installed on the phone.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It records everything you type and transmits that data to whoever had it installed.”

      My heart dropped. The phone was ruined. The Queens were trying to use it to spy on me. Was that Victoria’s master plan? Seemed pretty tame to me, a lot of hassle just to see what stupid stuff I search on the internet.

      “I think I can disable it,” Manuel said and my heart leaped back up.

      “Really!?”

      “Yeah, this isn’t a very sophisticated software. If I just make a couple tweaks, I can turn it off and this phone will be like new—completely uncompromised.”

      “Do it!” I said excitedly before I thought about it and then added, “Will they know that I’ve shut off the tracking device?”

      “If they see you using it and they receive nothing from this device then yes, they’ll know that it’s been disabled, but I think if I make a couple changes to the source code I can configure it to send them random feedback. So it won’t be obvious that you turned it off, it’ll just look like you’re unpredictable and kind of crazy.”

      “Not a problem for me! Please do it.”

      “Ok, give me about half an hour.”

      When Manuel was finally done, he turned around.

      “I was able to do it. Your phone is as good as new. The Queens will be sent random feedback so they’ll just think you’re an insane person, not that you’ve turned off their tracking device and are using the phone normally.”

      I took it from him and thanked him profusely.

      “Not a problem. It was actually a really interesting challenge for me. I enjoyed it.”

      We walked to the door.

      “Just please don’t tell the Queens I had anything to do with it if you get caught,” he almost begged.

      “Of course not! As far as I’m concerned you never touched this phone. Thanks again, Manuel. I really appreciate it.”

      “No problem, Maddy. I hope you get everything you want from hanging out with the Queens.”

      “I have no choice, but having a phone makes it better—a bit less lonely.”

      He looked at me sympathetically.

      “Well… I guess I’ll see you around,” I said as I left.

      “See you around.”

      He closed the door.
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      “Are you coming to the party tomorrow?” Victoria asked me as we sat in the Queens’ Study on Friday at lunch.

      “What party?” I looked up from the text I was sending to Dean.

      I saw all the Queens roll their eyes. Victoria laughed. “THE party. The only one that’s happening tomorrow that matters.”

      “I haven’t heard of it,” I said and I thought I heard Grace say “of course” but I wasn’t sure.

      “Archer’s having his yacht brought in and anyone who’s anyone is going. Are you in?”

      “Sure,” I said automatically.

      I was getting used to just agreeing with whatever Victoria said; I had no power to say no to her.

      “Great.” She smiled.

      I couldn’t believe that I was going to a real Crestmoore party. I had been hanging out with the Queens for a couple weeks now, their world was one of status and power, and I hated to admit it but I think I was enjoying that power—just a bit. Their world was also kind of boring too. They were usually on their phones when we were in private and in public we stuck to superficial topics of conversation. All of them were nice to the other student’s faces, but I heard the little jabs that they couldn’t suppress once that student had turned their back.

      I didn’t really want to go to a party with all the popular kids; I knew it would be awkward and uncomfortable. Only the Queens were going to talk to me and I knew the Kings would hate that I was there, but at the same time I had never been on a yacht before, never seen one in person in fact, so I was excited about that. Also, the party was Archer’s so the Kings would definitely be there and that would help me with my plan.

      I had tried to casually bring up the Kings while the Queens and I were hanging out, to see if I could get them talking, but they had said nothing useful. If I got REALLY lucky the Kings might be so drunk that I’d be able to get enough dirt on them at the party that I could go straight to Detective Smith that night. My mom could be out of jail by the end of the weekend! I knew that that was a long shot but that little bit of hope lifted my spirits.

      Saturday evening came and Victoria sent one of her minions, a junior named Blossom, to come get me from the Bell Tower. I followed Blossom out of the school and down the paved path that led to the other student’s dorms. I hadn’t been inside anyone else’s room besides the scholarship students and I was curious to see how the other half lived.

      The night was warm for Fall but I still shivered slightly in the brisk air. I was wearing the nicest clothes I had—which wasn’t saying much compared to what the other students would be wearing. I had on tight, black jeans, black ankle boots, a golden yellow top that cinched-in at the waist and my “vegan leather” jacket—which was just a fancy term for plastic. Even though my jacket wasn’t real leather I had had to save up for three months to buy it and I was proud of it. The other students would probably turn up their noses at my outfit because it didn’t cost as much as a house but I didn’t care, I thought I looked good.

      Blossom led me into one of the nicest, largest student accommodation buildings. We walked passed the fancy common area and took the elevators to the top floor. She walked me to a door at the end of the hall and motioned to it with her head before leaving me. It was then that I realized she hadn’t said a word to me after we left my room.

      I knocked on the door and Grace answered a few moments later.

      “Hi!” she said cheerily and led me inside.

      I could tell we were in Victoria’s room and now I knew why she thought the nicest place I had ever been, the Queens’ Study, wasn’t that nice. Her room was beautiful and expensive and modern—oh, and also huge. There were wrap-around glass windows that overlooked the ocean and because we were a couple stories up, it looked like we were sitting right on top of the water.

      Grace led me into another room which turned out to be Victoria’s closet and dressing area. It was massive and so full of clothes that it looked like a department store. The other three girls were sat in front of a makeup counter that took up one wall, staring at themselves in the mirrors that stretched all the way around.

      “Hi, guys,” I said, and they acknowledged me without stopping their application of lipstick and blush. “Your place is amazing, Victoria.”

      She turned to me. “Oh? This place? I know, it’s not that nice but when I first got here they tried to give me a place that was a third this size. Can you believe that? So we had them renovate and combine a couple rooms—oh and also added better windows, those old ones were so old-fashioned and yuck.” She pulled a face before turning back to her mirror.

      “This is three dorms?” I asked in shock.

      Victoria nodded.

      I shook my head in disbelief. If this place wasn’t that nice to her then I wanted to see what her room at home looked like. She must have a palace all to herself. No matter how long I was around it, I didn’t think I could get used to the opulence. I couldn’t imagine how my father, who’d grown up as wealthy as Victoria, had managed to adapt to life with mom and I and not much else. I imagined that would have been as much of a culture shock for him as what I was experiencing.

      “Take a seat,” Victoria said to me.

      I went and sat on a fancy stool next to her. I stared at myself in the mirror ringed with lights. I looked so out of place, I could see the shocked look in my wide eyes and the large closet full of clothes that I would never be able to afford in my life, behind me.

      “Put on your face,” Victoria said kindly.

      “Oh, um, I already did my makeup before coming here.”

      I noticed the way her eyes swept over my face for a brief second and the judgment that she quickly covered up, and I felt embarrassed.

      “Ok, well if you need anything else, all that is yours to use.” She motioned to the mountain of expensive, unopened makeup piled in front of me.

      All the brands were designers that I had barely heard of. I hesitated for a second but then decided that if I had the option why not indulge for once? I used the wipes that were there to take off my dollar store makeup and giddily started opening packages like a kid at Christmas.

      It took me twenty minutes to take off and reapply my makeup, but the Queens still took another two hours to get ready. I occupied myself by sitting on Victoria’s fainting couch and texting Dean. There was nothing as unnecessary as a fainting couch and so I wasn’t surprised that rich people had them. I also discovered that fainting couches were not comfortable for long periods of sitting.

      Dean: What are you doing now?

      Maddy: Just fainting on this couch waiting for their majesties to get ready lol

      Dean: Sounds dull

      Maddy: Yup! What are you up to?

      Dean: Studying but I’d rather talk to you

      Maddy: Oh yeah? What are you studying?

      Dean: Trigonometry

      Maddy: zzzzz

      Maddy: I’m glad I rate slightly higher than trig

      Dean: You rate higher than most things ;)

      I couldn’t help the smile that spread across my face. Victoria noticed it and pounced. “Who are you texting?”

      “No one!”

      “Oh, come on, you can tell us. It’s obviously someone you’re into. And you know all about our boys so it’s only fair.”

      The other girls agreed.

      Yeah right, bitch. Don’t act like you don’t think you know what I’m doing on my phone.

      But what she said was true, after hanging out with them the last couple weeks I knew all about their romantic lives. I knew that Victoria had had something with Archer and possibly Brett. I knew that both Grace and Jayla were into Grayson. I also knew that Claudia liked a boy in her grade, but Victoria had scoffed and dismissed him as unworthy of a Queen because his family was “poor”—by Crestmoore standards—and only had thirty million. Claudia had seemed crushed. I couldn’t believe that one word from Victoria and Claudia felt like she couldn’t date the guy she liked, but I guess that was how it worked in the Queens. What a fucked-up group.

      “It’s just this guy from back home, nothing serious or anything,” I said.

      “What’s he like?” Claudia asked.

      “How much money does he have?” Jayla asked and Victoria shot her a look.

      “So are you two dating?” Victoria asked.

      “No, no, nothing like that. We’re just talking for now. We haven’t known each other very long.”

      “Is he cute?” Victoria asked.

      I couldn’t help but nod enthusiastically.

      “Well, lets see a picture of him then.”

      “I don’t have one.” Though I wished I did.

      “What’s his name? I’ll find him.” Victoria unlocked her phone and started typing.

      “Uh…” The Queens were getting dangerously close to an area of my life I needed to keep a secret. I had been so stupid to even tell them about Dean at all.

      “Well?” Victoria asked impatiently.

      “Bob Johnson,” I finally told her a random name.

      “Ew, Bob?” Jayla pulled a face.

      “Where does he live? Where does he go to school? How old is he? What are his parents names?” Victoria asked.

      “I don’t know, actually. We just started talking.” I was in danger and needed to steer us away from this path.

      Victoria eyed me for a tense moment, then shrugged and put away her phone to continue getting ready. “Ask him for a picture. I want to see him.”

      “Ok, will do!” I said but knew that I was never going to do that.

      The Queens kept taking shots while they were getting ready. I took one with them just to make the night more tolerable but for the rest I pretended to take the shot then held the liquid in my mouth and spat it into my sparkling water when pretending to take a sip after to get the taste of top-shelf vodka off my tongue. I needed to keep my wits about me. This was a working party in a dangerous situation, I needed to stay sharp.
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      Eventually the Queens were finally ready, and we set off. We walked down a cobblestone path that led to a part of the island I had never been before. The Queens walked in their towering high heels on the rough ground as naturally as if they were walking in flats. We walked through the woods for a little ways before the path veered off towards the ocean. We were on the opposite side of the island from the harbor so I wondered where the boat would dock.

      I heard the sounds of other students before I saw them. The trees parted and revealed an alcove that was formed by the rocks of the island. In the middle was parked a massive yacht shining bright white in the moonlight. There was no way to get onto the boat except to jump from the rocks onto the deck. I saw that guys were making the small leap and then reaching back to help the girls they were with.

      We stopped for a moment while Victoria called someone. All she said was, “We’re here,” then hung up. A couple seconds later Brett appeared on the deck as we walked up. He saw me and his face went hard. I already felt out of place and his reaction didn’t help.

      Victoria smiled at him and reached out her delicate hand. He effortlessly picked her up by the waist in his massive arms as she held on to his shoulders and placed her gently on the deck. She walked inside without even a glance back.

      Next it was Grace’s turn and Brett performed the same action. Then Jayla. Then Claudia. All without a word. Finally, it was my turn. I stepped forward into position. Brett met my eyes with a hard, unreadable look. For a moment I didn’t think he would help me. He stood like a bodyguard protecting the boat from party crashers like myself. I could go home, but I needed to be at this party. I needed to get into the Kings’ inner circle and get information on them. I was getting on the boat whether Brett liked it or not.

      I looked around on either side of him for a place to jump. It wasn’t that far and the heels on my boots were low so I was pretty sure I could make it. I angled to the left of the giant gladiator in front of me and leapt.

      Brett caught me mid-air. His large hands wrapped around my waist and gripped me firmly. My hands instinctively shot out and grabbed on to his broad shoulders. I was fit, but I wasn’t the lightest girl in the world but he held me like I weighed nothing. Our eyes locked and in his I could see the same storm raging that had been there that night in my room.

      It felt like we were in slow motion as he slowly lowered me to the deck. My feet struck solid ground, bringing me back to reality. His large hands left my waist, and it felt cold without their warmth. I was a little breathless, but I didn’t want him to know so I quickly walked around him to go join the other Queens.

      As soon as I walked inside I saw a table full of drinks and I grabbed one and sipped it to calm my racing heart. The inside of the yacht was what I expected—swanky as hell. There were a ton of students there and a couple crew members in their uniforms milling about. There were several bars and a couple bartenders. I had a brief stab of fear, there was no way this was legal, we were all very under age.

      “International waters,” Grayson said directly in my ear as he walked by.

      I jumped and spilled half my drink all over the front of my blouse.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled.

      I saw him smirk as he walked away. How had he known what I was thinking? I guess I had been staring at the bartenders with a scared look on my face. I hated that the guys had always been able to read my mind; I guess it was a talent that hadn’t gone away with time. A predictable pang of sadness hit me again at the thought of our long dead friendship.

      I started looking around for a napkin. Apparently this boat had every type of drink you could ever think of but no napkins. I was looking down so intensely that I almost ran right into Archer. I stepped back with a gasp.

      Clasped casually between his index and middle fingers was a napkin which he was holding out to me. He was looking out at the party when I ran into him but he turned his stunning dark blue eyes to me and raised a black eyebrow in a question, like “why haven’t you taken this napkin that I’m giving you yet?”

      I reached out to grab it but before I could he let go and it dropped to the floor. He grinned at me challengingly. He wanted to see if I would bend down in front of him and pick up his trash.

      I was not going to give him the satisfaction. I pointedly rolled my eyes, turned on my heel and walked in the opposite direction. When I turned the corner I stopped and peaked back around. Archer had gone off to talk to a group of girls and I was about to sneak back over and get the napkin but almost immediately a server rushed over and picked it up.

      “Dammit!” I mumbled.

      I searched around for a bit longer but then said fuck it, grabbed a pillow off a couch, dabbed as much excess liquid off my shirt as I could and then placed the pillow back hoping no one had seen. I went to go find the Queens. On the way I passed Grayson talking closely to some pretty blond who was hanging off his neck and giggling at everything he said. He brought his face closer to hers and I could see the look of desperate longing in her eyes. He had a wicked smile on his face like he was up to no good. He tilted her chin up with his finger and then ran his fingers across her exposed collarbone.

      I almost shivered for her. It looked so sexy. He looked like he was playing with her but also in complete control. He could make her do whatever he wanted because he had made her want that too.

      I saw his lips glide up to the shell of her ear and the side of his face lightly brushed against hers. I could see her eyes flutter closed. He stood there against the pillar in a casual, relaxed stance as she leaned into his body.

      I couldn’t watch anymore.

      How pathetic and weak was that girl to let him do that to her. Did she not realize that she looked ridiculous? Everyone at the party could see them and everyone knew that Grayson had a different girl hanging off his arm every day. She wasn’t special to him. Those devilish tattooed hands, those lips, those smirks, weren’t just for her.

      I realized that maybe I was being so judgmental because just maybe I was a bit jealous of her—but I did NOT want to admit that or think about it too deeply, so I rushed by and continued looking for the Queens. On the way I grabbed another drink from a table and downed it.

      I found them on the other side of the boat. They were sitting on a large elevated platform full of pillows with a bunch of other students, everyone laughing and drinking. Archer was with them and I wished I could turn around and leave.

      “Maddy!” Victoria called. I could tell by her voice that she was a bit drunk. “Come here!”

      I went over and she pulled me down to sit with them. She saw the dark stain on my shirt and frowned. “What happened?”

      “Nothing. Someone spilled a drink on me. I’m fine,” I lied.

      “Who? I’ll kick them out.”

      “No one, don’t worry about it. It’s fine.” I tried to brush it off.

      “Just tell me.”

      “No, really. It’s ok. It’s not a big deal. I’m ok. Please don’t worry about it.”

      She squinted like she was deciding something but then let it go and turned back to the group to continue laughing. I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Truth or dare!” Victoria called out. “Truth or dare!”

      Oh no, I thought with dread. This is going to suck.

      “Attention.” Archer stood up and addressed the entire party with a strong, confident voice that sounded like nothing scared him less than public speaking. The room fell instantly silent, even the music seemed to get quieter. It was disturbing to see how much power he had over the students of Crestmoore.

      “We are about to play truth or dare,” he said in a mockingly formal voice. “If anyone would care to witness the spectacle please come crowd around. Elbowing your neighbor for a better view is something that is understood—nay, encouraged—on this boat.”

      Students began to hurry over. I noticed Brett standing on the edge, arms crossed and a serious look on his chiseled face.

      “Come, come,” Archer was saying to the gathering crowd. “If anyone else would like to play well… you can’t. Except you, Chelsea.”

      He reached out his hand to a beautiful girl with long brunette hair and big blue eyes and pulled her out of the crowd to sit next to him. She giggled and looked like she couldn’t believe her luck. I saw Victoria’s reaction out of the corner of my eye and could tell that she was super pissed but trying not to show it. Once Chelsea had sat down, the game started.

      “Chelsea, truth or dare?” Archer asked.

      “Truth!” she said enthusiastically.

      Archer thought for a moment before saying, “Hmmmm, ok, I’ve got one! Is it true that you fucked Mr. Spencer so he’d increase your grade above Brett’s so that you’d have the top mark in class?”

      Everyone in the audience gasped. I saw terror spread across Chelsea’s face.

      “What? No!” Chelsea stuttered.

      The question had taken her completely by surprise and I almost felt sorry for her, but by the way she was reacting it made me think maybe it was true and I felt less sympathetic.

      “You can’t lie, remember? Those are the rules of truth or dare,” Archer explained it to her like he was talking to a child.

      “No,” she whispered hesitantly.

      “Hm.” Archer frowned and pretended to think with his fist under his chin. “I think… that you are a fucking a liar.”

      Chelsea looked like she was about to cry, but also didn’t deny it.

      “Truth or dare?” he asked her again.

      “Dare,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

      “I dare you to admit to everyone that you are a liar.”

      Chelsea hung her head and tears started rolling down her face.

      “I’m a liar,” she whispered.

      “What was that?” Archer asked. “We couldn’t hear you.”

      “I’m a liar,” she said louder.

      “Thank you, Chelsea. It’s your turn now, you can ask someone truth or dare, or you can give up your turn if you wish.”

      “I’ll give it up,” Chelsea whispered, head still hung.

      “I know you will, and now everyone else does too. Now get the hell off my boat.”

      Chelsea quickly got down from the platform and rushed through the silent, judgmental crowd. I saw that Victoria was still mad, and it surprised me. I had assumed that Victoria was jealous when Archer brought Chelsea up, but after finding out Archer’s true intentions she was still pissed.

      Archer watched Chelsea go before he put a dangerous smile back on his face and said, “Ok, Chelsea gave it up so now it’s someone else’s turn. Grayson?”

      Grayson nodded and took over.

      Archer sat back down next to Victoria who I could hear whisper angrily to him, “You didn’t consult me on that.”

      “I don’t have to consult you on what I do, Victoria. Besides, you’ve been a bit busy entertaining trash to bother finding out what’s going on.”

      My cheeks flamed in anger—and alcohol. My head was swimming a bit, and I realized I needed to slow down. I wasn’t used to drinking much. Sure, I had gotten tipsy a couple times with friends but it was not a regular thing in my life. I was usually too busy working to have time to party.

      Victoria said nothing back, and we all watched as Grayson dared a boy to shave his hair into a mohawk. The boy’s face blanched, but he didn’t hesitate when a razor was brought to him and he started shaving. The crowd erupted in cheers.

      These dares were pretty serious and I just prayed that no one would choose me, but I wasn’t so lucky and a couple dares later Victoria turned to me and said, “Truth or dare?” Fuck.

      “Dare,” I answered.

      The truths that these kids had been asking were brutal and dare seemed like the safer option. I’d probably just have to do something embarrassing and then it would be over and move on to the next person.

      “I dare you to… take Archer’s wallet out of his pocket.” Victoria got an evil smile on her face and I got a brief glimpse of what the scholarship students saw in her.

      That was it? Was this a subtle jab because I was poor or something? I didn’t really care. I had gotten off easy compared to the other students playing.

      I leaned over towards Archer and saw the bulge in his pocket where I assumed his wallet was—next to another subtle bulge that seemed to draw my eyes like a magnet. I reached towards his jeans when Victoria added, “Without using your hands.”

      I paused. The crowd snickered.

      How else was I going to get it? I wondered, and then realization dawned on me. I blushed scarlet. I would have to use my mouth.

      I couldn’t meet Archer’s eyes and kept mine down. I had had to crawl over Victoria and I was on my hands and knees in front of him. I thought I saw the bulge that wasn’t his wallet increase slightly, but my eyes might have been playing tricks on me.

      Just get this over with, I told myself. My ears were ringing from embarrassment—and also because of that thing that seemed to overcome me when I was close to a King. I couldn’t explain it, but it made me feel like my body was buzzing and that I wasn’t in complete control of myself.

      I could hear whispers and quiet laughter from the crowd.

      I leaned closer to his crotch. I couldn’t believe I was actually doing this.

      I tried to stay as far away as possible from his bulge—which I could see was definitely growing larger and it gave me a thrill that I refused to analyze. It’s just biology, I told myself, a perfectly natural biological response to the situation, it would happen to anyone.

      When I reached his wallet, I heard Archer hiss. I had to bite my lip to keep the surprised moan from escaping.

      I was able to pry his wallet from his pocket with my teeth, but it was a lot harder than I had been expecting—in more ways than one—but I finally got it and sat up, the wallet hanging triumphantly from my mouth.

      I couldn’t help but glance at Archer. His eyes were dark and slightly glazed as he stared at me. His lips were parted and he was breathing quicker. It was one of the sexiest things I had ever seen and I flushed with pride to know that I had had that effect on him.

      “Just another gold digger trying to fuck their way into his wallet,” Grayson said.

      The crowd burst out laughing and the moment was ruined. I sheepishly looked down and took the wallet out of my mouth.

      “Your turn to ask someone, Maddy,” Victoria said. “You can pass if you want to.”

      I handed the wallet back to Archer without looking at him.

      “I’ll pass,” I said, grateful that I didn’t have to come up with a dare or a question.

      “Ok, I’ll take your turn for you.” Victoria pretended to think for a moment before saying, “Maddy, truth or dare?”

      “But I just went!” I protested.

      “Sorry, those are the rules of truth or dare.” She shrugged apologetically.

      “Fine.” Bitch. “Dare.” Despite what I had just had to do, dare still seemed safer than truth.

      “Ok, I dare you to… kiss Grayson.” She smiled evilly.

      My mouth dropped open. “Like kiss kiss?” I asked.

      She nodded. “Yup, for ten seconds.”

      I looked over at Grayson who was on the opposite side of the seating area. I could tell that he was shocked for a second before he recovered. He narrowed his eyes at me. He looked like a tattooed devil.

      “Truth!” I blurted out.

      “Sorry, too bad. You chose dare, you can’t back out now,” Victoria said.

      “I can’t.” I shook my head.

      “You have to,” Victoria said firmly.

      I looked around at the unsympathetic faces of all the rich kids surrounding me. They were reveling in my discomfort. I felt like I was in the Roman coliseum and they were about to release the lions to tear me to shreds simply for their amusement. When my eyes passed by Archer, I could see that his were burning.

      I turned back to Grayson. A smug smile had spread across his lips. I had no choice. I had to kiss one of my tormentors or I’d be kicked out.

      With resignation, I slowly crawled across to him. He shifted forward.

      “Ten seconds,” I repeated firmly.

      His smile got even wider.

      Up this close I could smell his moss and cloves scent and it made my nipples hardened against my will.

      I needed to get this over with so I leaned forward and a second later our lips touched—I felt an electric jolt shoot through my body. I could hear the crowd counting down, ten!… nine!… eight… His lips were soft and warm.

      I had planned to stay still and wait for the ten seconds to be over but Grayson had other ideas. He started moving his lips slowly against mine and my body responded immediately. Of their own volition, mine started moving too.

      Seven… six… five…

      The kiss was like a slow dance and Grayson was an incredibly talented dancer. The way his lips moved against mine was slow and playful. I didn’t want to think about why he was so good at it.

      Four… three… two…

      I felt his tongue lightly run along my bottom lip and my mouth opened automatically in response, begging for him to deepen the kiss.

      One!

      I barely heard the crowd, and it didn’t register that our time was up. All that existed at that moment was Grayson and our mouths on each other. We kept kissing for a few more seconds until laughter cut through the fog and snapped me back to reality.

      I flung myself backwards away from him and landed back next to Victoria. The crowd was laughing at me and I didn’t blame them. A kiss a couple seconds long and I completely lost control of myself. Grace and Jayla were giving me death stares and I dreaded that I would have to deal with two pissed off Queens on top of everything else.

      Victoria was laughing too. “Your turn, Maddy, unless you want to pass again?”

      “No! I’ll go.” I wasn’t making that mistake again. “Um, Claudia, truth or dare?”

      “Dare,” she answered.

      “I dare you to… take a shot,” I answered lamely.

      I heard a couple boos in the crowd. I just wanted my turn to be over and didn’t want to make anyone else mad at me. Claudia shrugged, picked up a shot from a nearby table and downed it easily. She then took her turn and the game continued.

      I sat quietly as the game went on around me. I was trying not to look at Grayson or think of the incredible kiss we had just had. I had never been kissed like that before. It was effortless but also sensual and playful. It had been like he was teasing me in the best possible way with the movements of his li—not thinking about it, remember? I reminded myself and turned back to watch the game.

      Archer was staring at me and my eyes caught his. He looked sullen and another emotion that I found hard to place. Jealous? Was that jealousy I saw on his face? Maybe it was just anger. He was probably mad that I had made out with one of the Kings. He had practically the entire female half of the student body desperate to get with him. There was no way he was jealous of one little kiss—but I found myself secretly wishing that he was.

      A couple more rounds passed before it was Victoria’s turn again—and of course she picked me again.

      “Truth or dare?”

      “Dare,” I sighed.

      “I dare you…” She thought for a long moment.

      I was probably going to have to give Brett a blowjob next, I thought derisively, but at the same time I couldn’t help the flash of excitement that rushed through me at the thought of actually doing it—obviously there was no way I was actually going to, truth or dare be damned, but thinking about it made my insides heat up.

      “I dare you to steal the headmaster’s watch,” Victoria finished slowly.

      The crowd gasped.

      “I can’t do that,” I said in disbelief.

      Victoria shrugged. “You know the rules.”

      I looked around the room for support but there were no friendly faces. All the other students wanted to see me do it. They didn’t care if I got expelled—actually, they wanted to see me get expelled. Well fuck them, I thought. Maybe it was the couple drinks in my stomach or maybe it was my love for my mom, either way I decided that I needed to continue to be part of this group of rich assholes, so I would have to get that stupid watch.
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      I stood up without a word and started walking outside. The crowd parted for me. When I made it to the deck, the cool breeze caressed my hot skin and cleared my head a bit.

      “I’ll go with her to make sure she actually does it,” I could hear Archer say then a moment later he was next to me on the deck.

      I groaned.

      “I don’t need a chaperone,” I hissed.

      “I just want to see this. There’s no way you’ll actually go through with it.”

      I rolled my eyes. Arrogant prick, I thought. I’ll show him.

      I went over to where Brett had helped us jump down from the rocks. Archer came over and instinctively was about to help me up. He reached out to put his hands on my waist—but there was no way I was letting him help me so before he could I hopped up onto the rock myself. I stood up and looked back down at him. He was surprised, and I realized that he was only used to dealing with girls who were waited on hand and foot, not ones that could do things for themselves.

      “Are you coming or not?” I asked.

      He frowned before effortlessly jumping up next to me.

      “Let’s go,” he said.

      We walked down the path and through the woods in silence. The island was quiet, the only sounds were the waves gently lapping at the shore, the wind in the trees, and the occasional hoot of an owl. It was a bit spooky at night and I would never have told him but I was happy I wasn’t alone.

      We eventually came to “the Village” where the staff lived. The headmaster’s house was the largest one there, but it wasn’t very big. It was an old two-story stone structure with flower boxes under every window. As we walked towards it, what I was about to do became real and I started getting nervous.

      The lights were on in one of the rooms on the main floor. Without a word, Archer and I crept forward to peek in the window. The headmaster was sitting on his couch reading a book. There was a tv in the background but it was turned off. That’s not fair! I thought, the teachers let themselves have tv but don’t let the students have any entertainment that isn’t educational.

      I quickly forgot my indignation when Archer whispered, “He’s not wearing it.”

      I looked and sure enough the headmaster’s wrists were bare. He must take it off when he gets home and changes out of his suit, I reasoned. It was probably in his bedroom, which I guessed was on the second floor. I leaned back and looked up to see if there was anyway to climb up there.

      “So how are you going to do it?” Archer asked.

      “I’m thinking,” I whispered back in annoyance.

      “It’s just that we don’t have all night and I’d like to get back to enjoy my yacht party before everyone leaves.”

      “No one told you to come!” I raised my voice before clamping a hand over my mouth.

      Both our heads whipped around to see if the headmaster had heard. He continued to read like nothing had happened. I blew out a sigh of relief.

      I kept low and started walking around the other side of the house, looking for a way up to the second floor. I found it when I rounded a corner and spotted a trellis directly under a window.

      “Yes!” I whispered in excitement.

      I went over and grabbed on to the wooden slats. I shook the structure lightly to see how strong it was. It didn’t move at all so I knew it was pretty sturdy, sturdy enough to support my weight at least—I hoped.

      I put my foot on the bottom slat, reached up with both hands, and started to climb.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Archer hissed from below me.

      I looked down at him, confused.

      “It’s my dare, I have to.”

      “It’s just a stupid game, Maddy. Doing this could actually get you expelled, you realize that, right? It’s not worth hanging out with the Queens for.”

      Why was he trying to talk me out of this? There was no way he could actually be concerned about my future at this school. He’d love nothing more than to have me expelled, most of the students would, even the scholarship students wouldn’t mind if I was gone. He was probably just trying to psych me out or something, I reasoned, make me so nervous I don’t go through with it.

      Yeah, it was just a stupid game and under any other circumstances there’s no way I’d risk my academic future trying to fit in with a bunch of spoiled rich kids, but these weren’t normal circumstances. I needed to do this so I could keep hanging out with the Queens and get incriminating information on you, Archer. So yeah, I did need to do this, but it’s not like I could tell him why. I wouldn’t have bother telling him even if I could, he wasn’t worth it.

      I ignored what he said and kept climbing higher. I heard him swear from the ground.

      The trellis had been solid at the bottom but was less so near the top. I climbed very carefully as the wooden structure swayed and creaked. My adrenaline helped carry me up to the window. I gripped on to the ledge gratefully and breathed a sigh of relief as I anchored myself to the house and stopped the trellis from leaning out over the ground below. I was never much of a climber, being scared of heights and all, but this school had made me climb two dangerous things so far.

      I looked in through the window and even though it was dark the light from the moon was enough to see that the room was a bedroom and that it was empty. I placed one of my hands on the glass and gently pushed up. I felt like yelling in joy when it slid upwards. I kept pushing and when there was enough room for me I hoisted myself up and slipped into the room.

      I scanned around as my eyes got used to the dark. The room was neat and orderly, like I would have assumed, it was also devoid of personal touches; it looked sterile—also what I would have assumed of the headmaster. On the dresser by the closet there was a leather box that was short and wide. It looked like it could be a watch holder so I very, very carefully made my way over to it.

      The wooden floor beneath my feet creaked with one of my steps and I froze. My heart was hammering in my chest so loudly I was scared the headmaster could hear it. If he found me here I was done—just like Archer had said—no more Crestmoore. It felt like I waited there for an eternity, but the sounds of someone coming up the stairs never came. I started tiptoeing again at the speed of a sloth.

      Finally, I made it to the dresser. I opened the box and sure enough it was where he kept his three watches. I didn’t know a lot about watches but I assumed these were expensive by how shiny they were. I picked up a silver one and was surprised by how heavy it was. I felt bad about stealing—he would definitely notice—but I had to, and I would bring it back when I was done. I think if the headmaster knew what I was going through he would have understood, at least that’s what I told myself to feel better about it. I wasn’t stealing, I was just borrowing.

      I slipped the watch into my pocket, closed the lid and started tiptoeing my way back to the window. It was then that I heard footsteps on the stairs.

      Fuck!

      My adrenaline shot up even higher. I swung myself over the windowsill and slipped outside. I could see Archer down below me and he looked worried. My feet touched the trellis and I started shimmying down just as I heard someone come into the room.

      I climbed down at the speed of light and then when I was close to the bottom I jumped. I landed next to Archer and without a word we both took off running.

      We rounded the side of the house and sprinted into the woods. We didn’t stop running until we were halfway back to the boat. My lungs were burning and I took deep gulping breaths. Archer was out of breath too but not as bad as me since he was in peak athletic shape from the football practices he had almost every day.

      We walked the rest of the way as I caught my breath and my heart rate slowed to a more manageable level. When we got back to the yacht Archer quickly jumped down first and I was too drained from the night to protest much when he grabbed me by the waist and set me down on the deck.

      I could feel the weight of the watch pulling my pocket downwards. I reached in and took it out to look at it.

      “You actually got it?” Archer asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah, of course. What did you think I was doing in that room? Making the bed?”

      Archer stared at me like he couldn’t believe what he was seeing. Suddenly I felt warm hands on the sides of my face and then lips pressed possessively against mine.

      My eyes bulged in surprise before the feeling of the kiss took over and they fluttered shut. I subconsciously leaned into Archer’s hard body as he pulled me closer. His kiss was demanding and intense. When you were kissing Archer King nothing else in the world existed. He kissed me like he was trying to wipe away my previous kiss with Grayson, trying to rewrite that event.

      His large hands were on the sides of my face and neck. They slid into my hair as he controlled my body and deepened the kiss. All I could do was reach out and grab onto his waist and hold on to stop myself from getting washed away.

      I needed space to catch my breath, even though I didn’t want to. I pulled back with a gasp. Archer was breathing heavily too. Our foreheads rested together as our chests heaved.

      All at once I came back to my senses. I was kissing someone who tormented me for the past month and a half. He didn’t get to be an asshole to me then sweep me up in a leg-shaking kiss—that’s not how it worked, that’s not how I worked.

      I placed my hands on his chest, I could feel his well-developed pecks flex beneath my palms and it made my mouth water. I ignored my body that was screaming at me to keep going, keep kissing him, keep touching him, and pushed him back. He resisted for a second before letting me put space between the two of us.

      “Don’t ever do that again,” I managed to say through kiss-swollen lips.

      Archer was staring at me like he couldn’t believe what had just happened. I couldn’t blame him, I didn’t know what the hell had happened either.

      I needed to get away from him. I walked around him and went inside. The bright lights made my eyes sting after being in the dark for so long. I squinted, trying to see what was happening.

      “Maddy!” Victoria called, and I walked over to her.

      The Queens were now sitting on a couch in another corner of the yacht. They all had their phones out and were taking selfies. I could see that Jayla had had a bit too much to drink as she was leaning on the armrest with a vacant smile on her face.

      “Well?” Victoria asked.

      I pulled the watch out of my pocket.

      “Oh my God! I can’t believe you did it!”

      She stood up and came over to grab it out of my hand.

      “That’s like insane.” She laughed and put her arm around my shoulder. “Maddy did it!” She announced to the party.

      There were cheers from the other students. Despite the reaction I was getting, I didn’t feel proud, I felt kind of dirty. I had played right into their game and ended up doing something that could get me expelled. I never thought I would be a thief, but that’s what Crestmoore and the Royalty had done to me. I just wanted to go home and take a shower. I was drained both emotionally and physically from the night.

      Victoria slipped the watch back into my pocket and I felt it weigh me down.

      “Truth or dare?” she asked, still with her arm around my neck and I could smell the alcohol on her breath.

      “Oh, come on,” I pleaded.

      “Just one more, I promise.”

      “Fine.” I was too tired to argue. “Dare.”

      “I dare you to keep that watch on you at all times for the next week,” Victoria said.

      “No way! I could get caught.”

      “You won’t get caught.” Victoria rolled her eyes. “Just put it at the bottom of your backpack or something. You don’t have to wear it or anything. It’s safer there then in your room anyway. Staff are allowed to check our rooms, but I’ve never heard of them checking anyone’s backpack before. If you do this you’ll be, like, the Queen of truth or dare. No one could top this.”

      “Fine,” I agreed begrudgingly, but there was no way in hell I was going to do it. Victoria was drunk and being sloppy about hiding her intentions.

      Victoria squealed and clapped her hands together in excitement.

      “I knew I was right about you, Maddy. All the Kings told me that you were some ungrateful gutter trash from the ghetto who had somehow managed to fuck her way into this school, but I could see that you were more than just some poor slut.”

      She gave me a hug. I managed to pat her on the back with one hand before she let go. She went back to the couch and I numbly followed her.

      I was pissed the guys had said that about me; it made me even angrier at myself for just having kissed two of them. I didn’t know why I was surprised though, based on everything that had happened since I got to Crestmoore, saying those awful things seemed like the least horrible thing they had done to me.

      “Uhh I think we should go,” Claudia said as she looked at Jayla who was passed out.

      “Nah, I’m not ready to go home yet, the party’s barely started,” Victoria said as she applied more lip gloss.

      “Mind if I take her back?” Claudia asked.

      “Sure, whatever,” Victoria said.

      I saw my chance. “I’ll help too.”

      Claudia and I both grabbed one of Jayla’s arms and lifted her to her feet. Jayla was surprisingly heavy, probably because she was barely conscious and unable to stand on her own two feet. We dragged her through the party and out into the fresh air on the deck.

      “How are we going to get her up there?” I asked.

      There was no way Jayla would be able to jump up to the rock by herself.

      Claudia shrugged as she considered what we should do.

      “Maybe I’ll jump up and you pass her to me?” I said as I went and hopped up.

      Claudia struggled to hold up Jayla by herself and with difficulty she dragged her closer to the railing. I crouched down and reached behind me, grabbing on to a root from a nearby tree to use as an anchor so that we both didn’t tumble back onto the deck when I was pulling Jayla up. I reached out with my other hand and grabbed Jayla’s and started pulling with all my strength.

      “Push!” I called to Claudia.

      I could hear her grunt with the effort of pushing this barely conscious person upwards and I pulled harder. We managed to get Jayla halfway, and she started trying to grab onto the rock but it wasn’t happening. She wasn’t going any higher.

      “Pull!” Claudia called.

      I tried to pull harder, but it was no use. Claudia and I weren’t strong enough. I actually started getting worried that we would drop Jayla. This had been a stupid idea, I realized, we should have just left her on the boat to sleep it off.

      “Claudia, we’re going to hav—” I started before suddenly I was pulling Jayla up effortlessly as if she weighed nothing.

      I looked down and saw Claudia was standing off to the side and in her place was Brett. I helped pull Jayla as Brett pushed until she was standing on wobbly feet on top of the rocks. I held her around the shoulders to keep her steady.

      Claudia stepped over to Brett and tapped him on the shoulder. He immediately lifted her up and placed her next to us.

      “Thanks,” I murmured to him.

      He was looking up into my eyes with an unreadable expression. His blond hair fluttering in the breeze. His strong jaw outlined in moonlight.

      We turned to leave. Claudia and I struggled with Jayla back to her dorm room—which was a hundred times nicer than mine but nowhere near as decadent as Victoria’s. We heaved Jayla on to her bed and she started snoring the second her face hit her three million thread count pillow. I breathed out a sigh of relief. Dragging someone was more tiring than I thought it would be.

      “Thanks,” Claudia said as we turned to go. “I wasn’t feeling well, so I wanted to get out of there. Jayla was a good excuse, but I wouldn’t have been able to bring her back without you.”

      “No problem, I’m not really feeling that well myself right now. I was happy to leave.”

      “What’s wrong with you? Are you taking those new fat blocker pills too? Don’t they just kill your stomach?”

      “What? No, I just have a regular headache, I think.”

      “Oh yeah, me too,” she said quickly. “Anyway, goodnight!”

      She dropped me off at the elevator before heading to her own room which was down the hall from Jayla’s. I walked back across the deserted campus and through the deserted school. It was all super creepy this late at night and by myself. I was happy when I finally reached the Bell Tower. I raced up the steps and was grateful when I saw that there was no garbage piled in front of my door. Be grateful for small mercies, I thought derisively. I shut the door quickly behind me and locked it.

      The night had been absolutely crazy. So much had happened and there was so much I needed to process. I felt like I had been turned inside out a million times. I had kissed not one but two of the Kings. I had stolen the headmaster’s watch; I took it out of my pocket and examined it in the light. I had possibly screwed up—both with the kissing and with the stealing. I felt like I was loosing control of my situation.

      But I was too exhausted to worry about it anymore that night. I needed a shower. I felt like I could still feel Grayson’s and Archer’s lips burned into mine and I needed to scrub them away. I just prayed that the water would also wash away the aching desire my body was feeling for their touch again—but I knew it wouldn’t and that terrified me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      It was cheerleader try out day—that fact filled me with dread. I was not the kind of girl who cheered; I was the kind of girl who made art and went for long walks in the woods. I didn’t want to do this, but the Queens were all cheerleaders and they wanted me to try out so if I wanted to keep hanging out with them then I had to. Unfortunately.

      I had successfully avoided the Kings after the party on Saturday and it was already Wednesday. It was something I was kind of proud of, but the Queens and I had been busy getting me ready to try out so I hadn’t had a lot of spare time, and we’d been eating our meals in the Queens’ Study so it hadn’t been all that hard. In the classes we had together I just made it a point to never look in their direction and I think they were doing the same thing. They seemed to be avoiding me as well, which was good for me but also hurt my feelings a bit—and I didn’t know why because ignoring me was way better than the bullying they were doing before. I felt so pathetic when it came to them and I hated it.

      We were in Victoria’s room getting ready. One of them was lending me their uniform—there was no way I’d fit into Victoria’s so it must have been one of the other girl’s. We were taking shots for our nerves, but I didn’t really know what the Queens had to be nervous about. They were all already on the squad and were just going to be judging the girls who were trying out. I desperately needed the shots though, the butterflies in my stomach were banging around like they were playing the drums at a rock concert. The Queens had taught me an easy cheer that they guaranteed would get me a spot on the squad.

      The cheer was just about how great our football team, the Eagles, were, and at one point I had to wave my arms like a bird. I knew nothing about cheering, I had never even been to a football game before. The cheer was dumb but it wasn’t that bad.

      The Queens buzzed around me, applying makeup. I looked in the mirror and I thought I looked like a clown, but they assured me that cheerleading makeup was like stage makeup and it had to be exaggerated so people in the stands could see it. I shrugged and let them do their thing. The two shots I had taken had me feeling great already, I barely cared what was happening.

      “Another shot,” Victoria said as she poured out five more.

      “I better not,” I slurred slightly.

      For some reason I was really feeling the alcohol that day. I didn’t know why though, because I had eaten just before coming to Victoria’s place.

      “Oh, come on, one more won’t hurt,” Victoria said lightly as she put it in my hand.

      We all took them at the same time. When I placed the empty glass down on the makeup table, I said, “That’s enough for me. I still need to be able to stand straight.”

      “Of course!” Victoria laughed.

      I started getting nervous, something wasn’t right.

      “You’re going to do great,” Grace said from somewhere behind me, but I couldn’t quite figure out where she was.

      “Oh thank you,” I said.

      “You’re going to kill them!” Jayla said enthusiastically.

      “Thanks, Jayla, you doofus.” I laughed uproariously at my joke.

      “Time to put your uniform on,” Victoria said as she helped me stand up and we walked over to where the uniform was hanging on a clothes hanger.

      “What was in those shots?” I asked. “They were super strong.”

      “Just vodka, peach juice and grenadine. Don’t worry, it’s probably just nerves. It’ll go away once you’re on the field performing for everyone.”

      “I guess,” I mumbled thickly. “I do feel prettyyyy good right about now.”

      “Here,” she said as she helped me out of my clothes.

      My head was swimming, and I wasn’t really aware of what was happening until I realized that I was dressed in my uniform.

      “Ok, lets go!” Victoria called through the fog.

      We walked out of the dorm and across the grass of the soccer field. The cool air helped clear my head, and I felt a bit better. I shook it off as we walked. I looked into the stands and was surprised to see how many students had turned out to see the try outs. The Queens had told me that cheerleading was a big thing at the school so I guess I shouldn’t have been too surprised. The shots had me feeling good and relaxed so the audience didn’t bother me much.

      The soccer field had a unique design. There were stone bleachers in a crescent shape that followed the curve of the hill they were buried in and behind them, at the top of the hill, overseeing the island, was the school building which mirrored the same curve. It was a similar shape as the steps at the front of the building. The bleachers were huge and could hold a couple thousand people—but there weren’t that many on this day, there were probably about five hundred students bundled in fall coats and scarves in the Crestmoore colors.

      We walked across the field and took a seat in the front row. As I sat down, I almost slipped off and I laughed.

      “You’re up next, Maddy,” Victoria told me.

      “Ready!” I said enthusiastically.

      “Great! Go!” I heard her say, and I took off.

      I ran head first out on to the field before turning around. I stared up at all the students spread out before me. They swam and blurred in front of my eyes.

      I needed to start my cheer! I realized. I moved my hands into position and then started laughing when I realized that I had pom-poms in my hands and hadn’t even noticed.

      I was wayyyy too drunk.

      “Go on, Maddy!” Victoria called over encouragingly.

      I got back into my start position and started the silly cheer the Queens had taught me. I was not a natural dancer by any means but the routine was simple enough.

      “Go, Eagles, go!” I yelled with a smile on my face.

      There was no music, only the ever present sound of the wind and the waves. My voice sounded small and out of place. I started to feel a bit uncomfortable, but I kept going. I raised my voice louder so that it sounded more confident in the silence. I turned around and flipped up my skirt cheekily for a second, one of the moves we had practiced in the Queens’ Study, to show off the opaque black tights that were part of the uniform.

      “Fly, Eagles, fly into victory!” I cheered.

      Through the fog in my brain I felt that something wasn’t right, but I couldn’t figure out what it was. I moved into the last part of the routine which was the arm flapping to pretend that I was an eagle.

      That was when I realized that the whole crowd was laughing at me.

      I stopped and slowly lowered my arms. My exaggerated smile slowly faded from my face.

      One voice that I didn’t recognize floated across the field to me, “It’s the Falcons, you idiot!” And the crowd laughed even harder.

      I was so confused and just stood there for… I wasn’t sure how long. Eventually Victoria and the other Queens swam into my field of view.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Victoria was smiling at me without any trace of the fake kindness and warmth that I had gotten used to. Her eyes were cold and calculating and she looked terrifying.

      “There’s no cheerleading team at this school,” she said in an ice cold voice.

      “What?” I didn’t understand.

      “Do you really think that a school with such high academic standards would waste its time with cheerleading?”

      I shook my head. Through my cloudy brain I was starting to realize what was happening. This was Victoria’s plan? To get me drunk and make me do a dumb cheer in front of the school? Who cares? That seemed like so much work for not enough pay off.

      “Also,” she added. “You’re not wearing any panties.”

      “Huh?” I looked down and then my heart slowly dropped.

      I wasn’t wearing tights either; I was staring at my bare legs. I had just flashed hundreds of students.

      Victoria narrowed her eyes. “You’re an idiot, Madeline Baker. As if we’d ever be friends with someone like you. We are Queens while you are a gutter trash, scholarship student who doesn’t deserve to be here.”

      I felt her words sink in to my alcohol-soaked brain. Part of their humiliation had been that for the last couple weeks the rest of the student body knew that the Queens were only pretending to be my friends and I looked like I was too naïve to see it. The rest of the school was laughing behind my back. Then the Queens had made this stupid, gullible girl do a ridiculous cheer for the wrong sports team, for a cheerleading squad that didn’t even exist, and flash everyone. They had wanted to show everyone how dumb I was.

      “We aren’t your friends and you are a fucking moron for ever thinking that we were. You should probably just kill yourself now, save us the trouble.” With those final words Victoria turned and walked off the field.

      The other Queens all gave me cold, mocking smiles before following her.

      I stood there. The weight of her words keeping me stuck in place. I could see the students in the bleachers slowly start trickling out, heading back to the school or to their dorms. I saw a large figure was walking over to me. I could barely see him through my spinning vision.

      “I told you so,” I heard Brett’s hard voice say.

      I couldn’t stand upright any longer. I fell backwards, and the world went black.
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      After waking up in the nurse’s office, and being told I had alcohol poisoning, they gave me detention and sent me back to class.

      With the Queens no longer pretending to be nice to me, my life at Crestmoore became a living hell again—not that it was great before that. The bullying ramped up in intensity and I didn’t have the scholarship students anymore for support. They were sympathetic about what had happened, but I could tell they didn’t trust me anymore and kept their distance. I was truly alone now.

      Garbage started being piled in front of my door again. One day as I walked to my locker between classes to get my notes I smelled something burning and dread formed in the pit of my stomach. I rushed over and sure enough it was coming from my locker. I threw it open and without thinking stuck my foot in to stomp on the flames. Small pieces of burning paper fluttered around me as I put the fire out.

      When I was done I stepped back to look at the damage. The contents of my locker were still smoldering. I could see that my notes were ruined but more important to me was my sketchbook that was still smoking with half the cover burned away. It was ruined. I slammed my locker shut.

      There were several students standing around watching me and snickering. I wanted to go push them over, call them names, grab their bags and throw them down the hall—but I knew I couldn’t. It was then that I saw the three guys standing at the end of the hallway, shoulder-to-shoulder, staring at me. They looked like an intimidating, rich, sexy wall. I knew they had done this. I was so pissed, but I spun on my heel and walked the opposite way. I would not give them the satisfaction of seeing how much their prank had affected me.

      In Biology it was the part of the semester where we had to dissect frogs. A lot of the students were complaining and didn’t want to do it. I didn’t really want to cut up a dead animal either, but I was just going to get it done and move on. We had to go up one-by-one to the lab table at the side of the room to pick up our frogs. I picked up my covered tray and brought it back to my seat at the front of the room on the opposite side of the other scholarship students.

      “If anyone is feeling squeamish or nauseous, please raise your hand to let me know,” the teacher said before telling us to take off the lids.

      I took it off and my eyes went wide. Instead of a frog there was a dead mammal on my tray. As I stared at it I saw the snout and the tail and realized it was a piglet, probably in the fetal stage. I  didn’t know what to do. I looked around the room, several students were looking at me and eagerly waiting to see what I’d do. In the back of the classroom Jayla was giggling with her hand on her mouth, Archer was sitting next to her and staring at me.

      They all wanted to see how I’d react. They wanted me to freak out; they wanted me to cry, to run out of the room, but I would not give them the satisfaction. In light of this new wave of intense bullying I decided that I would react with calm and poise—that was how I would win. I would not let them see that they were getting to me.

      I calmly stood up, picked up my tray and walked to the front of the class. Our teacher was about to start the lesson.

      “What is it, Miss Baker?”

      I placed my tray down on his desk. I could tell that he was annoyed at my interruption but when his eyes went down to the tray they bulged.

      “Someone put a pig on my tray instead of a frog,” I explained in the most neutral voice I could manage.

      He seemed a bit flustered. “I don’t know how that’s possible… but the supply company does provide fetal pigs as one of the dissection options, there must have been a mistake with this one. I still don’t understand though, I ordered only frogs.”

      I didn’t want to tell him that it wasn’t the company’s fault and it probably wasn’t his either—unless one of the Royalty had paid him to switch it and he was just a fantastic actor.

      “Go grab another tray. Miss Clemens got a note from her doctor and so she isn’t in class today, you may have her frog.”

      I went back over to the lab table and picked up the last remaining tray and carried it to my desk. The teacher started the lecture. I picked up the lid; it was a frog this time. The rest of the class was uneventful.

      During lunch at the beginning of the next week, I was doing my usual routine of grabbing food and sneaking it out of the dining hall so I could eat it alone in one of the stairwells, when a student I didn’t recognize came along and purposely bumped into me. The tomato soup she was carrying spilled all down the front of my uniform, completely soaking it.

      “I’m so sorry!” she said with a smile that said she knew exactly what she was doing and that she wasn’t sorry in the slightest.

      The dining hall erupted in laughter, I should have been used to it by then but it was hard to get used to the sounds of hundreds of people laughing at you. I stormed out and headed back to the Bell Tower to change.

      When I got to my room, I angrily threw the garbage bags to the side and went in. I stripped off my tomato-covered clothes, tossing them in the hamper, and pulled on a fresh uniform.

      Oh no, what’s this? I thought in horror as I stared in the mirror. Someone had come in to my room and cut boob holes out of my shirt, you could see my black bra. I pulled my blazer over to cover it and was horrified to see that boob holes had been cut out of it as well.

      “Oh no!” I moaned.

      These clothes were incredibly expensive. There was no way I could afford to buy more. With dread I realized that I would have to ask the detective to spend more money on me.

      I pulled out the rest of my shirts but I already knew what I would find. They had all been cut. I pulled out my cardigans and my jackets but it was the same thing. I felt defeated.

      I didn’t know what I to do. I had to leave for class and Crestmoore had very strict uniform requirements. If you weren’t wearing your uniform that was an automatic detention. I also hated knowing that someone had been in my room, though I shouldn’t have been surprised, ever since I came home to find Brett on my bed I knew that the Royalty could get access to my room. They had probably paid off the janitors for a master key or something.

      I picked myself up. This wasn’t what would undo me. I had been through things at this school which were way worse than this. All I could do was put on my street clothes, head to class, and deal with this after. I put on a white t-shirt and a black hoodie I had brought from home over my tartan skirt.

      As I walked into History, the teacher’s eyes immediately narrowed on me.

      “Miss Baker, you do know our uniform policy do you not?”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” I said.

      “Detention,” she said simply, before turning back to the book she was reading before class started.

      I knew it was no use to argue. I had no proof of who had messed with my clothes so it would be my word against no one and I knew from experience that the teachers were not inclined to take my side. I accepted the detention and took a seat on the far side of the room. In the back of the class I heard Grayson snickering, and it made my blood boil. I hated him. I hated all of them.

      At the end of the day I headed to detention, which was held in a classroom on the main floor. As I walked in I saw Grayson draped over a seat in the back. His long legs were spread wide, and he was slouched over, looking effortlessly casual and cocky as always. I rolled my eyes and groaned, as if detention couldn’t get any worse. He smirked at me and motioned to a seat next to him.

      Yeah right, I thought and pointedly took a seat at the front of the class.

      The teacher hadn’t come yet and there were no other students. I didn’t want to be alone with Grayson; I didn’t trust him—and I especially didn’t want to be in the same room as him when he started talking.

      “I can’t believe little Miss Goody Two-Shoes got detention. What did you do? Forget to bring the teacher an apple?”

      “You know exactly why I’m here,” I shot back.

      “No, what happened?” he asked sincerely.

      I rolled my eyes. “You know that holes were cut in all the boobs of my shirts.”

      Grayson snorted, and I wanted to kick myself. He had just wanted to make me say it.

      “You’re exasperating, you know that?” I said angrily.

      “Yeah, I know,” he drawled. “There’s one way to shut me up though. A way that you’re already familiar with.” His voice became dark and purring.

      I flushed unexpectedly. I knew he was talking about our kiss.

      “That was a dare, I did it against my will. There’s no way in hell I’d ever kiss you if it was my own choice.”

      “That’s not how your lips felt when they were moving against mine, when you were leaning into me. Was that also part of the dare? It felt like that was exactly where you wanted to be, exactly what you wanted to be doing. Your body can’t lie.”

      It was starting to feel hard to breathe. I refused to look back at him and kept staring forward. I didn’t want him to see how much his words were effecting me.

      “You’re delusional,” I finally spat out.

      “I don’t think so, Lips.”

      “Don’t call me that.”

      “But it suits you… because I can’t stop thinking about them.”

      Just then, the teacher walked into the room.
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      That night I collapsed into my bed. It had been an absolutely exhausting day, and I was too tired to even bother changing or brushing my teeth. I remember that the last time I had been so utterly exhausted was when my mom got offered a job to paint an apartment for fifteen hundred dollars, but we only had one night to do it.

      We had never painted in our lives but we jumped at the chance because it was good money. It was hard work, and we had no idea what we were doing but it was still fun because my mom made everything fun. We ordered pizza, something we never did, and ate it surrounded by the smell of paint. We had gotten home just after dawn and I had collapsed in my bed, just like I was doing now.

      The memory made me smile. I turned over to look at the Eiffel Tower statue to say goodnight to my mom, like I did every night.

      It was gone.

      I shot up and started looking all around the nightstand. Maybe it had fallen? As I looked, I had a sinking feeling. Someone had been in my room earlier to mess with my clothes and they could have very easily taken it as they were leaving. I held out hope as I searched inside my drawers, but I knew I would not find it.

      I was furious. Everything that had been done to me so far was too much and this was just the cherry on top. That statue was the only thing I had of my mother. I had told no one about it so how would they know to steal that specifically? I guess I didn’t have a lot of personal decorations and that was right next to my bed so it was easy to guess that it was important to me.

      I was so mad that I picked up my phone and texted Victoria.

      Maddy: WHERE IS MY EIFFEL TOWER??

      She didn’t answer, and I wasn’t surprised. Right after I sent it I knew I shouldn’t have. I couldn’t let them see how much they got to me, it only gave them ammunition. Now she knew how important that statue was to me, she knew they had gotten under my skin. Also, it wasn’t like she was ever going to text back apologizing and telling me where it was.

      I groaned and fell backwards onto my bed.

      I wasn’t being smart about this at all. I had given them all the power. I had come to this school to spy on the Kings, but instead I had spent my time pretending to be best friends with four evil girls.

      My plan to infiltrate the Queens was probably the worst plan in the history of the world. I knew nothing more about the Kings than when I came here—besides the fact that they were assholes and how good a couple of them could kiss. That hadn’t been my best plan. I groaned again.

      I needed to take a step back and reassess everything. I needed to figure out a better plan. I would get my statue back, but it would take time. I needed to be patient.

      I also wanted the scholarship students to like me again, but that didn’t seem likely. Also, I needed to make sure I didn’t fall behind in my school work. My time with the Queens had given me less time to study and my marks had suffered slightly.

      I lay back, but I wasn’t sleepy anymore; I was wide awake and strategizing.
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        * * *

      

      “Congratulations, Miss Baker,” our English teacher said as she handed me back my assignment. “Top mark in the class.”

      I smiled as I looked at the “100%” written on my paper. Brett was also in the class so I had even beaten him and it felt good.

      My new plan was to ignore absolutely everything except my course work and then look for an opportunity, that I was confident would present itself, for me to get close to the Kings. This plan seemed a lot like my original plan, but I swear it was different—and I would stick to it better this time.

      Every quarter Crestmoore posted the students’ marks. I had never experienced something like that at any of the public schools I’d been too, it seemed mean and like it would create too much pressure for students—but that actually was the point of posting them here. They wanted the students to be under great pressure so that they were “inspired to succeed”.

      At lunch I joined the crowd of students trying to look at the marks. They were posted in the entrance hall, the place where I had had my first moments at the school, where I had first met Grayson—who had gotten me in trouble on my very first day.

      I ignored the elbows the other students jabbed into me as I worked my way forward until I was standing in front of the list. I ran my finger down the page until I found my name.

      Someone smashed into me from the left and I lost my footing momentarily. I caught myself and threw my weight back at them, taking them off balance and they fell back into the crowd. I was through taking people’s shit.

      I found my name again and dragged my finger right across the paper until I came to my marks. They posted your mark but also your position compared to the other students. My grades were what I expected, but I was taken by surprise by my placement. I was in the top ten of the school.

      My hard work had paid off, and I smiled even when the people behind me started pushing me out of the way so that they could see their marks. I had seen everything I needed so I let myself be pushed to the back of the crowd. An education from Crestmoore could get me into any college I wanted and with marks like that I could probably get a full-ride scholarship.

      When I was at the board, I couldn’t help but see who was above me. Brett had the top marks in the entire school and I begrudgingly had to admit it impressed me. Brett was the quarterback of the football team which took up a huge amount of his time—and he was also a huge asshole and I imagined that took up a lot of time too. I didn’t know how he found the time to study.

      Archer was ranked second. I was less surprised about that because he had always been studious. He was on the football team too, as a pass rusher which was an important position but came second to the quarterback—Grace had explained that to me since I knew nothing about football. He was also a huge asshole too, otherwise known as a “King”, which took up a lot of time so it was still impressive that he was able to do so well.

      I imagined I looked pretty pleased with myself as I walked out of the hall. I noticed the Royalty in the corner together. They were giving me death stares, particularly Archer—they must have been pissed that a girl from the wrong side of the tracks, who only just got here, was beating them.

      I couldn’t help but smirk and confidently flick my hair back. Archer glared harder, but I noticed I had provoked a small grin from Grayson. Brett remained serious and glowering as always. I didn’t even bother looking at the Queens; they didn’t matter.

      I walked out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      I was sitting in Biology later that day waiting for the lecture to start. Cecily was on the other side of the room and I wished I could go sit with her but I didn’t want to make her uncomfortable. She had still been nice to me all throughout the Queens fiasco and even now in the halls she would smile at me, but things between us had changed. We weren’t friends anymore. I passed the time by staring out the window, chin in hand.

      Our Biology teacher came in and I straightened up, ready for the lecture to start, but right behind him the headmaster walked into the room. That’s strange, I thought, I wonder what’s up. I had never seen him in any of my classes before.

      They both stepped to the front of the room, stern expressions on their faces. This was something serious, I realized and sat up even straighter.

      “Students, the headmaster is here because something was stolen from his house,” our teacher said.

      All the color drained from my face, but I tried not to look suspicious. There was nothing to connect me to it. I knew Victoria was using it to set me up so I had gotten rid of it as soon as I could.

      The day after the party I snuck back to the headmaster’s house. I hid in the woods until I was sure the coast was clear, then threw the watch so that it landed in the grass next to his walkway. Once it was no longer in my possession, I immediately felt better. I had hoped that he would find it because I felt bad about stealing it, but I guess he hadn’t.

      “We have reason to suspect that it was one of the students who stole it,” the teacher continued as I tried to look innocent.

      The headmaster described what the watch looked like and finished with, “If anyone has any information on the whereabouts of it would they please raise their hand.”

      I heard the teacher say, “Jayla?” and I whipped my head around to look at her.

      “Well, it’s just that I think I’ve seen a watch like that. I think Maddy had one like that, sir,” Jayla said innocently.

      All eyes in the room turned to me. Fuck.

      “Is that true, Miss Baker?” the headmaster asked in his scarily authoritative voice.

      “No.” I tried to sound confident.

      He walked closer until he was looming over me.

      “Empty your backpack,” he said calmly but with an unmistakable touch of menace.

      “Sure.”

      I started taking out my books and then my heart froze. I felt something made of smooth, cool metal at the bottom of my bag. I didn’t have to see it to know that it was the watch.

      This had been Victoria’s plan. I was about to get expelled—or even worse, I was possibly about to be charged with theft.

      I needed to do something and quick. I could feel all the eyes in the room on me and I started to sweat. I went with the first desperate plan that I could think of.

      “I found it!” I blurted out.

      “You found it?” he asked skeptically.

      “Yes!” I didn’t know what I was saying, but I knew if they caught me red-handed I was as good as expelled.

      “Where did you find it?”

      “I found it in the woods when I was going for a walk.”

      It wasn’t a great lie, but it was the best I could come up with on such short notice. I felt myself wilting under the headmaster’s withering gaze and I rushed to finish my story before I couldn’t anymore. “I showed a couple other students because I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I didn’t know who it belonged to! I wanted to turn it into the office because it looks expensive, but I’ve been so busy studying that it slipped my mind. It’s right here!”

      I reached in and pulled it from my bag. He grabbed it from my outstretched palm.

      “I had it on me because I was planning on turning it in and I forgot. I promise.”

      He eyed me suspiciously. I could tell that he didn’t believe my story at all, but also he had no way of proving that I was lying.

      “You should have turned it in immediately,” he said finally.

      “I understand, sir. I apologize.”

      “Don’t let anything like this happen again, do you understand?”

      I nodded.

      “Detention for one week.”

      He slipped the watch into his pocket and walked out the door.

      “Well… let’s start class!” the teacher said and began the lecture.

      I wasn’t happy about getting detention, but it could have been a lot worse. It was disturbing to see how many ways Victoria had planned to ruin me. I had been so close to getting expelled that it was making my head spin.
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        * * *

      

      When I walked into detention that afternoon, I threw my hands up in exasperation.

      Grayson nodded to the seat next to him and I pointedly sat at the front of the room again, slamming my books down on to the table. It was bad enough I had to be in detention but why did he have to be here to make it ten times worse. I did not want to deal with him right now.

      The teacher was late again, and I was not happy about that because it meant Grayson could talk to me.

      “Hey, Sticky Fingers.”

      “Shut up,” I shot back.

      “I could go back to calling you ‘Lips’ if you’d prefer?”

      “Just don’t call me anything at all. Don’t even talk to me.”

      I opened up my textbook and started reading, but I was too mad to concentrate on the words.

      “Answer me one question, Sticky Fingers, and then I’ll leave you alone.”

      I groaned in irritation. “What??”

      “I’m genuinely curious, why the hell didn’t get rid of that watch?”

      “I did,” I said before catching myself. “I mean I found it!”

      Grayson laughed. “You need to be better at watching your back.”

      “That’s the first true thing you’ve said to me since I got here. With evil people like you around, I need to constantly be on guard.”

      “Maybe I’m not as bad as you think,” he said.

      I just ignored him and tried to read.

      The teacher finally came in and sat down. I heard Grayson stand up and walk to the front of the class. I watched him out of the corner of my eye as he nodded to the teacher who acknowledged him back by nodding and saying, “Mr. Moore.” Then Grayson was walking out of the classroom.

      He turned back to me with a shit-eating grin. I gave him a questioning “what the fuck was that?”-look, but he just smiled wider and then was gone.

      “Jackass,” I mumbled under my breath.

      “Miss Baker, no talking in detention!” the teacher scolded.
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      Most things at Crestmoore were over the top, and Halloween was no exception. They had decorated the school from top to bottom. And these weren’t the regular cheesy kind that you got from a department store, these were expensive and not tacky in the least bit.

      There were rows of fresh pumpkins everywhere, hay bales stacked in corners, thousands of tall white candles with electric wicks. They had brought in dark, skeletal trees and put black cut-outs of bats on the windows. I had always loved Halloween and even though I was having a really difficult time at the school, I couldn’t help but be enchanted by the season.

      I had been at Crestmoore for about two months at that point and I was no closer to finding out what the Kings were hiding. All I had accomplished was to become a social pariah—but I was killing it academically so that was something. My desperation to make progress was the reason I found myself walking down the path that led to the other side of the island on a dark Sunday evening.

      I was wearing a black masquerade mask that I had “borrowed” from one of the displays around the campus—I would return it, I swear—and I had dressed in my uniform so that it would be harder to tell it was me. I hoped the party would be too crowded so that no one would pay much attention and I could walk around unrecognized.

      The island was spooky at this time of the year when it got pitch black early, especially when you were by yourself, so I picked up my pace.

      A couple days ago I had overheard some students talking about this huge Halloween party that the Kings were throwing. I had debated over whether or not I should go; I didn’t want to, but I figured I needed to. I was out of ideas to get close to them any other way. I couldn’t very well show up to a Royalty party, the second they saw me I would have been kicked out—or worse—but since it was a costume party, I hoped that a chick in a mask would blend right in and everyone would be too wasted to care.

      What was a bit strange was that I hadn’t seen another soul on my long walk over. This party was supposed to be huge, and I figured I should have seen at least a couple people sneaking over through the woods. I started to feel even more uneasy.

      I finally made it to the far side of the island. I hadn’t been there before and this side seemed wilder somehow, less tamed. I stopped to listen and slowly over the waves and the wind I could hear the faint, unmistakable sounds of teenagers at a party. I breathed a sigh of relief. I veered off the path and went through the woods towards the sounds.

      I came upon a large boathouse that was hanging out over the water. The place looked like it had long been abandoned and I had to admit it was a great place for a Halloween party. There was a light on inside and the sounds were louder now. I crept over to a window to peek in but it was covered in a black curtain. I didn’t want to go right in the front door so I looked around for another way in. I found stairs that led down to a door that looked like it entered into the basement. I figured that was my best bet. I reached out and grabbed on to the handle. Luckily for me it was unlocked.

      I slowly walked in. It was pitch black inside but I could hear the party upstairs louder now. I took out my phone and turned on the flashlight. The basement looked like what I would have thought the basement of a boathouse would. There were old rusting tools and machinery scattered around. There was dust and cobwebs coating everything. It was really creepy down here and I wanted to get out as quickly as possible. I walked deeper into the basement and tried to find a way upstairs.

      The door behind me slammed shut with a loud bang that nearly made me jump out of my skin. I whirled around and shined my light on it.

      There was nothing there except a shut door. Must have been the wind, I reasoned, but it didn’t help slow my pounding heart. I went over and tried to open it again, but it was locked. That was weird, I thought. I was starting to think it was a bad idea to come here.

      I had no choice but to keep going. Eventually I found stairs that were leading upwards. The stairs were old wood and looked like they could break with the slightest pressure. I didn’t trust them, but I had no choice, I hadn’t been able to find any other exit. I stepped on the first one gingerly and it held. I put all my weight on it and then stepped to the next, carefully avoiding the parts that looked really rotten.

      I could see light coming under the door at the top of the stairs. I slowly made my way up until I was able to grab onto the handle. I put my ear against the door and listened. There was the sound of music and on top of that I could hear people talking and laughing. I could hear beer bottles clinking against the wooden floor and someone yelling good-naturedly about something.

      I turned the handle and breathed a sigh of relief when it wasn’t locked. I crept into the room and was immediately confused.

      The large space was completely empty. There was a single light in the middle of the room, a single bulb glowing brightly in a standup lamp with no lampshade.

      This wasn’t good, I told myself as I walked over to it. The sounds I was hearing were coming from a small wireless speaker that had been placed next to the lamp.

      The door behind me slammed shut, and I jumped. I jumped right into the lamp, knocking it over and it crashed to the floor. The bulb shattered, and I was plunged into darkness. I quickly pulled out my phone and swept the light around the room.

      The boathouse space was too large for me to illuminate it all with just my phone so the corners were still in shadow, but I could see that the door I had come through was now shut. Besides the lamp and the speaker there was nothing else in the room. The ceiling was very high up, so that it could accommodate a boat, and half of the floor was water where the building hung out over the ocean.

      This close up the sounds from the speakers were overwhelming. I slammed my heel down on it, again and again, until it was smashed in the center and silent. My hard breathing was now the loudest sound in the room.

      I stood like that for a while, just scanning around the boathouse, making sure nothing else would happen. I was alone. Someone must have been with me in the basement to have shut the door, but they hadn’t followed me up. Outside I could hear faint laughter but it might have been the wind.

      I started moving around, looking to see if I could find a way out. The windows were all nailed shut and covered in thick, black curtains, which I pulled down. There were a couple doors, but they were all locked with no keys to be found. I was trapped until someone decided to let me out.

      I pulled out my phone. I wasn’t sure who I was going to text or call but I figured that was a good start. I tried to pull up the Crestmoore website, maybe I could find the general phone number, but the page wouldn’t load. I looked at the bars and realized that I had no service.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. I was truly screwed now.

      I moved around the space and held the phone at different angles trying to get a signal, but nothing. My phone was basically only useful as a flashlight. I was scared but nothing had happened in a while so I started to calm down. What’s the worst they could do? It’s not like they could kill me or something. Then I immediately thought of Jenny and started to get scared again.

      I went into one of the corners so that my back was covered and nothing could sneak up on me. I sat down and waited for whatever they had planned next.

      Nothing happened. I turned off my flashlight to save the battery; the moonlight coming through the windows was enough to see around the room once my eyes adjusted to the dark.

      The fear started leaving my body and was slowly replaced with boredom. It felt like hours had passed. I looked at my phone and it had only been an hour so far. I wondered what their end game was. They had managed to lock me in there so I was completely at their mercy for whatever sick joke they wanted to play on me. I kept waiting but the prank never came. Slowly I realized that this was the prank. They had locked me in an abandoned boathouse and would leave me there for the entire night.

      This SUCKS, I thought as I crossed my arms and leaned back into the wall. I still had studying to do for a huge English test that we had tomorrow. If they didn’t let me out of here soon, I would have to pull an all-nighter—which I had been planning to do anyway because I assumed I would be at the party for a couple hours, but the fact that I was just sitting there wasting time pissed me off.

      As the hours trickled by I wondered when they were coming back. My eyelids were getting heavy and a couple times I nodded off before catching myself and sitting back up straight. I kept checking my phone—which I needed to stop doing because it was draining my battery and I was already down to 15%. The time crawled by. At one point I woke up and realized I had been curled in a ball on the floor, fast asleep. I looked at my phone and it was five in the morning. It was then that it truly sunk in that they weren’t going to let me out.

      I stood up and shook the sleep from my vision. I needed to get out of there. I took another look around, but the only way for me to escape would be to jump in the freezing cold water and swim under the large barn door covering the exit to the ocean. The water in this part of the country was always cold, but at this time of the year I was begging for hypothermia—and I still had a long way to walk back to the school, I wouldn’t make it.

      I sat back down, utterly defeated. I would not have time to study, which wasn’t too bad, I had only planned to do some last-minute revision to make sure I got the dates and themes down, but I knew the material enough that I would do ok without it. But the more time that passed, the more I realized that they didn’t mean to let me out before school started. If I didn’t make it to class, I would fail the test, Crestmoore had an extremely strict academic policy—actually, all their policies were strict.

      Maybe that was their plan all along. Trick me into a place where they could lock me up so that I failed that test and then I’d be kicked out of the top ten. It made more sense now about why they would have a party on a Sunday instead of a Friday or Saturday.

      I was helpless to stop this bullying campaign against me. I didn’t know what I had done to deserve this. I wasn’t the best person, but I didn’t think I was this bad.  And I didn’t deserve to be treated like this just because I was poor—what a stupid reason to hate someone.

      As dawn broke over the water, the gray light slowly trickled in to the boathouse—which looked much less sinister in the daytime. I could see that I was still just as trapped. I looked at my cell phone which was now down to 5% battery and there was still no signal. I stood up. My stiff muscles ached from a night spent on the hard wooden floor. I went over to the window to look out.

      There were the woods and the path I had taken to get here. In the distance the school sat on the hill, seeming to taunt me. There was no one in view.

      The sun rose higher in the sky. I looked at my phone, battery 3% and the time was 9:45 am, I had missed the test. Anger was flowing through me, anger that had been building up momentum all night.

      Finally, around noon and 1% battery I saw someone coming down the path. I started screaming and banging on the window. The groundskeeper looked startled to see me and hesitated before coming over.

      “Please let me out! I’m locked in here!” I called desperately.

      He looked at me puzzled but went around to the front door; I raced to meet him there. He could barely get the door unlocked with his master key before I was bursting out of it and running past him towards the school.

      “You should be more careful!” he called after me. “Getting yourself locked in here… You aren’t allowed on this side of the island!”

      I didn’t respond; I was too busy sprinting up the path.

      By the time I reached the school I was seeing red. I started walking so that I wouldn’t be out of breath and went straight to the dining hall where I knew they would be.

      I threw open the doors and walked with purpose down the aisle. The other students turned to stare at me—and I didn’t blame them, I’m sure I looked possessed—but I didn’t notice because my gaze was fixed on the head table. Claudia noticed first, and she pointed me out to the rest of the Royalty. All seven of them were there. They slowly turned around to watch me stalk up to them. They had smug looks on their stupid faces.

      I didn’t pause; I went right up to their table and flipped Brett and Archer’s full plates of food right into their faces. I started screaming at them. I was barely aware of what I was saying but I was so angry and all the resentment from being treated so cruelly for months built up and exploded in a flood of hateful words. It was something about how the only way they could beat me was to cheat and that in a fair competition I would win every time. It was also about what cowards they were, making other students do their bullying for them. And that they all suck and could never handle the real world outside of their rich little bubbles where everyone does everything for them. Also about how they aren’t special just because they were lucky enough to be born with silver spoons in their mouths. And lastly, about how much I hated them.

      I quickly felt firm hands on my arms as the teachers tried to pull me out of the room.

      The Kings were all stunned, but then those turned into looks of anger. They had just been disrespected in front of the whole school by the charity case.

      “You will pay for that,” Archer said under his breath.

      “Fuck you,” I said back, venom dripping from my words as I stared directly into his storming eyes. I was done playing by their rules. “I don’t fucking care.”

      The teachers started pulling me away with an insistence that I couldn’t ignore. As I was being dragged away, I saw Victoria’s cruelly smiling face, like this was all just for her amusement.

      “Also, FUCK YOU, Victoria, you two-faced bitch!” I screamed.

      I saw the smug smile fade from her face to be replaced by anger and I was happy. I turned away and let the teachers lead me out of the dining hall. There were a couple laughs and hoots like the students couldn’t believe what they had just seen and then I was out the door.

      Not surprisingly I got detention. They were talking about expelling me, but I explained what had happened. They said I couldn’t prove who had done it since I had only overheard a couple students talking about the party.

      “But they spoke about it in front of me because they knew that I would hear! They were tricking me into going!” I said incredulously to the headmaster in his office.

      “You can’t prove that, Miss Baker,” the headmaster said stoically and the juxtaposition of his calmness against my agitation only made me angrier.

      “Well, how did I get locked in the boathouse? Ask the groundskeeper, he found me at lunch.”

      “You aren’t allowed in that area of the island.”

      I threw up my hands in exasperation. “I know that, but they tricked me into going there and then locked me in. That’s why I missed my test this morning. Ask the groundskeeper!”

      “Be that as it may you were being aggressive with other students in the dining hall.”

      “Because they made me miss that test! I was mad, I’ve been working so hard at this school and now I’m going to lose my position.”

      I fell back in my chair; I was exhausted.

      “You aren’t allowed to yell and swear at other students, Miss Baker.”

      “I know,” I sighed.

      “We treat bullying very seriously at this school.”

      I snorted at that and his eyes narrowed at me. I could tell that I would not win this argument and needed to get out of it with as little damage as I could manage.

      “I know and I’m sorry,” I said through gritted teeth.

      The headmaster sat back in his chair and brought the tips of his fingers together in front of him as he was thinking. It was such a pretentious gesture that I also hated him at that moment. I hated the whole school.

      “We are going to let you off with a warning this time, Miss Baker. See that it doesn’t happen again because if it does we will not be so lenient.”

      “Ok, thanks, I won’t let it happen again,” I managed to say with a straight face.

      “You’ll of course have detention.”

      “Of course,” I said through clenched teeth.

      So that was why I was walking into detention, yet again. I had never gotten detention ever in my life before coming to Crestmoore, but now I was a regular. I had been a good student at my old school but here I was a degenerate.

      It didn’t surprise me to see Grayson. He was sitting in the spot I normally chose, the one at the front of the room, as far away from his usual seat at the back as possible. But I’d had enough for one day.

      “Don’t talk to me,” I said as I went to the back of the room to sit.

      “Someone’s still pissed off,” he teased.

      He turned around with his arm on the back of his seat, his dark brown hair falling into his face and he swept it back with his hand.

      “I loved your show in the dining room.”

      I glared at him with such anger that I could see it caught him off guard.

      “I haven’t seen anyone do something like that to any of the Royalty before,” he continued after a beat, a bit more cautiously. “It was awesome.”

      I snorted in contempt. “I threw food all over your best friends, embarrassing them in front of the entire student body. There’s no way you think it’s ‘awesome’. You’re trying to get back at me somehow.”

      “Well I might feel differently if you had thrown it on me.” He gave me his patented smirk.

      “You would have been next if I had had more time,” I said coldly.

      He looked surprised.

      Did he really think that I liked him more than the other Kings or something? Grayson had been equally as horrible to me as the rest of them. I wished I had thrown it on him too, and I meant what I said, I would have done it if I could have. Archer and Brett just happened to be sitting next to each other, and they were the ones I was competing with for marks, so they were my natural targets at that moment, but it just as easily could have been Grayson.

      He furrowed his brow like he was thinking of something.

      Shortly after that, the teacher came in and Grayson left without another word to me. Did he even have detention or was he just coming here to mess with me? I couldn’t imagine the teachers giving any of the Kings detention, and even if they did get it I was sure they could buy their way out of it anyway.

      As I watched Grayson leave, I decided something. The Kings of Crestmoore had gone unchallenged for so long that they were starting to think they were invincible. I would prove that they weren’t. I was going to destroy them.
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      I had a new mission. Getting revenge on the Kings was what occupied my mind. I didn’t know how I would do it though. It needed to be something big, something that would take them down a peg. The Queens would come later, but first would be Archer, Brett and Grayson.

      I was passed my breaking point—they had pushed me passed it. I knew that I should have been concentrating on helping my mom, but I couldn’t let it go. I needed revenge. I couldn’t just sit by and let the world be this unfair of a place. They needed some type of karma.

      I was in Chemistry class when inspiration struck and I finally figured out what I would do.

      Our teacher was lecturing and Grayson and Archer were sitting at the back of the room. Just being in the same space as them made my blood boil. It was like I could physically feel them there behind me.

      My mind was racing over all the possibilities and that was when I heard the teacher telling us to be careful with a substance that we were about to handle because it dissolved hair.

      Bingo, I thought gleefully. That was it. A huge smile spread across my face and I’m sure I looked crazy but I didn’t care.

      At the end of class I “borrowed”—no, actually, I admit that I “stole” this time—all the leftovers of the chemical we’d been using. I hoped that it was enough for what I had in mind. The second part of the plan would be a lot harder than the first. I needed to get the chemical into the Kings’ shampoo, but how?

      It would be too hard to sneak into one of their rooms, let alone three. I needed to get access a different way. I needed a time when they were all going to be showering, because if one of them had it happen to them they’d immediately tell the others. Only Brett and Archer played football so I wouldn’t be able to do it while they were at practice. I thought about the Kings’ schedule and realized that I knew they all had gym class at the same time—the Queens had mentioned it in an offhanded remark. That was perfect.

      I had to wait until the middle of the week for them to have gym class. I had art at the same time so my plan was to ask to go to the washroom then race over to the field house, sneak in and do the deed, then race back to class and hope no one would notice how long I’d been gone. The plan wasn’t great; it had a lot of elements that could go wrong, but it was all I had so I was going with it.

      I slipped the small bag of chemicals into my blazer pocket before putting up my hand and asking to be excused. I calmly walked into the hall, but once I was out of view of the classroom I started running.

      I burst outside and ran towards the woods that bordered the field house. I looked out and saw that the Kings’ gym class was playing lacrosse. Even though I knew nothing about lacrosse, I could still tell that Brett and Archer were the starring players. Grayson was off to one side of the field not paying attention to the game at all and staring at his phone. I snorted. Typical, but also perfect, no one would be inside.

      I dashed to the field house. I knew I didn’t have much time and the longer I took the more chance I had of getting caught, so after a quick glance around I opened the back door and snuck inside. I waited for a second, listening to see if I could hear anyone inside but there was only silence so I crept forward into the brightly lit boys changing room.

      In the girls changing room we all had our own cubbies with our names on it—though mine had “Miss Baker” crossed off and someone had written “Miss Trash” in permanent marker that I couldn’t wash off—and I was pleased to see that it was the same in the guys’. Darting along the row, I read out each name quickly until I found “Mr. Hughs”. The nervousness I was experiencing was being replaced by excitement, everything was going according to my plan.

      I grabbed Brett’s gym-bag and threw it open. I rummaged around until I found a mesh bag with his shampoo and soap in it. Taking out the shampoo, I quickly unscrewed the cap—which was hard because my hands were shaking—and was momentarily overwhelmed by the manly, fresh scent. This is what Brett’s hair smells like. I shivered before shaking my head, get a grip on yourself.

      I took the baggie from my pocket, poured a third of the chemical into the bottle, re-capped it and put it back in the mesh bag. I replaced his gym-bag back in his cubby, trying to make it look like it had never been touched.

      One down, two to go.

      “Mr. Moore” was next, and then “Mr. King”. All three had lockers right next to each other, so I was done in no time and then I was running out the back door and racing up the hill. I glanced back at the field and saw that the guys were done with their game and were starting to head inside. Phew, finished just in time, I thought.

      I sprinted into the school and back to class, slowing down when I got close and walking into the room calmly. I slipped back into my seat. My breathing was still a little fast, but no one seemed to have noticed that I had been gone longer than it normally takes to go to the washroom.

      I breathed out a sigh of relief. It was done, and it had all gone perfectly. This was my first plan that was actually successful and it felt good. As I sat there basking in my triumph, I started to have the first seeds of doubt. Maybe I had gone too far? Then I reminded myself of everything that they had done to me and I realized that I hadn’t. Maybe I hadn’t gone far enough.
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        * * *

      

      At breakfast the next morning I was sitting in the dining hall by myself, reading a book for English class and eating a huge meal. I normally skipped breakfast but last night I couldn’t eat dinner because my stomach had been in knots worrying about the repercussions from my shampoo prank, so this morning I had woken up starving and headed down early. A lot of students were like me and skipped breakfast so the dining hall wasn’t crowded in the mornings.

      I was about halfway done when I heard the doors bang open violently. I looked up, startled, and saw three angry Kings storming towards me. They all had identical, extremely short buzzed haircuts and yet somehow they looked just as handsome as before. Life wasn’t fair. My plan hadn’t worked at all. They still were three of the hottest guys I had ever seen—besides Dean that was.

      “We need to talk,” Archer said in a low voice, fury evident in every word.

      “About what?” I asked innocently, but I realized I was playing with fire and started to get nervous—they looked like they wanted to burn me.

      “Now,” Brett commanded with no room for argument.

      I stood up and gathered my things. They made me walk in front of them until we were in the hall and they led me to a secluded alcove. I was nervous. What were they going to do to me? They all seemed pretty pissed, despite the fact that their new hairstyles did nothing to take away from their looks. I didn’t know what else they could possibly have done to me that was worse than what they were already doing.

      Once we were in the alcove, they surrounded me to form an intimidating cage of large, angry Adonises. My back made contact with the cold stone wall behind me. I looked up, clutching my books to my chest for protection.

      “This has gone too far,” Brett said.

      “I agree,” I said, trying to find my inner strength. “But you guys went too far first. Way too far.”

      They turned to look at each other, communicating without words. They were really close and had known each other so long that they were more than best friends.

      “It was mostly the Queens—” Archer started, but I cut him off.

      “Bullshit! You guys started it, don’t blame it all on the Queens. Literally within the first ten minutes of getting to this school Grayson got me in trouble, so don’t try to blame other people for your mess. I know you guys, that bullshit won’t work on me.”

      When I said it Grayson looked slightly… what was that emotion? Guilt? Regret? There was no way that was what he was feeling. They had all tortured me for the last few months, there was no way they’d start regretting it now.

      They were looking a bit uncomfortable, and I wondered if that was because I had brought up our past together. I was sure they had told no one about how we used to be best friends, they’d be too embarrassed to have been close with a charity case like me. Maybe that was why I had been bullied so much worse than the other scholarship students? They were trying to distance themselves from me, show that I was nothing to them and make sure everyone else knew it? Well, I would not let them run away from our past together so easily. I finally had their attention and I would use it to try to get some answers.

      “We used to be friends. I don’t understand why you guys hate me so much now?” I asked sincerely.

      They all were looking around and scratching their buzzed heads.

      “You’re a scholarship student. That’s how it’s done here,” Grayson said lamely.

      “Well, I’m not just some charity student! I used to be your friend!”

      “Listen, Maddy. We didn’t mean for it to go this far,” Archer said while looking into my eyes earnestly.

      When he looked at me like that I felt like I could fall in and get lost in those dark blue depths. I could see how he was able to get into every girl in the school’s skirt.

      “We’ve decided to offer you a truce,” Brett cut in.

      I tore my eyes away from Archer’s to look at Brett in surprise. “A truce?”

      “Yes. This has gone far enough,” Archer continued.

      “What does that mean exactly?” I asked.

      “Your life at Crestmoore will get a lot easier. We’ll call off the student body. You’ll have our protection and what we say is final at this school,” Archer finished.

      “What about the Queens?” I asked.

      “They’ll do what we say,” Archer added. “Don’t worry about them.”

      I wanted to believe them. I would give almost anything for the bullying to stop—and that was exactly what they were offering. I didn’t trust them as far as I could throw them—which was not at all because they were all a lot larger than me. Looking into their faces I came to the conclusion that I didn’t really have much of a choice. Sure, I had messed with their hair, but that was after months of bullying. That had been my big payback move. They had all the power in the situation.

      “Ok,” I said. “Truce.”

      I had no choice.

      They all looked almost… relieved?

      “Truce,” Archer stuck out his hand.

      I shook it and felt the electricity between us.

      Grayson reached out his hand next and I took it.

      “Truce,” he said with a smirk.

      I felt the connection between us too. It wasn’t the same one that I had with Archer, but it was just as intense and left me weak-kneed.

      Finally, Brett reached out his large hand to me.

      “Truce,” he said in his deep voice.

      I took it and the power that passed between us shocked me. My reaction to all of them was different but in a way it was the same. They each spoke to me in a primal language that only our bodies understood.

      I looked at my three friends-turned-tormentors-and-hopefully-now-protectors—though I was skeptical and knew this was probably a trick. This was definitely a weird turn of events. Maybe I could use this to my advantage, I thought, and I was cautiously optimistic for the first time in a long while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

    

    
      After my truce with the Kings, life at school got a lot easier. I didn’t constantly have to be on guard and dread walking down the halls, consequently I was able to concentrate more on my studies. People didn’t push me or call me names. The trash wasn’t piled up in front of my door anymore. It felt like I could breathe again.

      I felt a lot better but without anything else to distract me it made me confront just how lonely I was. I had lost my friendship with the scholarship students and even though my friendship with the Queens had been fake, at least it was something. Now, I had no one.

      One day at lunch I had just grabbed a sandwich and was on my way out of the dining hall when I heard Cecily call my name. Surprised, I turned around and walked back to the charity table where she and Ava were sitting with a couple others.

      “Hey, Maddy. We just wanted to see if you wanted to sit with us,” Cecily said.

      “Really??” I hadn’t expected that.

      “Yeah—unless you have someplace else to be?” Ava added.

      “Uh, no, I don’t.”

      There was an empty chair beside Ava who motioned for me to sit down and so I did, still not really believing what was happening. They continued the conversation they were having before I sat down. Ava and Cecily smiled at me and I understood what they were saying without them having to say anything. They were saying “welcome back”. It had been a long time since I sat at the charity table and it felt good.

      Near the end of lunch Cecily asked me if I wanted to go to the football game after school. I had never been to a Crestmoore football game before, though I had heard them. The fans were incredibly loud and even with my windows shut I could still hear them down the hill on the other side of the school.

      “Uh, sure!” I said, caught off guard. “I’m surprised you guys go to those games. I didn’t think the other students would be very welcoming to you there.”

      “They’re usually too caught up in team spirit to bother with us and we sit next to the exit so most people don’t even know we are there. I’m not a huge football fan, most of us aren’t, but you can’t help but get into it during the games,” Cecily said.

      “Everyone goes crazy!” Ava added. “It’s actually really fun.”

      “I’d love to go.” I was happy just to be back in the scholarship group again, I didn’t care what we did.

      We had all agreed to meet at five p.m. and head over to the stadium together. I couldn’t wait. I was dressed in my black wool peacoat and tartan scarf and was waiting at my door, checking the clock every couple seconds. At four fifty I couldn’t wait any longer and headed downstairs.

      All of us walked outside, down the hill and across the field to the huge stadium. There were tons of people there. People had been taking the ferry over from the mainland for the last couple hours just to see this game. Fancy buses were picking people up from the ferry and transporting them to the stadium entrance.

      The excitement was palpable in the air. Everyone was dressed in either the Crestmoore black or the opposing team’s green. The atmosphere was infectious, and I was catching it too.

      We joined the sea of people who were shuffling into the stadium. I was shocked at how many people had come. The island wasn’t easy to get to. You had to take a ferry which didn’t run on a regular basis but I assumed for the games they had non-stop service for several hours before and after.

      When we finally made it inside, I realized that I hadn’t seen the inside of the stadium yet. It wowed me. The stadium looked new and state-of-the-art. The grass was glowing and almost florescent green because it was so healthy and well-kept. The lines on the field were a crisp white. The seating stretched back away from the field and most of the seats were already full.

      “This way.” Ava hooked her arm into mine and pulled me down one side of the field. “The students have their own section. Everyone is allowed to go if they want so there are enough seats for all the students. All the other people who come over on the ferry have to buy tickets.”

      We came to a large section of seats that had tough-looking security guards in front of the entrances. All the students in front of me were flashing their student passes, and the guards were letting them in. I pulled out mine and held it up; the guard nodded me in.

      All the scholarship students went straight to their normal seating section—which not surprisingly were the worst seats in the place, but I didn’t care, I was just excited to be there. We were sitting about halfway back in an area where you had to crane your neck to get a good view of the field.

      We started passing around snacks and I immediately felt bad that I hadn’t thought to bring any. I was at the end of the row and Ava was next to me. She shared her popcorn and I was grateful. I happily munched and absorbed the atmosphere of excitement until the game started.

      The stadium had massive speakers, and the announcer came on to welcome everyone and introduce both teams. I had not understood football was such a big thing at Crestmoore. I knew football was a big deal in many high schools, even though I had never really been interested and thought it was a waste of time, but being there I started to get it, I started to understand why so many people loved it.

      The other team was introduced first and they ran out onto the field. Their cheerleaders were standing in a line shaking their green and white pom-poms as the players ran through like a carwash—I got a sharp sting of embarrassment as I flashed back to my own very brief and humiliating stint as a cheerleader.

      Next up the announcer welcomed the Crestmoore Falcons to the field—I winced again remembering when I had called them the Eagles. The crowd erupted, and the cheering sounded like deafening thunder. We all got to our feet to clap as our team ran onto the field. Our school’s band was playing something but I could barely hear it over the sound of the audience. Over the loudspeaker the announcer was saying all the players' names, but I already recognized a bunch of them. The last two players to come out were the most familiar to me.

      Archer jogged onto the field and Brett was right behind him. If it was even possible, the crowd got even louder. Archer had a big smile on his handsome face and was waving, clearly loving the attention and giving the crowd what they wanted. He looked like he could melt the panties off of any girl with just a wink.

      Brett was right behind him, he was waving too but not as enthusiastically as Archer; he seemed like he was just doing it out of obligation and that he had more important things to worry about—the game was what mattered to him, not this ridiculous show they had to put on beforehand. Even with the serious expression on his face he was still drop dead gorgeous. He was tall and broad and with his all-American looks he was what every girl imagined when they fantasized about a football player.

      I leaned over to Ava. I didn’t want to ask, I was sure everyone had heard about my humiliating “try out” and I didn’t want to remind anyone about it, but I was curious.

      “Why doesn’t Crestmoore have a cheerleading team? The other schools seem to have one.”

      “Ces, knows,” Ava responded and tapped Cecily on the shoulder.

      Ava asked her, and I saw Cecily wince when she realized why I had asked. Her wince was more painful to me than a punch in the arm.

      “They got rid of the cheerleading squad maybe ten years ago? There was a push from a group of students at that time who said that it was sexist and distracted the female students from their studies and created a negative environment that could potentially lead to bullying. Recently, there’s been a small group who are trying to get it reinstated.”

      “Who?” I asked.

      “Victoria was the main one,” Cecily said. “She’s probably going to succeed too. Queens have an insane amount of power here.”

      We both turned back to the game as I let that sink in.

      They carried out the rest of the pre-game rituals and then the starting players from each team ran out onto the field and it was on. I hadn’t realized how exciting football could be. It was amazing how passionate all the fans got and how dedicated the athletes were. I wasn’t much of a sports fan, but even I could tell that these guys had put in a ton of work to get where they were. They made difficult passes and long sprints look easy. When the players slammed into each other, you could hear the impacts and that was brutal, but they got right back up to do it again and that took dedication.

      I begrudgingly admitted that both Archer and Brett were amazing players. Archer ran like he was as light as air. He was able to change direction on a dime and out maneuver anyone who came into his path. He shot like a bullet down the field whenever the other team had the ball, giving that player hardly anytime to think before he was on them.

      I could see Brett in the huddles calling the shots, telling the other players what to do. Out on the field he seemed to command the ball and everyone else around it. He was able to throw the ball an insane distance with those huge arms of his. It was impressive to watch—even though I didn’t want to admit it. Both of their marks were even more impressive to me now, they clearly spent A LOT of time practicing for this and yet made the time to study.

      As the game went on, I realized that I wasn’t watching anyone else but Brett and Archer. I tried to force myself to look at the other players but my eyes would always come back to them as if there was some type of magnetic pull.

      The game ended with an easy win for Crestmoore. The audience on the home side erupted in a black-colored wave of screaming fans. We were all on our feet again, clapping as the players took a bow and waved to the crowd. The band played a song that no one could hear.

      Brett and Archer had sweat dripping down their faces when they took off their helmets, but still looked hot. Archer had his trademark cocky grin on his face while Brett had his signature brooding look—but he let just a peak of a smile through and it embarrassed me to admit that it shot straight to my core. They waved to the crowd before being buried in a swarm of fans as girls surrounded them and tried to get their attention. A pang of jealousy swept through me.

      The scholarship students and I quickly left the stadium, trying to get out before the other students noticed us. We were all happy to have gone and even though Crestmoore had been really difficult for all of us, we couldn’t help but feel a little school pride at the win. When we reached the Bell Tower we climbed the stairs together, each of us leaving at our respective floors.

      “Hey, we’re having Moviefest on Saturday if you want to come?” Graham asked me as we walked up to the fourth floor.

      “Really?” My heart lept in joy

      “Yeah, of course… I—we missed you the last couple times,” he said with a little embarrassed grin, not looking at me.

      I was surprised. I hadn’t really thought about Graham in that way before and it never would have even occurred to me that maybe he liked me. I guess I had been too preoccupied with the Queens and the Kings to notice. However, Graham was just the kind of guy I should be dating. He was smart, he was nice, we came from the same socioeconomic background. He was cute in a way that wasn’t intimidating. He was the one I should be thinking about, not those asshole Kings—or even Dean, who was the son of the detective investigating my mom’s case and didn’t even live in the same state as me anymore—those guys were all so complicated and not right for me. Graham was simple and uncomplicated, just the kind of guy I needed in my already way too complicated life.

      “I missed you guys too,” I said.

      “Hope to see you there. Night, Maddy.”

      “Night, Graham.”

      He walked down the hall to his room and I continued up the stairs. It was still a novelty coming back to my room and not finding trash bags in front of my door; I had gotten so used to it.
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      I had a couple weeks of freedom from all the Royalty bullshit and they were the happiest I’d had so far at the school. I started hanging out with the scholarship students again; they apologized for distancing themselves from me when I was with the Queens, but they got scared and felt like they couldn’t trust me anymore—I told them I understood. I explained that I felt I had no choice and didn’t actually want to hang out with the Queens and would much rather have hung out with them instead. They said they understood, and that they were truly sorry.

      I wasn’t being bullied anymore, which was amazing. I got to enjoy the beautiful, historical school, with some of the best teachers in the world, without fear that at any moment a snake would be in my bag or I would get tripped while walking down the hall. Because I was no longer constantly watching my back, my marks improved even more, I suspected that if I kept it up I would make it into the top five next term and possibly even challenge Brett and Archer for the top spots.

      I was also pretty sure that Graham liked me, at least a little. He sat next to me during Moviefest and shared his snacks with me. He started walking with me to some of my classes. He also tried to sit next to me in the dining hall. I didn’t have very strong feelings for him, but I liked being around him and thought he was cute so I was curious to see where it went. The only guys who had ever brought out really strong emotions from me were not the kind of guys I should be dating. They were not the kind of guys that you had long-lasting relationships with; they were the kind you had short, intense flings then they left you broken-hearted when they moved on to the next girl. Graham was the kind of guy my head was saying I should be with—if only I could get my heart to listen.

      I knew the freedom couldn’t last forever and just when I was starting to like Crestmoore, the Kings had to swoop back in and complicate things again. That had always seemed like the pattern in my life whenever I got too happy fate would sweep in to throw me a curve ball.

      The three of them cornered me after art class one day as I was walking down the hall back to the Bell Tower. I started getting really nervous as they surrounded me. What was their game this time? Why couldn’t they just leave me alone? I was starting to be so happy here. When they weren’t talking to me and ruining my life, I was able to watch them from a far and fantasize about them, but when they were like this, I had to face reality.

      “Want to hang out with us?” Grayson asked, and I was almost too shocked to answer.

      That had not been what I was expecting them to say—I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but definitely not that.

      “Uh, no?” I answered sarcastically.

      Grayson rolled his eyes. “Uh, why not? We’re fun guys.”

      “Are you serious?! You’ve made my life a living hell ever since I got here. You’ve been huge jerks to me and my friends. Why would I EVER want to hang out with you guys??”

      “Well, sorry for being a jerk.” Grayson smirked.

      “Sorry, let me correct myself. ASSHOLE. You’re a huge asshole. Better?”

      “Much.”

      I rolled my eyes. Grayson really was the most infuriating person on the planet.

      “We are inviting you to hang out with us because we… missed you,” Archer said, and it seemed like he was struggling, like it was taking all his self control to admit that.

      “You can’t be serious,” I said incredulously. “This has to be some type of trick.”

      “No trick. No game. We’re being honest,” Brett added in his deep voice.

      “We missed you. You were right about what you said outside the dining hall; we used to be close friends. And now that your charity student hazing is over, we wanted to hang out with you again,” Archer continued.

      “Oh, so that was all just hazing? And now you want to slum it and hang out with me for no reason other than you miss me? Excuse me if I find your change of heart hard to believe.”

      Archer groaned in exasperation. “Look—we are trying to apologize here.”

      “We are trying to extend an olive branch,” Grayson added. “The way things work at this school is different than what you’re used to.”

      “You don’t understand how things work around here,” added Brett.

      “This is the worst apology in the history of the world,” I said.

      I could see that they were all getting frustrated. I guess they had thought this conversation would go differently, but really how did they expect me to act? They extend one little token of niceness and I’m supposed to bend over backwards with gratitude? I had no reason to trust them so they couldn’t be surprised that I was being this suspicious.

      “Maddy, we want to hang out with you. We aren’t trying to trick you. We couldn’t be friends with you before and we’ll talk about why later tonight,” Archer said.

      “It’ll be fun catching up. That’s the only reason we’re here, just to catch up with an old friend… and maybe make out with her a bit.” Grayson smirked like he couldn’t help himself.

      My mouth dropped open in disbelief. “Are you serious?!”

      “No, he’s not serious,” Archer said quickly with an eye roll.

      Brett stepped closer to me, closer than the other two guys. “You’ll be safe. We promise.” He looked into my eyes sincerely and it took all I had to keep my walls up.

      I was wavering. I felt like a person dying at sea and these guys were handing me a sip of water. How pathetic was that? After everything they’d put me through, I still missed the friendship we used to have. I remembered how close we used to be and the way they treated me hurt even more because of that. They were offering me a crumb, and I was desperate to leap at it.

      My pride was just a bit stronger than my desire to be close to them again so I was about to tell them to get stuffed when I suddenly remembered why I was at this school in the first place. They were offering me exactly what I was there for, and even though the most likely explanation for why they were inviting me to hang out was so that they could do something even worse to me than they already had, I had to take it. I was doing it for my mom.

      “Fine,” I said flatly. “We can hang out.”

      All of them, even Brett, smiled, and it almost melted the ice that they had caused to form around my heart. I knew there was no way they would have had such a quick change of heart and want to genuinely be my friends now. I knew I would have to be on my guard around them. I knew all of that, but still, it felt nice knowing we would be spending time together like we had when we were kids. I missed my three best friends more than I cared to admit, even to myself.

      “Great!” Archer said. “We’ll pick you up tonight. At seven.”

      He hadn’t even said it as a question, it was more like a statement. They were the words of someone who always got what they wanted.

      And with that, they all started walking away.

      “Wait! I can’t tonight, I have to study.”

      “How long do you have to study for?” Archer asked.

      “Umm I don’t know, maybe three hours?”

      “We’ll pick you up at six and drop you off at eight thirty, that’ll give you plenty of time to study before and after. Don’t eat dinner. Do you still like pizza like you used to?”

      “Everyone likes pizza,” I said matter-of-factly.

      “Good.”

      They all turned in unison and walked away again. I was left there feeling unsettled, like I had just been on a rollercoaster that I didn’t know I had gotten on. They were coming to get me at six, did I agree to that? I wasn’t sure I had, but regardless, they were coming at six.

      I walked to the Bell Tower in a daze. I wondered what we’d be doing that evening. My educated guess was that we’d be eating pizza for dinner and that it would last for about two-and-a-half hours, but beyond that I had no idea.

      What do mean, rich boys do for fun? I wondered. Maybe we’d tease someone about being poor until they cried. Maybe we’d hit on girls we weren’t interested in beyond how they looked naked. Maybe we would spend a lot of money just because we could. I had no idea, and I was nervous to find out.

      They were coming into the evening with an ulterior motive, I was sure of it—but so was I. This would be a weird night, I thought. What was I going to wear?

      Six o’clock came and I was waiting anxiously at my desk. I had decided on something casual, but not too casual. I was wearing slim-cut jeans, a white tank top and a black cardigan. I had put on lipstick, then wiped it off, then put it back on, then wiped it off. There was a knock on the door and I almost tripped over my chair when I jumped up to get it.

      When I got to the door, I took a deep breath before opening it. The three of them were standing there, and it seemed so surreal to have them here. I never thought in a million years that they’d be here picking me up.

      Grayson whistled as he eyed me up and down. Brett elbowed him, hard. Grayson grabbed his arm and rubbed it, clearly displeased but he said nothing more.

      They were dressed casually, Grayson in black jeans and a black t-shirt, Brett in gray slacks and a black button up, and Archer in jeans and a white t-shirt. They were all wearing their uniform black wool coats, and they all looked impeccably tailored—and incredibly hot. So this is what it looks like when rich guys do “casual”, I thought. I was impressed.

      “Ready?” Archer asked.

      “Ready,” I said and followed them out onto the landing, shutting and locking the door behind me. “Where are we going?”

      “We figured you wanted a relaxed night tonight—” Archer said.

      “It’s a surprise!” Grayson cut in.

      “Don’t get her hopes up,” Archer shot back. “It’s not that good and she’ll be disappointed if she’s expecting something great.”

      “It’s a crappy surprise!” Grayson said happily.

      I laughed despite myself. It felt like old times. They were fun to watch when you were on the inside and they let their guards down. You could tell they all really cared about each other and joked around like brothers. They presented themselves as these impenetrable, always-in-control, god-like figures, but I remembered how fun they could be.

      We walked down the stairs and out of the school. I was secretly relieved that none of the scholarship students had been in the halls. We had just started to rebuild trust and if they saw me with the Kings I knew that would destroy any progress we’d made.

      We walked across the fields towards the student dorms. The couple people who saw us stopped and their mouths dropped open—I couldn’t blame them, the three most popular guys walking with the least popular person at school was probably quite a shocking sight.

      When we got to the dorms, we went into a building that I hadn’t been in before. It was different than the one the Queens lived in, but just as nice. I assumed we were going to one of their rooms and I wasn’t wrong. We took the elevator to the top floor; they had to swipe one of their passes to get up there—and when the elevator doors opened I realized why. We stepped off the elevator and were immediately in the suite.

      I was in awe. The space was the entire top floor of the building. It was a huge, open concept suite with wrap-around windows, an open kitchen, living room, games area, movie theater and several other areas I couldn’t even catalog. It had old wood and leather accents but the space was clearly modern in design.

      “What is this place?” I asked.

      I tried to close my mouth so they wouldn’t know how impressed I was.

      “Our place,” Grayson said as they all walked in like they were right at home—which I guess they were.

      “You all live here? Together?”

      “Yup. We have our own areas, but yeah we’re roommates. My room is over there.” Grayson pointed to a massive walled off area in the far, far corner of the room. “Want to make sure you know where to find me anytime you need me.” He winked and despite myself I blushed.

      The thought of being alone with Grayson in his room was more exciting than I wanted to admit.

      “It was just easier that way,” Archer continued as he placed a call on his phone. “We would be in each other’s rooms all the time anyway, so might as well live together. We had them take down the walls up here and make this into one suite—yes, send it over now,” he switched to talking to the person on the phone.

      “You can look around if you like,” Brett said from right next to my shoulder.

      My head whipped around and the sensitive look in his eyes caught me off-guard. It was like he could read my mind. I wanted to explore this amazing space but felt too rude to actually do it.

      “Uh, ok. Thanks,” I said and tentatively started wandering around.

      “Pizzas will be here in ten minutes,” Archer called out to us.

      I wandered around in absolute amazement of the place. I had thought Victoria’s suite was large, but this was huge. I went to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows and looked out, I could see the lights of the school building sparkling in the distance. Grayson came up next to me and looked too.

      “You’re thinking that it looks so small from here, huh?”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I laughed. “I think it looks massive from wherever you look at it.”

      “What movie did you want to watch, Maddy?” Archer called over to me.

      “I don’t know. What movies do you have?”

      “Literally any movie,” Grayson said. “Literally.”

      “But the school blocks most of the internet sites?” I asked.

      Grayson laughed at that. “Only the scholarship kids use the school internet. Everyone else gets their own installed when they get here.”

      “Do the staff know?” I couldn’t believe that yet again the only kids who actually followed the rules were the ones who “didn’t deserve to be here”.

      “Well, most people do it in ‘secret’ but it’s a pretty open secret.”

      Grayson and I walked back to the middle of the room where the movie theater section was. There were overstuffed couches and large beanbag chairs on the ground. Unlike the wooden floors throughout the rest of the space, the area was covered in a thick carpet. All the seating pointed at a large movie screen in the front.

      “I don’t know.” I tried to think of a movie that I didn’t think the Kings would hate watching. “That new superhero movie?”

      “Ok!” Grayson leaped over and grabbed the controls off a side table. “I thought you were going to say some boring romantic comedy.”

      I scoffed. “Romantic comedy? That’s not really my style, is it?”

      “No, that was never your style,” Brett said as he walked by me and took a seat on one of the couches.

      Grayson went and sat down in a beanbag chair. He tapped the space next to him invitingly.

      “Room for two, Sticky Fingers.”

      I laughed despite myself. “Oh, shut up! I hate that nickname.”

      “Sit anywhere you want, Maddy,” Brett told me.

      I chose a seat on one of the couches by myself. Archer went to the elevator to press a button and a couple moments later someone was handing him a large stack of pizza boxes. He gave them what looked like a couple hundred-dollar bills and then they left. He brought the boxes over to us and placed them on a table.

      “How did you get pizzas delivered all the way out here?” I asked in wonder.

      “You have enough money and people will do anything you want. Anything,” Archer said, a touch of distaste in his voice.

      We all grabbed our pizza slices and then settled back into our seats. Grayson pressed a couple buttons on the remote and suddenly walls were unfolding from a recessed area to cover the sides of the movie room, which had previously been open on both sides.

      “Wow, you guys even have on demand walls?” I said in almost disbelief.

      “We wanted to keep everything open, but it’s hard to watch movies during the day so we had these walls installed,” Archer explained.

      “Wait,” I suddenly got nervous, I had let my guard down too much. “Are we going to be trapped in here without the remote?”

      “No, there are doors in the walls. Don’t worry, Maddy, you’re always able to leave whenever you want,” Brett’s voice was comforting, and I relaxed a bit.

      His demeanor was so different from how he’d been since I got to Crestmoore. He was reminding me of the Brett I used to know. The one who was always so protective of me—almost to a fault, he had beaten up other kids for things as small as calling me a name when I beat them on a test.

      “So are you guys going to finally tell me why you couldn’t be friends with me before?” I asked pointedly.

      I was waiting for them to bring it up, but since they hadn’t yet, I would have to be the one to do it. There was a long pause and then Archer started talking.

      “When we found out you were coming, Victoria threatened to go to the Crown Society and report us if we were nice to you, if we didn’t treat you like a normal scholarship student.”

      “What’s the Crown Society?”

      “It’s made up of the Royalty from other schools as well as Royal alumni. They hold an insane amount of power in the world and we have to answer to them. No one is above their reach, not Victoria and not us.”

      This all sounded so ridiculous. But was it anymore ridiculous than what had already happened to me at the school?

      “Why would she care if you guys were nice to me?” I asked.

      “Power. She wanted power over us. She knew that we all used to be so close and she wanted to hold that over our heads. That was why she was pretending to be friends with you, she wanted to keep you close,” Grayson answered.

      “I tried to warn you,” Brett said quietly.

      “So what changed?” I asked skeptically. “Why are you suddenly feeling comfortable enough to talk to me like a human being now instead of gum stuck on the bottom of your shoe?”

      “Leverage.” Grayson said with a wink.

      “Victoria fucked up when she let you into the Queens’ Court. Absolutely no one except Royalty is allowed in there. We threatened to tell on her to the Crown Society if she told on us for hanging out with you.”

      “I want her to get in trouble,” I said vengefully.

      “If she does, then so do we,” Archer said.

      “I’m ok with that.” Despite what they were saying, I was still pissed.

      “Look, we’re sorry about how we treated you before, it wasn’t right,” Brett added.

      “We didn’t have a choice,” Grayson said. “We had to keep our distance.”

      They all sounded so sincere. The truth was that I wanted to believe them; I missed my old friends. And their explanation did explain why they had been so cruel to me when I arrived. The way they had behaved was not the guys I had known.

      I decided that I would make nice for the time being to try to get close to them again. But I wasn’t letting my guard down, I was still suspicious.

      “Ok… I tentatively forgive you guys.” I half-lied. “For now.”

      I could hear them breathe out sighs of relief and it was like a lot of tension just evaporated from the room.

      “But you can’t tell anyone about the Crown Society,” Archer added, suddenly getting very serious again. “No one outside the society is supposed to know about its existence.”

      “Ok, I won’t.” But I wasn’t sure I would keep that promise. It was exciting to have a little bit of power back after being helpless for so long, no matter how little that amount of power actually was.

      With that out of the way we moved on to eating pizza and watching the movie. We spent the next couple hours laughing together. It was weird that we just clicked again after all the years apart. It felt so natural, like we had always been friends. Then after the movie the guys walked me back to my room. After they left, I looked at my clock and it was exactly eight thirty.

      It had been one of the weirdest nights I’d had in a long time, and the reason it was weird was the weirdest part of all—it was weird that it hadn’t felt weird. They had tormented me for months then suddenly I was eating pizza and laughing with them like none of it had happened. They had all seemed like such different guys than the ones they presented to the rest of the school. When they let down their walls, they became the guys I remembered. Grayson was playful, Archer was smart and sarcastic, Brett was protective.

      Just from hanging out with them for a brief time you could tell that they all cared deeply about each other and would do anything for one another, but you could also see that they were competitive and antagonized one another. Sometimes when they disagreed on something, they almost seemed like they didn’t even like each other at all, but then the next second they’d be laughing and seem like brothers again. That was exactly like how I remembered them being when we were young.

      I couldn’t believe it, but I had actually had a really good time, probably one of my best nights so far at this school—I couldn’t believe I was thinking that. I realized that I was hoping it wasn’t just a one-time event—and not just because I needed to get close to them to help my mom.

      I needed to remember all the terrible things they’d done to me, because if we kept hanging out then it would be hard not to fall for their charms. I was worried I would start feeling guilty about turning them in and I couldn’t have that. I needed to remember what they’d done.
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      It turned out to not just be a one-time thing; the Kings started inviting me to hang out with them regularly. We didn’t hang out in public, which was fine with me—even though I was a bit offended that the Kings were embarrassed to be seen with me—because I didn’t want the scholarship students to know. I was still being invited to Moviefest and sitting with them in the dining hall—and I’d started sitting with them in our classes again too—so I didn’t want to screw that up by letting them know I was hanging out with the other half of the Royalty, their main bullies at the school.

      We mostly went to their place, which would surprise me every time with some new extravagantly rich thing that I would discover. They had their own on-demand chef who would come into their suite and prepare food in their fully stocked kitchen. They had every type of video game console you could imagine. They had a pool table, a foosball table, and a ping-pong table. They even had a balcony with a hot hub that overlooked the ocean. Their place was insane and despite how much of a “guy’s place” it was, I felt really comfortable there.

      We were hanging out one evening, eating burgers that their chef had prepared, when for some reason cheerleading came up. I internally groaned, the way I did whenever I even so much as thought about cheerleading. My brief stint as a cheerleader was so embarrassing that I was pretty sure I would be re-living that memory and cringing for years to come.

      “Our school doesn’t have them, Grayson. You would know that if you actually came to our games,” Archer was saying.

      “I come!” Grayson protested. “I just have to smoke a bit before to make them actually interesting so I guess I’m not all there.” He laughed. “I’m all like let’s go Falcons, let’s go! Woot woot!”

      Everyone froze, all eyes on me. I guess there was no avoiding it now, I had to address the elephant in the room. I lowered my burger to my plate.

      “It’s fine, guys. That was SO embarrassing, but I admit that it was probably pretty funny to watch. They made me do it, the Queens—which I’m sure you know. They taught me that stupid dance and helped me get dressed so that I wouldn’t wear any underwear. It was weird though, I didn’t have that much to drink, it was only a couple shots so I can’t believe I was that out of it, I should have only been tipsy. So weird.” I shook my head in disbelief.

      I picked up my burger to go back to eating when I saw they were all sharing a look. I didn’t like when they did that; it made me feel excluded, like they were having a conversation right in front of me in a different language.

      “Maddy,” Brett started. “You know they spiked your shots right?”

      “What?!” I dropped my burger. “With what?”

      “We don’t know. Some drug that makes you less inhibited, less aware of your surroundings. I think it was something like Rohypnol,” Archer said.

      “I got roofied?!” I shrieked.

      “Yeah, but not a lot,” Grayson shrugged.

      “Not a lot?? I still got roofied, that’s a pretty big fucking deal,” I said, incensed.

      I couldn’t believe that the Queens could do that to me. I knew they were terrible people but to drug someone was so serious and dark, I just couldn’t believe that high school students could be capable of that. I couldn’t believe that they would go that far.

      “Well yeah, I agree with you, no one likes to be roofied. Victoria’s an asshole,” Grayson said.

      “Why didn’t you guys stop her?” I couldn’t help but ask about the other elephant in the room.

      We hadn’t talked about how the guys had treated me in the past, we just kind of avoided it and I had been too cowardly to bring it up before tonight, but I couldn’t ignore it any longer. This was serious.

      They all looked down sheepishly.

      “We didn’t know,” Brett said finally. “We didn’t know she would do that.”

      “You guys constantly talk, you all sit together for meals and I see you talking. There’s no way you didn’t know.”

      “Sure, we talk all the time but it’s superficial stuff. Victoria doesn’t consult us on her plans. We found out about that after it had happened,” Archer explained.

      I wanted to believe them but I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that they weren’t being completely honest with me—but at the same time I wasn’t being completely honest with them so could I really be that mad?

      I was distracted for the rest of the night and went home early. I couldn’t believe that someone was willing to risk my life just to humiliate me. This school was a lot more fucked up and dangerous than I had thought.

      When I got home, I tried to study a bit but my mind was too distracted. I got ready for bed instead and was going to call it an early night when I heard a knock on the door. Who was coming over this late? I wondered. I barely ever got visitors, and I never got them this late at night. I cautiously pulled open the door just a crack to peek out and saw Brett standing there, his face looked drawn and preoccupied. I opened the door fully.

      “Hi,” I said. I looked around his broad shoulders to see if the other guys were with him, but he was alone. “What’s up?”

      “You left early, I just wanted to make sure you were ok.”

      He looked at me earnestly and his words touched something deep inside myself that I thought was frozen against them forever.

      “I’m fine. I just have a lot of studying to do and…” Looking into his hazel eyes, I realized that I didn’t want to lie to him. “It was finding out that I had been drugged. That bothered me and I just wanted to be alone for a bit.”

      He nodded. “I understand, I can’t imagine learning something like that.”

      “I just can’t believe the Queens would do that. I could have been seriously hurt, like they could have gotten a bad batch or I could have had a bad reaction or I could have fallen and split my head open—I don’t know what, just something could have happened, you know?”

      “I’m sorry,” he said with such sincerity and pain that it made me ache. “We would have stopped it if we had known. She went way too far.”

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I whispered.

      He looked away and clenched his jaw. He shook his head and said in his deep, rumbling voice, “I’m still sorry.”

      He looked back into my eyes and without thinking I leaned forward and kissed him hard. I kissed him with all the pain and confusion I felt. I kissed him with all the anger I had towards him and the other guys. I kissed him like I’d never get another chance to again.

      I could feel that he was shocked for a second, but just for a split second, before he wrapped me up in his giant arms and picked me up like I weighed nothing.

      He matched me movement-for-movement. I clung to his thick neck and kissed him ferociously as he grabbed my ass and picked me up so that I wrapped my legs around his waist.

      I had been the aggressor initially, but he was kissing me with such passion that I found it almost impossible to keep up. His lips and hands were claiming me with such authority and need that I couldn’t do anything but be swept up in it.

      I barely registered that we were moving and dimly heard my door slam shut, but I didn’t care, I was consumed with Brett’s body and that was all that mattered.

      Suddenly, I felt us fall, and I gripped onto him even tighter—if that was possible—and then my back hit the soft bed.

      I was in bed with Brett. Those words flashed through my mind. Only a short couple weeks ago I would have thought that was impossible, but yet here I was, clinging to him like I was scared that if I eased up for just a second he’d be gone—and he was doing the same to me.

      Our mouths desperately came together again and again. My hands ran along the huge muscles of his back that were flexing as he held himself above me and tried to touch all of my body at once. I was pulling him towards me, trying to feel every inch of him that I could reach.

      He was wearing just a thin gray t-shirt, the jacket that he had on when he was at my door must have been stripped off as he was carrying me to the bed but I hadn’t noticed. I pulled at the fabric urgently. I needed to feel more of him. It felt like we had been lost for years and suddenly found each other again.

      He pulled back for just a split second and I surged up to meet him, unable to be apart for even a moment. He pulled the shirt over his head with one hand while he grabbed me with the other. Our lips met again like they had been separated for years instead of seconds. He grabbed the bottom of my tank top and pulled it over my head before pulling me back against his large body.

      When my breasts met his bare chest was when I realized I wasn’t wearing a bra. I had changed into my pajamas before he came over. I didn’t care though because it felt so good. I pressed into his hard chest and he moaned, the sound shot waves of desire through me. His skin was smooth and warm against mine and felt amazing.

      He pulled away from me and the sudden cold made me whimper. The sound I made was so full of longing and need that I even surprised myself, I’d never heard a sound like that come out of my lips before.

      I barely had time to open my eyes before they slammed shut again when a hot mouth touched my sensitive nipple. He ran his tongue around the outside, teasing me, before giving me what I craved. Brett had skills and before long I was panting, my fingers running across his short hair and gripping him to me.

      He placed a kiss just beneath my breasts and my breath caught in my throat as I realized he was going lower. This had all happened so fast, but felt so right.

      He placed kisses down my front until he got to the border of my leggings. He kissed all along just above the waistband and I was practically crawling out of my skin to get him lower. These weren’t slow and teasing kisses, these were hungry and needful like he couldn’t hold himself back for very long. I had never gone that far with a guy before but I felt powerless against my body’s desire and couldn’t stop it even if I wanted to.

      His strong hands gripped my hips hungrily. Subconsciously I lifted up my butt and then in a flash my pants and underwear were gone and thrown across the room. I gasped and then Brett was on me again, kissing me like he wanted to devour me. I kissed him back just as hard and clung to his large bare shoulders.

      He surged against my unprotected flesh and I felt his erection throbbing against me between my legs. My nails scratched down his back and he growled, such a primitive sound that it made me shiver.

      All that separated us was a pair of boxers and a pair of slim-cut slacks—which must have been painfully tight on him by that point. I moved against him and wrapped my legs around his waist, gripping onto him with all my strength. He moved down and bit my neck lightly and I let out a moan that could have come out of a foghorn.

      Was this really happening? I wondered in a daze as he kissed fire up and down the side of my neck. Were we really doing this? I didn’t want to think; I wanted to just feel and at that moment it felt right.

      I let myself be consumed by the untamed inferno that was Brett. I felt him reach between us to the zipper on his pants and my heart leapt out of my chest. Soon nothing would separate our bodies.

      I wanted it.

      There was a sudden knock at the door. The sound cut like a knife through the sexual fog that had consumed us. I sprang up, pushing at his unmovable chest.

      “Coming!” I yelled.

      I looked around desperately for my clothes, but they were thrown all over the room. I spotted my uniform coat hanging next to the door and dashed for it. It was not very long, but it was long enough to cover to the tops of my thighs. I threw it on and looked back at Brett. He looked like a guy who had just been interrupted mid make-out session. He was frowning as he quickly pulled his t-shirt over his head. I got a peak at his stomach muscles and the sexy “V” that they formed, before his shirt came down and concealed them again. I had the strongest desire to run my tongue across those hard muscles.

      I shook my head to clear it and opened the door. Cecily, Ava, Graham and Vijay were standing there, smiling.

      “Hey! We just wanted to see if you wanted to eat a lot of junk food and study for that Chemistry test together...” Ava trailed off as she took in my naked legs, barely covered by a coat, and then her eyes wandered behind me and grew wide when she saw Brett.

      I followed her gaze and saw that Brett had put back on that serious, brooding look that he always wore around everyone. I guessed that I was one of the few who had seen the real passion that lurked behind those somber eyes. Now he looked intimidating and dangerous. If I hadn’t just felt his hands all over my body and his lips against mine, I might have been scared of him.

      I could tell the other scholarship students were shocked—and scared. The last person they expected to see in the Bell Tower was one of the Royalty. Their eyes moved from Brett to me and I saw as they put two-and-two together and realized what we had been up to.

      Cecily and Ava’s mouth’s dropped open. A pained look passed across Graham’s face and even though Graham and I weren’t anything close to official, I still felt bad. Based on his reaction it was clear now that he had liked me and catching me barely dressed with one of his enemies couldn’t have felt good. He thought I had chosen the asshole over the guy who was better for me—maybe he was right.

      “Now isn’t a good time,” I stuttered, I wasn’t sure what else to say. “Thanks for inviting me though.”

      “Ok,” Ava mumbled, still staring at Brett like she’d been walking in the woods and stumbled upon a vicious bear by accident and was scared to move.

      There was a long moment of silence where we all stood still, unsure of what to do. Finally, Brett simply commanded, “Leave.”

      The scholarship students dashed down the stairs in a heartbeat. We were alone again. I turned back to him. He looked at me with those pouty lips, that strong jaw, and those guarded eyes.

      “That was rude,” I told him wearily.

      The night had been a rollercoaster of emotions and I was suddenly very tired. I was pretty sure I had just lost my friends—forever this time. There was no way they’d ever trust me again after finding me making out with a King.

      He didn’t react, just continued to stare at me with an assessing look. I met his gaze and glared back into those hard depths.

      Finally, he looked away and walked over to pick up his coat, which was halfway between the bed and the entrance. While he slipped into it, I opened the door even wider indicating that he should go.

      He walked slowly to leave and on the way out he stopped in front of me. He towered over me but I refused to look up at him. I wanted him gone. I was done with his douchebag behavior for one night.

      He left, and I slammed the door shut.

      My mind was racing. Had I really almost slept with Brett?? What the hell just happened???
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      We were getting close to the end of the term; it was only a couple weeks away, and so everyone was shifting into serious study mode. I hadn’t heard much from the Kings in a couple days and I started getting worried that my little make-out session with Brett had ruined any chance I had of finding out what they were hiding. I was too embarrassed to meet their eyes in class and the only time we ever hung out was after school in their room and they had stopped inviting me so I didn’t know where I stood with them.

      I didn’t want anyone to know about Brett and I because they’d think I was a slut for getting with someone so easily after they were so awful to me, but for some reason I especially didn’t want Archer and Grayson to know. But I was sure Brett had told them, they were best friends and lived together, there was no way he wouldn’t.

      I was sitting alone again in class and in the dining hall. The other scholarship students had gone silent when I went to sit with them and I could feel the tension. When I turned to Ava and asked about it, she reluctantly told me that they all wanted the best for me but felt I was making a dangerous decision by “getting close” with the Kings—Ava had used air quotes and it stung, they probably thought I was sleeping with all three of them and judging me for it, but to be fair I would do the same thing if I was in there shoes.

      She said they cared about me but they couldn’t put their own futures at risk. I understood, but it still hurt to lose their friendships right after I had just gotten them back. I wished I could tell them the real reason I was hanging out with the Kings, but I couldn’t. They all looked miserable when I stood up to leave and that was a small consolation.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      One day I was walking back from class when Grayson cornered me in an empty hall. He grabbed my elbow and led me to a secluded spot. My heart started beating faster as I stared into his piercing dark brown eyes. He wore that stupid smirk that both made me want to smack him and kiss him. His chocolate hair had grown out a bit on top and he had shaved new designs in the sides. His clove and moss scent enveloped me.

      “What do you want?” I asked.

      “That’s not a very nice way to greet people.”

      His eyes narrowed in smug amusement like he loved to test how far he could go with me. Push my buttons and test my limits.

      “I was enjoying the peace and quiet,” I shot back, but it wasn’t true, against my will I was missing them like crazy.

      “Well, I just wanted to know if you want to study together?” he asked innocently.

      “Study?” I said, surprised and skeptical. “You don’t care about school.”

      He held his hands up like he was surrendering. “All right, you caught me. I don’t want to study, but I want to hang out. Let’s draw together like we used to.”

      The mention of how we used to sneak away and draw for hours brought a painful stab of nostalgia. Those had been some of my fondest memories of my childhood.

      “Right now?” I asked.

      “Yeah? When else?”

      “Will the other guys be there?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to be around Brett or not.

      “Not for a couple hours. They have football practice so it’ll be just the two of us.” He raised his brows suggestively, and I shot him a withering look. “Drawing. Helllllo, what did you think I meant?”

      I rolled my eyes but couldn’t help but smile.

      “I’m all alone and bored, come on. You know you want to,” he said.

      The truth was that I did want to. I was also relieved that I hadn’t completely blown my chance at finding out their secret.

      “Ok,” I said reluctantly.

      “Great! Come to my place now and I’ll meet you there.”

      “Why wouldn’t we just go over together?”

      I could see him get noticeably uncomfortable. He didn’t want the other students seeing us together but he didn’t want to say it.

      “Fine,” I said in resignation. “I’ll meet you there.”

      I started walking out of the school, alone.
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        * * *

      

      I was drawing an intricate design of ocean waves with abstract human figures hidden in them. Grayson looked up from his drawing and whistled at mine.

      “You’re going to make an amazing tattoo artist one day,” he said, clearly impressed.

      I was flattered and a little embarrassed. I didn’t like showing my work to many people; I was kind of shy about it, but I would have to get over that shyness if I wanted to tattoo people for a living. I had told Grayson about my aspirations and he seemed to think it was really cool. How positively he reacted made me feel comfortable showing him my art.

      He admired it for a moment longer and I tried to close the sketchbook. I had had to start a new one after my old one had been burned. There was a lot of art that was sentimental to me in that old book and its destruction was hard to accept, but it gave me a chance to start over.

      He grabbed my wrist to stop me from closing it. Electricity sparked from where his skin touched mine. He looked at me sincerely and I felt like I was falling into his eyes.

      “Maybe one day you can do me,” he whispered.

      My breathing started picking up. He licked his lips and my gaze immediately went to them. I licked mine in unconscious response and his eyes dipped down. He knew exactly what he was implying.

      With the hand that wasn’t gripping my wrist, he opened the book back up. He ran his finger around the edge of the page. I watched it and my brain flooded with the image of those fingers running over the planes of my body. Heat rushed up from my stomach.

      “My tattoos will be very expensive, you probably won’t be able to afford it,” I said to break the tension but instead it came out as a throaty whisper.

      Grayson laughed loudly at that, letting go of my wrist, and the moment was broken. I let out a relieved breath—but couldn’t help feeling slightly disappointed. Grayson had an amazingly contagious laugh and I couldn’t help but join in. We dissolved into a giggling mess on to the table we were sitting at.

      That was when I heard the elevator open and I sprang upright again. I looked over and on the far side of the room I saw Archer and Brett enter the apartment.

      “Hey, guys!” Grayson called over to them.

      They both acknowledged him, but their eyes immediately fell on me. It was too hard to sustain those intense gazes and I looked away. I wasn’t sure how the two of them would feel about me being there. I wasn’t sure if Archer knew about Brett and me and I didn’t know how positive his reaction would be if he did.

      “We’re drawing,” Grayson continued. “How was using your bodies as battering rams and trying to catch a weirdly shaped ball?”

      They both made noncommittal grunts. Brett walked away off somewhere into the vast apartment to what I assumed was his room. Archer came over slowly.

      “You guys have just been… drawing together?” he asked suspiciously.

      “What else would we be doing, Archer?” Grayson asked in an exaggeratedly innocent way.

      Archer stared at us for a long moment before saying, “I’m going to take a shower. What did you guys want to do for dinner? Can’t very well head to the dining hall all together.”

      A vision of a wet, naked and soapy Archer flashed into my mind.

      What was wrong with me??

      “I was going to get the chef to make Thai, sound good?” Grayson asked.

      “Yeah, that sounds good,” Archer said wearily before turning around and walking to where I assumed his room was.

      I had been hanging out with the Kings for a little while by that point but I still hadn’t seen inside any of their rooms.

      “You like Thai food, right?” Grayson asked me.

      “Yeah,” I said distractedly. “Did Brett tell you anything?”

      “About what? He tells me lots of things.”

      I rolled my eyes, Grayson always had to be difficult.

      “About me.”

      “What would he tell me about you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “What is it? Do you have a secret or something?”

      “No, no secret or anything. I just wanted to know if you guys gossip with each other.”

      “Gossip?” Grayson said in disgust. “What are we? The Queens? We don’t gossip.”

      “Ok, I was just curious.”

      I was relieved. It didn’t seem like Brett had said anything about our make-out session to Grayson—and I was surprised by that. I thought for sure Brett wouldn’t be able to wait to tell the guys about how we’d kissed—though Brett was definitely on the quiet side so maybe I shouldn’t be that surprised that he wasn’t one to kiss and tell. I was happy about that.

      I knew one thing though, dinner would be awkward.
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      I was right. It was awkward.

      Brett was being quieter than normal and I couldn’t tell if Archer knew about us or not. Grayson was chatting away like his normal mouthy self. Rock music was playing quietly in the huge space, coming from dozens of speakers that were strategically camouflaged throughout the room.

      One thing though, the food was amazing. I hadn’t eaten much Thai before because it was too expensive. At home we mostly stuck to cheap pastas for our meals. The chef that the guys had was a wizard, and I felt like my mouth was exploding with flavor. Even though I was uncomfortable, it didn’t stop me from reaching for seconds and thirds.

      After dinner I told them I needed to get back to my room to study and went home. The night had left me feeling unsettled.
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        * * *

      

      We started hanging out again after that. Grayson took it upon himself to help me with the art project I was working on for an end-of-term competition. I had decided to make a larger version of the drawing that he had seen, the one with the waves and the human figures. I started going over to the Kings’ place every day after school so that we could work on it for a couple hours. The other guys would come after a bit and we’d all hang out before I headed home for the night.

      Brett and I didn’t have any other encounters like the one in my room. There were no late night knocks on the door and I was a bit sad about it. We all fell back into the natural group chemistry that we had.

      I was spending hours on my art piece and I was really hoping that it would win. Grace was also in my art class and would be entering the competition too. She was widely regarded as one of the best, if not the best, artist at Crestmoore so everyone thought she would win. I told Grayson that I didn’t think her art was very good because even though it was perfect technically, to create truly beautiful pieces that moved people you needed to have a soul. Grayson had almost fell off his chair laughing at that one. I couldn’t help but catch his contagious laughter and we dissolved into a giggling fit.

      I was still texting Dean, but I found that when I was hanging out with the Kings’ I seemed to text him less. I didn’t want to examine that too much. Dean was someone who I really liked, but we had barely gotten to know each other before I left and we hadn’t spoken in months, only texted. But I still really hoped that he liked me just as much as I liked him. We would be in the same city in a couple short weeks and I couldn’t wait to see him again.

      I hadn’t felt about anyone else the way I felt about him. His texts were sweet and flirty and usually the highlight of my day. From what I knew about him I felt like maybe he could be a good match for me—if we were together in person that is.

      I felt a bit guilty about kissing all the Kings’ at one point, but at the same time even though Dean and I liked each other we weren’t anywhere close to being in a relationship—we hadn’t even gone on a date yet—so I didn’t think I should feel bad. But I did. I promised myself that I would tell him when I went back to New York, it was the kind of thing I felt you should tell someone in person.

      All the time I was spending with Brett, Archer and Grayson, I was learning more about them, but not what I actually needed to know. I had learned that Grayson’s parents passed away in the intervening years since I’d known him as a kid. His grandparents were his guardians, but they were so busy with their own lives, vacationing all over the world, that they usually left Grayson by himself with the house staff when he was home from school. I felt so bad that I hadn’t been there for him when his parents passed away. I could tell that being an orphan and being basically abandoned by his grandparents really affected him, but he brushed it off with a deflecting laugh and changed the subject.

      I learned that Brett wanted to get into the NFL after he graduated from high school. He wanted to then become a coach after he retired as a player. I also learned that he couldn’t see his two younger siblings anymore, whom he loved and was desperately protective of, from an offhanded comment one of the Kings’ made. He didn’t want to talk about it and brushed it off when I tried to pry further.

      I also learned by accident that Archer’s father was an abusive asshole. I had been hanging out with the guys late into the night and accidentally fell asleep on the couch. I woke up to the sound of Archer talking to someone in hushed tones on the phone. It took me a second to realize where I was, but then I pretended to keep sleeping so that he wouldn’t know I was listening.

      I could mostly just hear Archer’s side of the conversation, which was just a lot of, “Yes, sir”, and “No, sir”, and one, “Dad”, so I knew who he was talking to. On the other end of the line, even though he wasn’t on speaker, the person was yelling so loudly that I could hear their muffled screams. The guy sounded like he was really giving it to Archer about something and I wondered what it was. I could just make out him saying something about “teach Archer a lesson when he next saw him” or something like that.

      “Yes, sir. I’ll take care of it. It won’t happen again… no, sir…. yes, sir. I understand,” Archer said in a voice that sounded slightly scared and it made my blood run cold.

      I had never heard Archer scared before in my life. Whatever his relationship was with his dad, he was clearly scared of him. I couldn’t imagine it because Archer was this powerful, intelligent, athletic guy who was always put together and in control of himself and his surroundings. He never seemed to lose his cool, but there he was with his father screaming at him and he was promising his dad that he’d do better.

      When the conversation ended, I kept my eyes tightly closed. Archer walked by me and I heard his footsteps stop. I got really nervous. Did he know I had heard him? I was pretty sure it was a conversation he wouldn’t have wanted anyone else to hear. I kept my eyes shut and kept my breathing steady. He eventually started walking away, and I internally breathed out a sigh of relief. Against my will, my heart ached for Archer. My stepdad was bad, but he was nowhere close to that. I couldn’t imagine having to deal with a father like that.

      What did surprise me about hanging out with the Kings’ was how few girls came around. Based on all the girls hanging off of them every time I saw them around the campus, I would have figured there’d be a never-ending rotation of them coming in and out of their bedrooms, but that wasn’t the case. It confused me, but I felt too weird to ask about it.

      It was getting close to the end of the term and despite getting closer to the Kings I hadn’t found out anything that I could use. I was starting to get desperate when I asked them one day when we were studying together in their apartment about Jenny, the girl that had killed herself the year before. I thought maybe that would be a way to get them talking—and like I said, I was getting desperate.

      “Everyone is saying Victoria killed her,” I said.

      Grayson scoffed. He was on his phone and not looking at his books which lay unopened and unused on the table in front of him.

      “Victoria wouldn’t get her hands dirty like that,” he said.

      “Did she get someone else to do it?” I pried. “Did she tell someone to do it?”

      I could tell that the Kings didn’t want to talk to me about it. I could see all their masks coming down to guard themselves from me. Royalty protected their own, and that mindset ran deep. I already knew that they weren’t very fond of Victoria, they’d said some comments which led me to believe that they weren’t fans, but they wouldn’t tell on her. I didn’t want to drop it though. Even if it made me uncomfortable, I was going to push it. I wanted something from them, I needed it, maybe finding out that someone killed Jenny would be enough to help my mom.

      “The officials said that she took her own life,” Archer finally responded.

      “Yeah, but is that really what happened?”

      “That’s what the officials said.” From the tone of his voice I could tell that he was leaving no room for follow-up questions. That was the end of the discussion.

      I sighed in frustration. I was getting nowhere, and slowly.

      I had noticed that the guys all took a lot of secret phone calls. These calls would come in constantly and whoever got it would leave the room briefly for a few minutes then come back in. Grayson and I were working on my art project one evening when he got one of the calls and left the room quickly. When he came back, I asked what that was.

      “Oh, no big deal. I get them all the time.” He waved away the question.

      “I know you all do, but what are they about?”

      “Nothing,” he said flatly, indicating that the conversation was over.

      I sighed.

      “Listen, it’s late, maybe you better head home and we’ll finish this tomorrow. I have a lot of homework to do,” he said.

      “You never do homework!”

      “Well, I thought I needed to start!”

      I was fine with calling it a night. I was pretty sure that those phone calls had to do with what I was at Crestmoore for, but the guys were being secretive. I was getting frustrated that I was getting nowhere.
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      It was the last week before Christmas break. Crestmoore was decorated top-to-bottom in Christmas decorations. They had brought in hundreds of real trees and decorated them in reds and whites. There were garlands everywhere and mistletoe that the students were giggling about whenever anyone walked under. There were thousands of lights strung. It was breathtaking, but it also served as a reminder that I was running out of time.

      I had been at the school almost four months and didn’t have enough information to help the detective’s case against the Kings. I was worried that the police would think I wasn’t taking the mission seriously and wouldn’t let me come back after the break. If they didn’t let me come back, then my academic year was ruined but more importantly so was the chance to help my mom.

      I was getting desperate, so I devised a desperate plan. The next time I hung out with Grayson after school I would search his phone.

      That afternoon after class I headed over to the Kings’ dorm. Grayson and I took our usual place at the table and started working. I quickly looked over whenever he pulled out his phone, but he angled it so I couldn’t see what he was typing. It seemed like a move that was second nature to him, like he was always a bit guarded about it.

      I got lucky one time and distracted him while he was typing in the unlock code—I used the dirty trick that he had used on me the first day against him. I managed to see it. My heart started racing. I would be able to do this. I’d be able to see what all those phone calls and secretive texts were about.

      “You ok?” Grayson suddenly asked.

      “Yeah! Why?” I yelped, a bit startled.

      “I don’t know. You just seem distracted or something… not sure what it is.”

      “I’m fine!” I said a bit too quickly. “Just concentrating on this part of the piece.”

      He gave me a searching look, and I did my best to seem normal—whatever normal looked like. Eventually he seemed satisfied and went back to what he was doing. I internally breathed out a sigh of relief. I was so close now that I was practically humming and my adrenaline was rushing.

      After what felt like an appropriate length of time, I asked him if we could have a beer.

      “Now you’re talking!” He jumped up and went over to the kitchen.

      Luckily for me, the open kitchen did have one wall that the fridge rested against and the table we were sitting at was behind it. I knew I only had a couple seconds. Grayson never left his phone alone and if I waited for him to go to the washroom it would be pointless because he’d definitely take it.

      I watched him out of the corner of my eye and the second he rounded the corner I leaped for the phone. I quickly punched in the code and it opened. His background was his favorite painting by Monet.

      “And maybe a snack!” I called over, my voice slightly shaking.

      I needed to stall him.

      “Yeah? What did you want?” he called back.

      I kept one eye on the kitchen in case he peeked around the corner.

      “Whatever you have. Something crunchy.”

      He laughed. “Ok, that’s very specific. I’ll see what I can do.”

      I was so full of adrenaline, fear and excitement. I was about to find out what they were hiding. With shaking fingers I quickly brought up his call log. I took out my own phone and snapped photos. I was moving as quickly as I could but it felt like I was moving through quicksand.

      In the other room I could hear Grayson humming to himself and pouring some type of snack into a bowl. He would be back any second.

      I went into his texts and opened the first one and took pictures, then I did the same thing to the next couple most recent contacts. I heard the whish of him popping off the bottle-caps from the beers and knew I had seconds left. I quickly exited the texting app, locked the phone and placed it back down exactly where he left it. I silently dived back over to my seat—just as he came around the corner.

      I tried to look like my heart wasn’t racing and I had just been sitting there calmly the whole time. He held out one of the beers to me and I reached out to take it—that was when I saw how badly my hand was shaking. I grabbed the beer quickly before he also noticed and started drinking.

      “Thirsty?” he asked jokingly.

      “Yep.”

      When I went to put it down on the table, I almost tipped it over with my fumbling hands.

      “You ok?” Grayson asked again. “You’ve been weird today.”

      “I’m not weird,” I said. “Thanks for the snacks.”

      I tried to go back to drawing, but all I wanted to do was race off and examine the photos. I hadn’t had time to actually look at what was on Grayson’s phone, all I had time for was to take a couple desperate photos—that I prayed had something useful on them.

      After a couple minutes that seemed to stretch on for hours, I finally said, “You know what? I’m actually not feeling that great, maybe that’s why you think I’m off. I’m going to head out.”

      “That sucks, I’ll walk you out.”

      “Don’t worry about it!”

      I grabbed my backpack and made sure to walk instead of run towards the elevator.

      “Hope you feel better!” Grayson called.

      “Me too!” I called back before the doors closed and I was alone.

      I didn’t dare open my phone until I was safely back in my dorm. It was torture not looking, but I didn’t want to risk anything.

      I slammed the wooden door shut behind me and ripped my phone from my pocket. I punched in my unlock code like the devil was chasing me.

      The phone log didn’t tell me much except that he got a lot of calls, and a significant portion of them were from numbers not listed as contacts in his phone. I pulled up the text photos next. The first one was from some girl sending him photos of herself barely dressed. I recognized the girl from my Math class. I quickly flicked past that one.

      When I read the next one I realized that I had done it. I knew what they were hiding.

      They were drug dealers.

      The next couple pages of texts were clearly drug deals.

      So that was it. That was what the Kings’ were hiding. I had achieved my mission, what I was sent to Crestmoore to do. So why wasn’t I more excited?

      I felt almost… disappointed? Was that the right word for what I was feeling? I realized that I had actually been enjoying hanging out with my old friends again. Maybe subconsciously I had been putting off discovering their secret. Maybe I was starting to feel guilty about turning them in. Despite everything they’d done to me, we had still been best friends at one point and the last couple weeks it had felt like we were again.

      I went to lie down on my bed. I felt drained and sad and exhilarated, all at the same time. I had accomplished what I’d been sent there to do and could finally save my mom. I missed her like crazy and wanted to get her out, but I couldn’t help feeling guilty about the Kings’. The reason they’d given me for their behavior was incredibly dumb, but also made sense in a twisted way.

      Maybe I didn’t have enough evidence yet? I thought about it and the more I did the more I realized that what I had against them was very little to actually convict someone. I only had a couple blurry pictures of texts that I could have easily faked that seemed to show that the Kings’ were drug dealers, but it wasn’t 100% clear.

      I needed more evidence I reasoned. If I went to the detective now, it could blow the whole case. If the evidence wasn’t good enough, the Kings’ would then know that they were being watched and would be much better at covering their tracks.

      That was it. I needed more evidence before I told the cops. Satisfied with my decision, I got up to take a shower. But I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that told me maybe I was just stalling because I didn’t want to turn them in.
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        * * *

      

      I couldn’t sleep that night, I was too stressed out, so when the beginning light of dawn slowly broke I was still awake. I felt claustrophobic inside my room and decided to go for a walk to watch the sunrise, hoping that the cool air could clear my head and calm my nerves.

      It was early, so I didn’t need to stick to my normal secluded route through the woods—and now that the Kings were protecting me I didn’t really need to worry about avoiding the other students anyway. I went walking along the shore. Crestmoore island didn’t have a shoreline that invited you into the cold water with sandy beaches, it was all rocks.

      As I walked, I spotted something on the water. Squinting, I couldn’t really tell what it was, it looked like a weirdly proportioned large bird. I kept watching it as I walked and it slowly became clearer. It was someone rowing a single scull boat parallel to the shore. I walked along while watching them. Their methodical movements were relaxing in a hypnotic way.

      I didn’t know the school had crew boats, that probably meant we had a rowing team. The more I learned about the school, the more I realized I didn’t really know much about it. I had been too busy hiding from everyone bullying me that I hadn’t gotten much of a chance to see what the school had to offer.

      The sun was rising over the ocean, creating soft pastel colored clouds. With the added light I could see more of the rower than just their silhouette and realized that it was Archer. I watched as he rowed with perfect timing, his strokes powerful and fluid. I didn’t know much about rowing but I could tell that he was good. His boat glided across the water as smoothly as a skate blade across ice.

      I was mesmerized. I knew he was a talented athlete from watching him on the football field—even though, like rowing, I didn’t know a lot about football—but something about the way he controlled his body, and by extension the boat, was so impressive to watch.

      Archer was rowing on a path that would lead him into shore. I looked over and he was headed for a dock that was next to a boathouse—different than the boathouse they had trapped me in. I walked over to meet him.

      I got there before him. I stood on the long dock in the early morning light; the waves lapped gently beneath me and my thick hair moved in the wind. Archer noticed me, but his movements never stumbled. He rowed the boat in next to the dock and effortlessly jumped out to catch it.

      He hoisted the boat above his head like it weighed nothing. Cold ocean water dripped down the sides but didn’t touch him. He was wearing stylish sweat pants that hung low on his waist and a sweater that pulled up when he swung the boat above his head, exposing the delicious “V” cut of his stomach muscles.

      “Hey, you’re up early, Sunny,” he said casually, but my heart stopped.

      I had almost completely forgotten, but him saying it brought the memories back in a flood. The guys used to call me “Sunny” when we were kids because sunflowers were my favorite and I had said that if I could be anything in the world, I would be a sunflower. Archer had said he’d be a beetle so that we could hang out together forever, so I had called him Bug. I couldn’t believe that I’d almost forgotten—or that he’d remembered.

      “I couldn’t sleep.”

      Archer nodded as he passed me. The boat was well above my head; I didn’t even have to duck.

      “Me either. I have trouble sleeping sometimes and when I do I come out here to row. It helps take my mind off things.”

      “What do you have to be worried about?” I asked.

      Archer had more money and opportunities than almost anyone at the school—or the world for that matter. Sure, he had a terrible father and that couldn’t be easy but it’s not like he had to see him very often, he could just travel to another country and avoid him completely.

      “Are you serious?” he turned back to look at me incredulously and I suddenly felt a bit ashamed for assuming. “My life is incredibly complicated. My dad puts an insane amount of pressure on me to get perfect marks, build business connections, and be the best athlete at the school. I have my life all figured out for me and if I screw up even one little thing everything will come crashing down and then they’ll be hell to pay. You have no idea what kind of lives we lead. You just think we’re all rich assholes who can’t possibly have any problems because we have money, but you never really understood this world. You couldn’t even imagine the pressure we are all under.”

      Archer put the boat away by hanging it on hooks attached to the boathouse. He threw it down a little harder than he meant to. I could tell that he was pretty pissed with me. I was about to apologize when I stopped myself. Why was I feeling bad about not knowing anything about his life? He hadn’t told me about it, so why shouldn’t I assume that it all came so easy to him? That was the image that he portrayed to the rest of the school—the cocky, rich kid who had everything and anyone.

      I was so sick of this bullshit. I stormed off the dock and right by him.

      “Maddy!” he called, but I didn’t stop until I felt a hand grab my upper arm and turn me around.

      I ripped my arm from his grasp and glared at him. He seemed a bit surprised at the intensity in my eyes but then recovered and matched it. We stared at each other hard for a couple seconds.

      “How would I ever know what your life is like, Bug?” I spat out his nickname like a swearword and I could see a barely perceptible wince on his cold face. “It’s not like you’ve ever shared that with me. You’ve told me nothing about your life—also, you know nothing about mine either so don’t act like I’m such a terrible person for not knowing. Did you know my mom is in jail? Did you find that out in your snooping?” Archer looked surprised, but I kept going. “Did you know that she’s innocent and only there because of my stepfather? I was dirt poor and my life was really hard but at least I had her—and now I have nothing.”

      Tears were threatening to spill from my eyes, but I held them back. I was so mad that everything was just spilling out of my mouth and I couldn’t stop it.

      His full lips opened and closed a couple times.

      “I had no idea,” he finally managed to say.

      “No, you didn’t did you, because you never asked. You don’t know anything about my life either so get off your high horse.”

      I turned around and stormed away from him. He didn’t follow me and I didn’t know if I was happy about that or secretly disappointed. My emotions when it came to Archer were all mixed up and extremely confusing. I couldn’t stand him, but I still wanted to be around him, but when I was I wanted him gone and when he was gone I wanted him back.
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      Grayson put in a call and by the time the guys came out of their rooms the food was ready to eat. We sat down, all four of us. It was like a weird, super dysfunctional family sitting down to a meal. The guys all had beers, and I took one too, I felt like I needed something to cut the tension I was feeling.

      It was the evening after I had yelled at Archer by the water. We hadn’t addressed it at all and he was acting like it had never happened. I wasn’t sure if he had told the other two, but if he had, then they were all acting like nothing had changed which was what I wanted. I wanted to put that embarrassing outburst behind me.

      “If you fail they are going to kick you out of school,” Archer was saying to Grayson about his latest failed test.

      “My family will just give a big donation and then the school will pass me. That’s how it works,” Grayson said dismissively.

      “That’s going to piss off your family,” Archer said.

      “What are they going to do? Disown me?” Grayson laughed before stopping suddenly.

      I noticed Brett’s lips pressed together in a hard line before his face went back to its normal neutral scowl. I furrowed my brow at his reaction, mentally filing it away to examine later.

      “Speaking of family, why’s your mom in jail, Maddy?” Grayson asked.

      My head shot up, mouth full of taco. I looked over at Archer. “You told them?!”

      Archer shrugged calmly. “Of course I told them.”

      I swallowed what was in my mouth and placed the rest on my plate.

      “I’m going to go,” I said and stood up.

      “Don’t be like that,” Archer said. “You knew I was going to tell them.”

      “Well, I had hoped that you wouldn’t.”

      “We aren’t here to make fun of you, Maddy,” Brett said, and it was one of the first things he had said all night and it caught me off guard. “We are genuinely curious and we want to help if we can.”

      I scoffed. “Really?” I asked in disbelief. “You guys want to help me?”

      “Why is that so hard to believe?” Archer asked.

      I threw up my hands in exasperation. “Oh, I don’t know, maybe because you’ve treated me like actual trash ever since I came to Crestmoore. You’ve gotten the other kids to bully me so badly that I hated being here. You didn’t even acknowledge that we’d been friends until a couple weeks ago. And you didn’t stop the Queens from humiliating me. You seem to have had a complete change of heart and are now trying to be my friends again but I have to be suspicious because this all seems like a trick. Those are just a few of the reasons why it’s so hard to believe that you’d want to help me.”

      I finished my monolog and stared at them, panting slightly. I had finally addressed the elephant in the room and it was now on the table.

      They looked at me for a long moment before Archer finally said, “We understand why you wouldn’t trust us but we want you to. We want to help. You used to be very special to us and we want to get to know you as you are now, the person you’ve grown up to be. We want to know about your life. We did all of those things not because we wanted to but because we had to. You were a charity case—”

      “—scholarship student,” I cut in.

      “—scholarship student, and we are Kings. If we had been friends with you as soon as you arrived here, Victoria would have ruined our lives. She could have gotten us kicked out of the Royalty. That’s just how it works,” Archer finished.

      “I don’t buy that excuse,” I said and crossed my arms in front of my chest. “What’s so great about being a King that you’d be willing to give up who you really are just to be one?”

      “Being a member of the Royalty opens up any door after high school that you want. You can get into any college, and in the business world saying you were a King means something—you’ll be able to get any job. It’s like being in a very exclusive fraternity.”

      “If that’s all true then why risk hanging out with me now? I’m still a scholarship student and you’re all still Kings.”

      “Well, when you spiked our shampoo, we realized that this girl doesn’t play around,” Grayson laughed. “It was safer for us to try to get along with you rather than be your enemy.”

      I gave him a withering look. He looked a bit ashamed and finally said the truth instead of some dumb joke, “Because we missed you. We want to hang out with you again. And we have leverage over Victoria now so she can’t threaten us anymore.”

      I thought over everything they’d said.

      “And the Queens?” I asked. “Do I still have to worry about them?”

      “Oh, they still hate you,” Grayson said.

      “Great,” I mumbled.

      “But they’ve left you alone and will continue to leave you alone,” Brett added. “We told them to. You’re safe.”

      I still didn’t trust them but wanted to believe everything they were saying. It didn’t make it right, how they had treated me, how they treated the other students—especially the scholarship ones—but if what they said was true, at least it made a bit of sense, even if it was insane.

      “Sit.” Archer motioned to my seat. “Finish your meal. We want to hear about your mom.”

      “If you’re willing to tell us,” Brett added in a low voice.

      I sat down without really meaning to yet. Whenever I was around them, my body wanted to do exactly what they told me to, even if my brain didn’t agree. I looked around, they all looked so sincere it actually made me want to open up to them. I was pretty sure I would regret it, but at that moment I decided to tell them.

      “My mom was arrested because my stepdad was selling drugs and she got implicated somehow—but I know she’s innocent, I know that with 100% certainty. My mom was too sick with cancer to do anything like they are accusing her of doing. My stepfather is a terrible person, but one of the reasons he was dealing was so that he could pay for her cancer treatments, which were crazy expensive because we didn’t have insurance.”

      They all looked confused at that, especially Brett.

      “But Brett paid for your mom’s cancer treatments…” Grayson said with a frown.

      “What?” I asked, completely confused.

      I looked at Brett questioningly.

      “Yeah, he paid for all your mom’s treatments. He gave your stepdad…” Archer trailed off as realization hit all of us at the same time.

      My mouth dropped open in shock as I continued looking at Brett.

      “Your mom was so sick that I had my people deal with your stepfather instead,” Brett said quietly.

      “When?” I whispered. “For how long?”

      “Since she was first diagnosed,” he said, and I felt sudden tears stinging the backs of my eyes.

      “How did you know?”

      “We kept tabs on you,” Grayson said. “Did you really think we wouldn’t?”

      “Yes,” I whispered. “I thought you guys forgot about me.”

      “We’d never forget about you.” Archer met my eyes from across the table and it felt like I was seeing the real him again for the first time in a long while.

      I was suddenly overwhelmed. Brett had paid for my mom’s cancer treatments and my stepdad had stolen the money. We were always broke and barely scraping by while he was spending thousands of dollars on drugs.

      And they hadn’t forgotten about me.

      “I didn’t know,” I managed to whisper.

      “We thought you didn’t want us anymore,” Archer continued. “That’s why you never reached out to thank Brett.”

      “We thought you were ungrateful,” Grayson added. “We obviously didn’t know that your stepdad was spending it on himself and leaving you two in the dark.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I croaked.

      I was trying not to cry, but this was a lot. I took a deep breath so that I could finish.

      “So she’s in jail and that’s why I’m at Crestmoore. I have nowhere else to go and my marks were good enough to get me in here. I hope she gets acquitted but there are no guarantees, they haven’t even set her trial date yet. Just the thought of her in jail is so—” I had to stop, I could feel myself loosing control and the tears were coming.

      “We’re sorry, Maddy,” Archer said comfortingly and the soft voice he was using was almost enough to send me over the edge.

      Grayson stood up and came over to me. He wrapped me up in a hug. It was so unexpected that I couldn’t keep the tears at bay any longer and started crying quietly into his arms. He was the last guy I expected to hold me like that. His long, solid, tattooed arms wrapped me tightly. His body pressed firmly against mine. It was comforting. He stroked my hair gently.

      “We want to help,” his hot breath whispered into my hair. “Is there any way we could?”

      I slowly pulled back to look up into his face. He looked so sincere. Usually he had that stupid smirk on his face, but this was the most honest and genuine I’d ever seen him. I looked at the other two, both their faces were open, no walls separated us. They were there with me.

      I wiped the tears away from my cheeks. I was running out of options and getting desperate. I figured that my best shot was just to be honest with them and pray that they were being honest about wanting to help me.

      “There is a way for you guys to help me.”

      They all sat up, or stood a little straighter, waiting to hear what it was. I took a deep breath and jumped. I didn’t have much of a choice except to trust them even though it could be my downfall.

      “The police sent me here to spy on you guys.”

      They all visibly recoiled at that, and I didn’t blame them.

      “They made a deal with me that they would drop the charges against my mom if I was able to find out what illicit activities you guys were up to. They wanted to exploit our previous friendships—guess they didn’t factor in the scholarship student-and-Royalty dynamic.” I laughed hollowly, but the guys remained silent. “So that’s the only way I can save my mom, is if I turn you guys in.”

      I looked at all of their painfully handsome faces, but their expressions were unreadable.

      “I don’t have much evidence though,” I continued. “I know you guys are dealing drugs, I took a couple pictures of your texts and call logs—” They stiffened noticeably at that. “—but I don’t know if that would have been enough and also, despite everything, I guess the main reason I haven’t gone to the police yet with the little I do know is that I actually feel guilty. Despite how you guys treated me, I feel guilty about turning you in—even before I found out about Brett trying to pay for my mom’s treatment—how crazy is that?”

      They were silent for a long moment.

      “It’s not so crazy,” Archer said finally.

      “Is that all you know?” Grayson asked.

      “Yes. Months of effort and yet that’s all I’ve been able to get.”

      They did that thing I hated, the thing that made me feel like an outsider looking in, where they communicated by just a look.

      “We want to help, Maddy,” Brett said. “We’d be willing to go to the police with you if it means getting your mom out of jail.”

      My mouth dropped open in shock. I would have never in a million years expected that response. “Are you serious?”

      “Yes,” Brett answered.

      “Why would you do that for me?” I asked in disbelief.

      “You used to be one of us,” Archer said after a long silence. “Being around you again reminded us of that. We’re sorry about the way we treated you when you first came here, it wasn’t just because you were a scholarship student and we were Kings.”

      “We were still mad that when you left our old school, you never kept in touch. We were like the four musketeers, and then you just left and that was it,” Grayson continued.

      I turned to him in shock.

      “You abandoned us,” Brett said pointedly.

      “I—I,” I stuttered, unsure of what to say. “I didn’t mean to. My dad had just died, I was going through a really hard time. And you guys could have kept in touch, but you didn’t.”

      “You told us to give you space, remember? You said you’d come to us when you were ready,” Brett said, pain lacing his words. Suddenly I did remember saying that and was ashamed. “We were trying to respect your wishes.”

      “And then you just never came back,” Grayson finished.

      “You’re right,” I said. “I did say that, I remember now.  I remember that even when I said it I hadn’t meant it, and I was upset you guys didn’t come to me still—but that’s not fair at all and I know it. I remember that my life was so crazy and I was so messed up when my dad died that I… didn’t handle things well.

      When my life finally calmed down again I thought about reaching out to you but, stupidly, I was mad at you for not reaching out harder to me when I needed you—even though I know that’s not fair. By that time I also felt like I didn’t belong in your lives anymore. You were all living in this big, fancy world, while I was just a poor public school girl. I thought we had nothing in common anymore and that you wouldn’t be interested in hanging out with me.”

      I hadn’t even realized that that was how I felt until it all came tumbling out of my mouth, but it was all true. I had been mad and resentful towards them for not being there for me when we were kids and I saw now how unfair that was of me.

      “We’re sorry, Sunny,” Archer said.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered back, saying it to all of them.

      “Don’t be, it was our fault,” Brett said, standing up to join Grayson and I.

      “No, it wasn’t your fault it was mine,” I said, almost on the brink of tears again.

      It felt so good that we were all being honest with each other after so long.

      Grayson wrapped me up in his comforting arms again and whispered into my hair. “I’m sorry.”

      Brett came and hugged me from behind, his large body wrapping around my back. Archer stood up, and I heard him come over and join us. The three of them maneuvered their bodies until I was enclosed in a big group hug.

      They were all touching me and I felt so protected in their warm embrace. I could have stayed like that forever. It felt so nice after feeling so stressed, so alone, so scared for so long to just finally have a moment of comfort. I felt like I could breathe again.

      I just held them and they held me. Eventually Brett reached under my legs and scooped me up. I grabbed on to his neck instinctively and lay my head against his large chest. I didn’t care where he was taking me as long as I was going there with them. He walked to the other side of the apartment, the side I hadn’t been on with their private apartments.

      We went into a dark room and then Brett was gently placing me down on a soft bed. I could barely see in the dim light but I could just make out the silhouettes of the other guys. All three of them crawled into bed with me, I grabbed them and pulled them to my body. They held me like they had by the dining table. We slowly lay down, and I hadn’t known until that moment that it was exactly what I needed. Grayson and Brett started out on either side of me, but I could feel Archer on the bed too.

      The three of them held me and comforted me. We would shift every once in a while and when I would go into someone’s arms, the guys without a word would switch off, so next it was Brett and Archer and then Grayson and Archer.

      I could tell all their bodies by feel. They had different ways of cuddling that matched their personalities. Brett’s body would surround me and shield me from everything in a warm embrace. Grayson was playful and would hold me in a way that made me feel like we were slow dancing. Archer was dominating, consuming, and made me feel so desired.

      In the dark, with their bodies next to mine, it felt like coming home.

      On the brink of sleep I felt safe to ask whatever I wanted.

      “What’s the drug dealing business you guys are wrapped up in?”

      I was in Archer’s arms and I felt him stiffen against me.

      “It’s nothing that bad,” Archer started. “We just deal to the students here. Make a bit of money on the side.”

      “Well, not a little bit, a lot of,” Grayson added with a laugh. “Rich kids are desperate to spend their parents’ money, there’s a very high demand for drugs here. Hard to get on an island.”

      “What type?” I asked, suddenly very curious.

      I turned to face him and in the dark I could see his sharp cheekbones outlined in the moonlight coming in through the window.

      “Just the normal high school variety,” Grayson said. “Weed and stuff.”

      “We aren’t dealing heroine or anything like that,” Brett growled.

      “Why would the government be that interested in small-time drug dealers they’d be willing to put all this effort into sending me here?” I asked.

      “It’s not exactly ‘small time’,” Grayson laughed.

      “I can’t believe that the police were actually able to figure out enough that they know we are somehow involved,” Archer said. “They have nothing on us, but we usually cover our tracks really well.”

      “Can you get in a lot of trouble for this?” I asked in concern.

      I realized that if the guys were going to help me and go to the police, then they could possibly get in a lot of trouble. I had just found them again, and I didn’t want to lose them.

      I felt Archer shrug. “Most people would, but we have the best lawyers in the world. We’ll give them just enough information to get your mom out of jail and then our lawyers will work up a deal to keep us clean. Your mom will be safe and we’ll be fine.”

      I relaxed even deeper into their arms. I turned and cuddled up to Grayson. Everything would finally be ok.

      “Don’t worry about anything,” said Brett.

      The guys shifted around and Brett slipped into Archer’s place and pulled me into his arms.

      We spent the rest of the night in each other’s arms. I drifted in and out of sleep, not wanting to be away from them for even a moment but unable to stop myself. At one point, in a half-dream state, I woke up to lips against mine. It felt so right that I kissed back, not even sure who it was for a few seconds but it didn’t matter.

      I felt strong hands on my hips and a body pressed tightly into me from behind. I wrapped my arms around the guy in front of me who I was kissing. I felt a hard erection pressed into my ass through my jeans. It excited me and I kissed harder.

      I felt hands everywhere. I was turned around and met a new pair of lips with a different, but no less amazing, style of kissing. I wrapped my body around his and felt the other guys press into me with desire. They all wanted me and it was intoxicating.

      I reached out to find the last guy and ran my fingers through his short hair. I brought his lips to mine in a passionate embrace. Someone started kissing my neck, and I moaned into someone else’s mouth.

      We continued like that for a long time. Just a jumble of hard bodies, wanting hands, demanding mouths, hard members, and me in the middle of it all being swept away. It was incredible, my body was humming and I felt drugged.

      “I want you,” Grayson whispered in my ear.

      “I want you,” I whispered back. “I want all of you.”

      Suddenly an ugly thought forced itself into my mind. One that I didn’t want to think about but now that it was there it wasn’t going away and I was forced to ask.

      “Do you guys do this with girls very often?”

      It pained me to think this wasn’t special for them like it was for me, that this was something that the three of them did together a lot.

      All of them pulled back. A second later Archer said, “We never do this.”

      “This is our first time,” Brett added.

      “There’s no one else we’ve even come close to doing this with. I don’t think we’ve ever even thought of this before. You’re special, Maddy, I guess you bring it out in us,” Grayson said before placing a kiss on my lips.

      “I’ve never done anything like this either,” I admitted.

      “Good,” they all said together.

      “We want this to be as special for you as it is for us,” Grayson added.

      It made me glow to hear that this was special for them.

      “Did Brett tell you we made out?” I didn’t know why I asked at that moment but I guess I felt like if we were building this strong connection then everything needed to be out on the table.

      “Yes, he told us,” Archer said. “We figured it was only fair since the both of us already got to make out with you at the yacht party.”

      “We want to be honest, Maddy, we aren’t sure if we can share,” Brett said. “We are all possessive guys who’ve never had to share a woman before.”

      “We aren’t sure if we can do it,” Archer said, and I felt Grayson nod against my neck.

      “Let’s not worry about it right now.” I didn’t want to ruin the amazing time that we were having. I didn’t want to spoil the moment with real world stuff. We’d figure it out. I was confident that together we could get through anything now.

      We cuddled and talked. Late into the night I finally fell into a deep, peaceful sleep in their arms. It felt so right.
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      Morning came, and I awoke before the guys. It took me a couple seconds to remember where I was but then I looked over to see their relaxed sleeping faces and I knew. It had been so amazing that I wouldn’t have been surprised if it was all a dream. Seeing them lying around me, looking so innocent in sleep—something that none of them had ever looked when they were awake—made my heart ache in a pleasant way. My three protectors.

      They were going to help me get my mom out of jail, but they also weren’t going to leave me again. It was all finally going to be ok. I realized that I was falling for them, hard. I didn’t think it was possible to be in to so many guys at once, but my feelings for them were all equally strong.

      I looked over at a clock on the wall and jumped out of bed when I saw it. I needed to be in class in fifteen minutes. My frantic movements had woken the guys up and they were all blinking cutely in sleepy confusion—but I had no time to appreciate it because I needed to go ASAP.

      “We have class in fifteen minutes!”

      They all woke up the rest of the way immediately and jumped up.

      “I need to get back to my room and change,” I blurted as I rushed over to each one of them and kissed them goodbye.

      Grayson’s arms wrapped around me instinctively when I kissed him and I hated that I had to tear myself away, but I had to go.

      “I’ll see you guys later!” I called as I rushed out the door and over to the elevator, putting on my shoes clumsily as I ran.

      I made it to class with seconds to spare. I was sure I looked like a mess; I didn’t have time to brush my hair or put on makeup, but I didn’t care, after the night I had I was sure I was glowing. I felt like I was in a dream and couldn’t stop smiling.

      Brett was in my first class. He came in late and our eyes met. My heart warmed at the smile that took over his face when he saw me.

      He took his normal seat at the back of the class and I was a bit disappointed, but I couldn’t read too much into it because all the seats around me were full so he couldn’t have sat with me even if he wanted to. I had trouble paying attention to what our English teacher was saying, I couldn’t stop daydreaming about strong hands on my hips, soft kisses on my lips, about warm bodies pressed against me and their arousal very obvious. I blushed and smiled. I was sure I looked like such an idiot but I didn’t care.

      About half way through class the teacher had given us a moment to silently read a piece of literature. I had trouble concentrating on the words and kept looking out the window. It was cold and barren outside. The leaves were all gone from the trees and the grass was turning brown. The ocean looked deadly cold. Inside the classroom it was warm and cozy. It reminded me of how I had felt last night, the outside world harsh and cold while with them, in that bed, I was warm and safe.

      The loudspeaker crackled and then a young female voice came on. She was reading something, but I barely noticed, I was still lost in my thoughts staring outside.

      “Everyone at this school is so used to being pampered that they have no idea what the real world is like. Bunch of spoiled, rich brats who are all so mean just so they can feel a bit better about themselves—it’s pathetic. I can’t wait until I don’t have to pretend to be friends with them anymore just to get close to the 'Kings’, such a dumb name lol.”

      My ears perked up at the word “Kings” and I looked back around the room. Everyone was frozen and staring at the speaker. I started listening and then slowly my blood ran cold.

      The girl was reading out texts I had sent to Dean.

      “Those guys are such assholes they deserve whatever happens to them. I can’t wait until they go to jail. I don’t feel guilty. They are nothing like how I remember them. My old friends are dead.”

      I looked back at Brett in horror. He wasn’t looking at me; he was staring straight ahead with a dark scowl on his face.

      “I hate them.”

      I felt like my world was falling apart. Those were texts I had sent Dean when I was at my lowest moments, when I had felt so alone and only Dean had been there to comfort me, encourage me. He was the reason I hadn’t given up.

      “I like you, Maddy. When this is all over, I want to take you out on a proper date. Dean, I feel the same way and would love that!”

      All the students, including the teacher, turned to stare at me. I couldn’t do anything to stop it, I just sat there helplessly as condemning words continued to pour out of the speaker.

      “You’ve helped me so much while I’ve been here. You have no idea what your texts have meant to me, they’ve helped keep me going when I wanted to quit.”

      There were the sounds of angry words in the background, a struggle and then the speaker cut out. It was too late. The damage was done. Everyone was staring at me with looks that were alternatively shocked, angry, or amused.

      The teacher, Mrs. Daniels, finally cleared her throat. “Well… never mind that. Let’s get back to the lesson.” She started teaching again.

      I looked back at Brett to try to gage his reaction. He looked angry and wouldn’t meet my gaze, which wasn’t a good sign. I might have just fucked everything up. I sank down into my chair. It felt like everything was falling out beneath my feet when I had only just found solid ground.

      The headmaster came on the speaker to apologize to everyone and said that it had been a misguided prank and that it was taken care of. I miserably sat through class until the bell rang and we were dismissed.

      I saw Brett hurry out of class and realized that he wanted to avoid me—that also wasn’t a good sign. My heart broke further. The amazing connection that we had all built last night looked like it had been ruined by a couple text I had sent for one person’s eyes only.

      I stormed out of the classroom and angrily began searching the halls. I was on a mission to find one guy. Despite the truce, people went back to calling me names. They looked at me with such disgust and anger it almost made me nervous. I guess they didn’t enjoy being called rich, spoiled brats. I tried to ignore it as I looked.

      I found him right as he was walking into his next class. I ran up, grabbed him by the arm and spun him around. He looked surprised and then when he saw it was me he looked down in shame, unable to meet my gaze.

      “What the hell, Manuel?!”

      He couldn’t look at me.

      “I’m sorry, Maddy.”

      “You said you fixed it!” Rage and betrayal coated my words.

      I thought he was my friend. I thought I could trust him.

      “I know, but the Queens… they made me. They said they’d get me expelled if I didn’t… I’m sorry.”

      “I trusted you,” I whispered, I didn’t trust my voice to speak any louder at that moment.

      “I didn’t want to, Maddy, but they made me… I worked so hard to get into this school. I had to. I’m so sorry.”

      He walked into class with his head bowed and I was left standing there alone.
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      I went through the rest of the day in a daze, absorbing none of the lessons and just praying for the end of the day to come quickly. The Kings were avoiding me, but the Queens gave me smug smiles whenever we made eye contact. I wanted to punch that smug look off Victoria’s face, but I was too upset and worried to be truly angry just yet—that would come later, right then I just wanted to talk to the guys and see where we stood.

      After my last class I rushed over to the Kings’ apartment. I noticed that Brett and Grayson weren’t in last period so I thought they might already be home. I rang their buzzer and waited. After an unbearable few seconds that stretched on into eternity, they finally buzzed me up and I raced into the elevator.

      I burst into their suite and found them standing there in solidarity, like a wall barring me from coming too far into the apartment. I stopped short and stared up into their unreadable faces. Less than nine hours before they had been so open with me, so unguarded. Less than nine hours ago I had kissed them all goodbye in this very apartment, but now there was a chasm between us.

      “Listen, I’m so sorry,” I started.

      “Victoria had your phone bugged,” Archer stated flatly.

      “I know. I thought I had it fixed but I guess not.”

      “You didn’t think it was suspicious that she’d just give you a brand new phone after you’d known each other for a couple days?” Grayson asked.

      “Of course I did, and I thought I had it fixed, but I guess I put my trust in the wrong person,” I said sheepishly.

      I felt like such an idiot.

      “Who was that girl reading out my texts?” I asked because I didn’t recognize her voice. It wasn’t one of the Queens.

      “Victoria put a freshman girl up to it,” Grayson explained.

      I looked down. Embarrassed.

      “I’m so so sorry, I didn’t mean for anyone to see those… obviously.”

      “We know,” Archer said. “We’ll take care of it.”

      I looked up hopefully.

      “Really? Thank you!”

      “And we are still going to help you with your mom,” he continued.

      “Thank you! Thank you so much!!”

      I reached forward to hug them but they all stepped back and I stopped short.

      “Don’t mention it,” Grayson said flatly.

      “Look, what I said about you guys—” I started.

      “Don’t mention it,” Archer repeated. “It’s fine.”

      “We understand,” Brett added.

      Despite them saying that they understood, they all still seemed upset. They were being cold and distant with me again; it was what I was afraid of. Their masks were back on.

      “We’re very busy right now,” said Grayson.

      “Oh,” I said, a little taken aback. “Ok.”

      “We’ll talk to you soon,” Archer added.

      “Ok, sounds good,” I said, though I didn’t feel very comforted by his words. “I’m really sorry again.”

      “Don’t worry about it, we’ll still help you,” Archer stated, then motioned towards the elevator.

      I got the hint and left.

      I went back to my room and sat there in misery. I couldn’t even text Dean anymore for comfort because I knew my phone was bugged. I took it out of my pocket and in a fit of anger I threw it on the ground and smashed it to pieces with my heel.
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      I had emailed the detective telling him that I had what he needed on the Kings and that they were willing to confess. He said he would come to the island right away. I should have been happy, I was going to get my mom out of jail, but everything felt hollow.

      So there I was, waiting on the white, stone steps in the blistering cold looking down on the harbor where I had first arrived at the island four months ago. The Kings had agreed to meet me there and I could see the ferry coming in the distance. It was almost over.

      I buried my face deeper into my tartan scarf. The water was choppy, the sky gray, the trees bare, the grass brown, it seemed like an appropriate setting for what was about to take place.

      I felt the Kings walk up behind me. I turned away from the water to look up at them. They were all so devastatingly handsome against the gray surroundings that I couldn’t look at them, it just made my heart hurt in a bad way. They stood a couple steps above me, shoulder-to-shoulder in a silent line, and stared out at the ferry. I turned away from them to look out too.

      I knew from the past couple days that trying to talk to them would be pointless; they wanted nothing to do with me right now. They assured me they were still willing to help, they said that they “wouldn’t abandon an old friend”—and that stung because I knew it was a direct jab at me.

      So there we were, after everything. The four of us standing silently staring out to the ocean, our black coats contrasted against the white stone.

      The ferry docked a short time later and when I saw who was getting off I swore.

      “Fuck,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Dean was walking off the boat with his dad.

      They saw us and started walking up the hill. When they reached the bottom of the stairs, I went down to meet them.

      “Hi,” I said as I got closer.

      The detective greeted me with a brisk nod, but his eyes wouldn’t leave the three intimidating guys standing about halfway up the stairs, hands in their coat pockets, looking like they own the world. The Kings oozed power, you could just feel it whenever you were around them. They were young, but I couldn’t imagine anyone of any age not being intimidated by them.

      “Maddy,” Dean said as he came up to me and gently grabbed my upper arms in his large hands.

      I could smell his cedar and sage scent. His face was full of concern and when I stared into his eyes, it brought back all those emotions I felt for him. It was one of the most intimate touches we had shared and I couldn’t help but get swept up in it a little, despite our surroundings, despite the fact that the three guys I had made out with very recently, and were also falling for, were watching us. When did my life get so complicated?—I guess it had been complicated for a long time.

      “Are you ok?” he asked sincerely.

      I glanced back at the guys, who were giving Dean death stares. I looked away quickly.

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “I was worried because you haven’t texted me in a few days. I came because I just wanted to make sure nothing was wrong.”

      “I’m ok. Now. I’ll explain everything later. Let’s just get this over with.”

      We climbed the stairs with the detective towards the Kings. They stood silent and still as stone statues.

      When we got to them the first one to speak was Grayson.

      “So this is the famous Dean we’ve heard so much about.”

      Grayson sneered and I could tell that Dean was taken aback.

      “Boys, I’m Detective Smith,” the detective held out his hand to the Kings.

      They looked at it but none of them removed their hands from their pockets to shake it. The detective slowly lowered his.

      “Ok, fine. I’ll get straight to the point. It’s our understanding that you boys are involved in some illicit activities and I’ve come here because I understand that you wish to assist the investigation by confessing.”

      “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Archer said, stone-faced.

      “What?!” I couldn’t stop myself from shrieking.

      The detective was flustered. “Maddy said that you guys wanted to confess…”

      “We have absolutely no idea what you are talking about,” Grayson said flatly.

      It felt like the ground was falling out beneath my feet. As I looked at them I realized that they had no intention of confessing, they probably never did. How could I have been so stupid??

      “But we came here because Maddy—” the detective started.

      “We aren’t sure what Maddy has told you, but she doesn’t speak for us. We aren’t close with her and she certainly would not be someone we’d tell anything incriminating to,” Archer said calmly.

      The detective turned to look at me in confused irritation.

      “Maddy, you said—” he started.

      “They told me! I swear! They told me about dealing drugs and I saw it on their phone! I have pictures.”

      I reached into my pocket before I realized that it was empty. My broken phone was already on the way to the dump.

      The three Kings scoffed in disbelief.

      “Drug dealing??” Grayson said in disgusted astonishment.

      The other two laughed.

      “We are filthy rich, why would we bother dealing drugs?” Archer asked with a snicker.

      “We have no clue what she’s talking about, but if you want to question us further, it would need to be in the presence of our lawyers. We came here on her request, if we had known we were going to be accused of a ridiculous crime we wouldn’t have come without legal representation,” Brett said and it was the most I had heard him say at one time.

      I looked into his face desperately but the cold look I saw there chilled me to the bone. They had set me up.

      The detective turned to me in frustration. “Do you have any proof of this?”

      I looked down. Defeated.

      “No.”

      The detective breathed out an irritated sigh. “All right, let’s go, Dean. Coming here was clearly a waste of time. Miss Baker, my office will be in touch regarding your situation.”

      He turned and left, walking back down the stairs towards the harbor.

      The five of us were left standing there. Dean turned to me.

      “Are you ok?” he asked.

      I didn’t know what to say.

      “Oh, hey, Dean,” Grayson called over, and we both looked up. He had a cruel smile on his face. “Did she tell you that while she was saying how much she likes you and how awful we are and how much she hates us, she was also making out with us? She’s fooled around with all three of us. I already know she didn’t tell you, but just thought you should know.”

      “What? Is that true?” Dean asked in confusion.

      He turned to me and my eyes must have told him everything he needed to know. He looked hurt to hear it from them and it broke my heart. I was going to tell him in person when I got to New York. I didn’t think he’d care about me making out with anyone; we weren’t serious—we’d never even been on a date—but seeing the hurt on his strong face made me realize that this wasn’t casual for him. And he especially didn’t enjoy hearing that I had done it with the guys I was complaining bitterly about to him.

      “Ok, I’m going to go, Maddy,” he said softly.

      “Dean, please,” I begged quietly.

      “It’s ok. You didn’t do anything wrong, but I just need to leave.”

      He turned and followed his dad down the stairs and once again I was left alone with the three Kings. I looked up to them, tears stinging the corner of my eyes.

      “What the fuck was that??” I said angry and beyond hurt.

      They were all matching Grayson’s cruel smile.

      “Oh come on, Sunny,” Archer said, and I flinched at the name which now sounded like a curse rather than one of my favorite memories. “Are you really that dumb?”

      “We knew what you were after from the start. Did you really think you were being stealthy? We knew before you ever got to Crestmoore that the police were going to send someone here to try to spy on us. Our families have powerful connections in high places,” Grayson said.

      “You aren’t as smart as you think you are. This is the second time you’ve turned on us. It used to be the four of us, but you’re not worthy anymore.” Archer continued to twist the knife in my side.

      I couldn’t believe what was happening, but I should have known that it was all too good to be true. At Crestmoore nothing was that straightforward or easy, it was full of layers, full of people working against you without you even realizing it. No one was what they seemed. A sea of beautiful people with ugly insides that they kept carefully hidden.

      As if the moment couldn’t get any worse, I saw that the Queens were walking down the stairs towards us. Grace was holding a large canvas in her hands and as they came closer, I realize what it was and, even though I didn’t think it was possible, my heart sunk even lower. It was my painting—the one I had spent hours and hours of work on with Grayson—and it was destroyed. Someone had gone over certain parts in black paint, making it look intentional but at the same time ruining the effect I had worked so hard to create.

      “We were just fucking with you. Did you really think we’d jeopardize our empires? And did you really think we’d give them up for you?” Archer said mockingly.

      “Did you really try to pay for my mom’s cancer treatments or was that just another lie?” I asked Brett angrily.

      “Oh, no, I did do that, but that was before I realized you weren’t worthy,” Brett growled and I winced. “I know better now.”

      The Queens reached us and all the Royalty stood together above me as one terrifying force. It was at that moment that I realized just how united they were. They had always been working as one.

      Grace threw the painting at my feet and it landed against the stone stairs with a hollow sound.

      “You lost by the way,” she sneered.

      My best chance at getting my mom out of jail had just vanished, my three old best friends had just betrayed me and I didn’t know if Dean would ever talk to me again. Wrong timing, Grace, I thought, I don’t give a shit about an art contest right now.

      “We are going to make your life a living hell as long as you are here,” Victoria said callously.

      I’m already holding back tears but I’m determined not to let myself cry in front of these assholes. I’m not going to give them what they want. They’ve been winning their whole lives and they don’t deserve it. They were born lucky, born into unimaginable wealth and privilege, but that didn’t mean that they deserved it.

      I tilted my chin up to them defiantly.

      “I know you guys are up to something.”

      They all laughed like what I had just said was hilarious.

      “Well, duh,” Grayson chuckled.

      “You can’t take us down,” Brett said calmly and my eyes snapped to his.

      He was as cold and unmoving as the stone we were standing on.

      “Watch me,” I growled, and that sent another round of laughter rippling through them.

      “Go home, Trailer Trash, you’ve embarrassed yourself enough,” Victoria said dismissively.

      “Fuck you, Victoria. Fuck all of you. I’m not going anywhere.”

      I was practically seething. These people had made my life hell and now they were taunting me. They thought they were too big to fail, too big to ever be brought down to earth, but they didn’t know me—the guys thought they did, but if they believed I’d give up then I guess we never really knew each other like I thought we had.

      “You really should,” Brett said quietly, deadly. It was an unmistakable threat.

      As if they were one, the seven of them turned to leave. They walked up the stairs and back to the school.

      I was left standing in the cold, alone.

      Christmas break started the next day and originally I was supposed to go stay in New York with the detective and Dean but I was pretty sure that would not be happening anymore. I wasn’t sure what would happen to me. I realized that I couldn’t even text Dean to try to talk to him about what happened. He was probably done with me after all that.

      I missed my mom.

      Being at Crestmoore was so hard. Getting good marks was hard enough, but what was a million times harder was playing the social game. At my old school the kids were more honest, if someone didn’t like you you knew it. At this school you never knew how anyone felt about you, you never knew who you could trust, who was on your side.

      I didn’t know if I was cut out for the world of the wealthy, a world of backstabbing, double-crossing, and cruelty. I didn’t know how my dad had done it—maybe that was why he left.

      It would be almost impossible to get any dirt on the Kings now. As I thought about the Kings, my fury was re-ignited. They had completely screwed me over and I couldn’t let them win—that wasn’t who I was. I was my mother’s daughter, she never quit fighting cancer and I wasn’t going to quit Crestmoore.

      I wanted revenge, and I would get it. I was going to make the Royalty pay.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Seriously, thank you so much for reading! If you liked the start of Maddy’s story please consider leaving a review. I’ll be forever grateful :)

      

      Never miss a new release! Join my mailing list: https://elleeast.com

      

      Connect with me on Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/ElleEastAuthor
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