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      I wore the wrong outfit. Yep, the way that girl looks at me like she wants to kick my ass definitely tells me I wore the wrong outfit.

      I self-consciously smooth down my emerald green pleated skirt. I pull my wool coat tighter around me as I walk up the dilapidated front steps of Marter High.

      “Stuck up, bitch,” some girl with more piercings than face says to me as she passes by.

      I was already nervous—I’ve never been to public school before—but I’m getting even more nervous as I gaze upon the high school’s crumbling face. It looks like the last building left after an apocalypse. Maybe it used to be a respectable institution, it’s a tall, imposing stone structure, but now it’s crumbling.

      The flag pole is bare and the front lawn is brown dirt. It looks like a building that’s given up. The world has abandoned it—just like my parents have abandoned me. It doesn’t help that it’s January and the trees are noticeably bare in the Virginia cold. The ground is dead.

      I walk up the front steps and I can’t help but feel out of place when my low-heeled boots strike the concrete. Everyone else is wearing combat boots. I’m dressed to fit in at my old school, but this is clearly not my old school. Sheltered Glen was a private school that cost fifty thousand dollars a year in tuition, while this place looks like it would have to pay people to attend it.

      All the students I can see walking in look like convicts—but I shouldn’t judge, it’s not like I fit in with the rich kids at my old school either. I hated that we all had to pretend that our lives were perfect when mine was a complete mess.

      Olivia headed in early so I’m all on my own. My sister may only be a year younger than me, but we are very different people. She’s always been desperate to fit in—when your parents don’t give you love you try to find it in all the wrong places. While I’m someone who doesn’t give a fuck what people think about me—at least that’s what I tell myself until some girl with a blue mohawk lunges at me as I walk by and I practically fall into the dirt to avoid her.

      She and her friends laugh as I scurry by. I may not care what she thinks about my outfit but I don’t want to get into a fight on my first day, and three against one, I don’t like those odds. I feel like I’m going to be the odd person out a lot this year—luckily I only have six months more until I graduate.

      There’s a metal detector at the front door and we have to take off our shoes, coat and backpack to go through it. As I walk on the cracked linoleum floor in my stockinged feet, a guard with a gun waving me through the machine, I think about how far I’ve fallen. Only a few weeks ago I was walking into my fancy prep school. I was on my way to graduation and then college and then living in New York as a photographer, but now all of that is gone and my future was as unclear as the murky, never-washed glass in the windows of Marter High.

      After I put on my shoes, I wander through the halls lined with lockers falling off their hinges. The girls are giving me stares like they can’t wait to kick my ass and the guys are looking at me like they can’t wait to fuck me. I sneer in disgust and try not to make eye contact with anyone. Eventually I find the door that says “Administration” and knock.

      No answer.

      I knock again, a little louder.

      “Get in here!” I hear an angry, exasperated voice yell through the door.

      “Sorry,” I say as I go in. I try to close the door behind me but it’s slightly warped and I can’t fit it back into the frame. “I didn’t know if I was allowed to just walk in.”

      The lady behind the desk sighs as if I’m the biggest pain in her ass that’s ever existed. I keep trying to close the door until I get fed up and throw my body weight against it. It slams shut with a force that cracks the glass.

      I turn to her. “Sorry about that.”

      She gives me a stare that makes me feel about as welcome as the girls in the hallway made me feel. Whatever, I think. She needs to suck it up and do her job.

      “I’m Addison Hearst. I just transferred and I need my schedule,” I say with authority—something I learned from my parents when they ordered around the help. I cringe. I never want to be like them.

      She presses her mouth together in annoyance but picks up a piece of paper from the drawer next to her. She hands it to me without a word and I snatch it from her fingers and walk out. I hate rude people. Then I think about it and realize how hard it would be to work in a place like this. She has to deal with troubled students constantly so she’s probably burned out.

      Back in the hall—I leave the door open behind me—I look at my schedule. The first class I have is History, and it looks like it’s on the first floor. I find it pretty easily and walk in just as the bell rings. The room is half empty and the teacher at the front barely looks up from his book, an air of defeat hangs around him.

      The other students are joking around with each other and sitting on their desks. I even see one guy smoking and another carving something into his desk with a switchblade. Holy fuck, I think to myself. I’ve never been in a place like this. Here I am standing in my stupid pleated skirt and white short-sleeved blouse. I’m going to get beaten up for sure.

      All eyes in the room turn to me and everyone here hates me already, I can feel it. They all know who my family is. They all know that my family is the reason why Marter was plunged even further into poverty when my grandfather closed the auto manufacturing plant here years ago. It was the main employer in town and when it closed, I’m guessing a lot of these kids’ parents and grandparents lost their jobs.

      I look at the teacher for reassurance, but he doesn’t meet my gaze. I guess I’m on my own. I steel myself and walk farther into the room. The anger in the air is like a physical force, I can feel it and it makes me start to sweat—but I won’t show it. I straighten my back, like I always do when I need courage. If you look confident, you can fool people into thinking you are—even yourself. I walk into the room and under the hateful stares I take a seat at an empty desk.

      I take out my notebook, place it in front of me and wait. The tension is high and I’m nervous about what will happen, but luckily after a few eternal seconds everyone starts back up their conversations and I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      I keep waiting for the teacher to start the lesson, but he never looks up from his book. I quickly get bored but I don’t want to take out my phone because I’m scared these kids will jump me for it. It’s a just released, brand new eleventh generation phone and I’m making an educated guess that not many of them have it yet—unless they stole them from people like me.

      With nothing to do, I look around the room, which I realize is a mistake the second my eyes meet this evil-looking dude with radioactive green hair in the corner. I quickly turn back around, but it’s too late. I feel him walk up and stand next to me. I look up to meet his eyes.

      He has wide eyes that don’t seem quite sane. I’m immediately uncomfortable. I can’t pinpoint what it is, but this guy seems like he’s not altogether stable.

      He leers at me and I have trouble maintaining his gaze—but I won’t look away. He has a crazy grin full of teeth that have never seen braces. He’s not altogether unattractive, but there’s something about him which is just off. Something that I can’t put my finger on. He’s massive, and I don’t like the way he’s leaning over me because it seems like he’s trying to corner me.

      “Hey, new girl.” He grins manically.

      “Hey,” I answer curtly. I just want him to go away.

      “I’m Seth.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I mumble.

      “I know who you are.” The way he says it makes me so uneasy I unconsciously shudder.

      “Yeah? I think everyone else does too.” I motion to all the people in the room staring at us, including the teacher though he’s trying not to be obvious about it. Looks like if anything happens I’m all on my own.

      “Well, I just wanted to give you a proper welcome.” He reaches down and cups his dick. I can’t help the disgusted sneer that flashes across my face.

      His crazy eyes gleam as he watches my reaction.

      “I’m going to make you scream.” And with that, he walks back to his desk.

      I stare at him, open-mouthed. Was that a threat? The way he leers back at me makes me think it definitely was. I turn away.

      The teacher teaches nothing the whole class and so I just try to edit photos on my phone while hiding it so no one steals it. The rest of the students are loud and obnoxious and I can’t wait until it’s over.

      When the bell rings, I rush out of there so quick I think I leave a cartoon cloud bubble in my place. The halls are full of students that would never have fit in at my old school. They are all dressed in black with piercings and brightly colored hair. Half the girls are pregnant and most of the students seem drunk or high. I didn’t fit in at my old school either, but I definitely don’t fit in here. I belong nowhere.

      As I’m walking down the hall, trying to find my math class, I see a gorgeous guy leaning casually against a locker and I do a double take. He’s not my usual type, he looks like his picture would be under the definition of “bad boy” in the dictionary, but I can’t help but notice how attractive he is—I’m only human.

      I can see a couple tattoos weaving their way around his jacked arms—arms so ripped that his black t-shirt sleeves look like they are about to rip. He has thick chestnut brown hair that’s cut short on the sides and the rest is slicked upwards so he looks even taller than his already large six three frame. There’s a scowl on his face and his eyes are narrowed in a way that makes him look like he’s constantly sizing up everything—like nothing gets passed him. He looks like someone who is never impressed.

      He turns suddenly and meets my eyes. I’m startled, and also a bit embarrassed to say that I jump slightly before recovering. But I won’t let the sexy guy intimidate me—and also I don’t want a repeat of how Seth reacted—so I tilt my chin back and walk right by him as if he doesn’t exist.

      I know guys like that, so gorgeous that they have everything handed to them—too sexy for their own good, so they can’t handle being ignored. And when I sneak a glance back, I’m right. He’s staring at me like he wants to murder me and I think maybe I shouldn’t push it with the students here. They probably could kill me.
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      My next class is a bit better than the first. The teacher actually tries to teach, but the students don’t listen to her at all. I can tell she’s been worn down. Her spirit broken by the constant disobedience and she’s on the cusp of giving up just like the History teacher. It’s kind of sad—and a little frightening.

      When lunchtime comes, nobody’s talked to me at all—besides Seth and a couple other kids who said rude comments—so I head to the lunchroom alone. I try to keep my head held high so they know I’m not an easy target. These kids look like they are constantly trying to sniff out a victim and I have to show them that despite my outfit, I’m not someone to be fucked with. I may look like a prissy bitch, but I won’t go down without a fight.

      The food looks inedible. I can’t even identify what half the dishes are and so I just get a carton of milk and turn to the tables. I know that I’m not welcome at any of them. If Olivia and I were normal sisters, we would be sitting together so that we aren’t alone, but we’ve never been “normal” sisters.

      She’s only a year younger than me so theoretically we should be close, but she’s always seen me as her weird and embarrassing older sister who’s into photography and doesn’t care that much about fitting in. She changes everything about herself to fit in with whoever she’s around.

      Despite the fact that we are basically the same age, I’ve always been protective of her. I see her as someone who’ll fall for anything and even though that annoys me, I still love her and don’t want her to get hurt. It makes sense that she wouldn’t want to start her time at this new school being seen with me. She’s scared I’m going to embarrass her. Doesn’t want to risk me ruining her reputation before she’s even established one.

      There’s an empty table in the corner and I sit down. I try not to look around but I can feel all the eyes on me.

      It’s not long until a group of girls comes up to surround me. I can tell the girl closest is the leader by how she carries herself. She’s pretty in a kind of tacky way, with her hair poorly bleached, her bright pink tube top and short gym shorts pulled up her crack.

      “Hey, rich bitch,” she says in a sing-song voice.

      “Nice to meet you,” I answer, trying not to sink to her level.

      “You think you’re better than us don’t you?”

      “No, I don’t. I’m here just like you are,” I answer coldly.

      “You’re still a stuck-up bitch even without your family’s money. You’re poor like the rest of us now.” She bends down closer to me as she says it, threatening. “We know what your family did and we are going to make you pay. You never should have come here. This was the stupidest decision you’ve ever made.”

      Another girl in the crowd who looks like she’d be pretty if she didn’t have huge bags under her eyes and greasy hair, leans in close too. It’s five against one and I don’t like those odds. I’ve also never been in a real fight before. The girls at my old school fought with words, spreading rumors and having passive aggressive arguments in hushed tones. There was no way they’d raise their hands to anyone. They’d ruin your reputation, not your face.

      I kind of want to see if I could knock these girls on their asses, but the odds are against me—and they seem like the type to pull out a knife, so I decide I should just leave. I stand up, but they don’t move away.

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” I say as I try to move around the leader without touching any of them.

      This is apparently the wrong thing to say as all five of them start to get even more riled up. They crowd even closer to me so we are almost touching. They start calling me names and making threats. They say that this is their school and I should have never shown my face here. It’s getting intense and I know I need to leave. Everyone in the cafeteria is watching us with hungry eyes. They want to see a fight. They want to see blood.

      I refuse to bow down to them. I keep my head high and manage to slip through a space between two of them and try to leave the cafeteria. This pisses them off and they follow me. The mean shit they are saying is starting to make my blood boil. I walk through the hostile crowd and I’m almost free when suddenly I’m falling.

      A white spray of milk goes flying from the carton in my hand as I fall to the hard linoleum. From the ground, I look behind me and see some student smirking with his foot sticking out into the aisle between the tables. He tripped me on purpose.

      I stand up, brushing the dirt from my clothes. It’s weirdly silent in the room. The girls have stopped howling at me and are staring quietly at something over my shoulder.

      I turn to see the guy from earlier standing behind me. The hot one who was leaning against the lockers. His arms are crossed, and he’s all jacked muscle and bad boy attitude. He’s looking at me with sharp green eyes that cut like razor blades. And he’s mad. He looks like he wants to strangle someone with those large, rough hands of his.

      I wouldn’t want to be the person who pissed this monster off, but the way he’s looking at me tells me that I just fucked up.

      The large space is so silent you could hear a pin drop.

      What did I do? Is he also mad at me because of who my family is? Just like all the other students. As I’m thinking, I look down and realize what he’s pissed about. I spilled milk all over his combat boots.

      “Clean it.” He says in a dark, commanding voice that cuts like a dagger into the primitive part of my brain that’s responsible for fear.

      “What?” I ask in disbelief.

      “Clean it.” He repeats in a deadly tone. It’s a command from a guy who’s never had someone disobey his commands before.

      I can’t believe what he’s asking me to do. I look around the room for support—but I don’t know why, because all I find are eager eyes hungry for blood and violence. Hungry for the snotty rich girl to finally get what she deserves.

      I’m about to tell him to fuck off, but the look in his eyes is pure dominant power. I realize that I’m in a hostile room that’s about to turn on me and this guy could make my life HELL if I don’t do what he says. For my own safety, I need to suck up my pride and do it.

      But I make a promise to myself that I’m going to get back at him—even if I have to wait until graduation to do it.

      I pick up the napkin I was carrying from the floor and slowly walk over to him.

      I can’t believe I’m doing this.

      My whole being is screaming at me to stop. This isn’t me. I’m not someone who bows down to other people.

      I grit my teeth as I kneel down. It’s taking all my strength not to knock him over and walk out—but I know if I do that I will get beaten up for sure. That group of girls will finally get their chance.

      I reach out and brush the napkin across the drops of liquid on the worn leather of his shoes. I can’t suppress the curl of my lip in disgust. The act itself isn’t disgusting, I’m disgusted more with myself than anything else. This is how low I’ve come that I’m literally kneeling in front of some asshole—some very hot asshole—and cleaning his boots. I’m pathetic.

      I finish quickly and stand up. I can’t look at him as I dash out of the cafeteria, but I can feel his eyes burning into me. That was one of the most humiliating experiences of my life and I’ll never forgive him for it. I hate him.
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      By the time I make it back to my foster home, I’m so drained from an awful day that I drag my feet up the rotten wooden steps like a ninety-year-old. They are cracked and creak violently under my feet, but they match the rest of the house. I’m happy that the day is over, but depressed to be home.

      My foster home reminds me of Marter High. It looks like it might have been a nice—modest, but nice—home once upon a time, but now it’s a dump. There are shingles missing from the roof and the front porch is sagging on one side. The lawn is overgrown and there are random car parts scattered around it. The sight of the house makes me even more miserable than I already am—and the inside isn’t any better.

      Olivia didn’t want to walk home with me because she had already made friends. She desperately waved me away when I started approaching her after school. She’d already changed her clothes from the expensive designer ones that she usually wore, to black and revealing ones. I have no idea where she got them.

      I wearily walk up the stairs to my room on the second floor. I keep my shoes on because I don’t want my feet touching the dirty carpets. At the top of the stairs is the washroom. I reach for the handle when suddenly the door opens and I jump back, startled. I didn’t realize anyone else was home.

      My jaw hits the floor. Out walks the hottest guy, completely naked. He’s toweling off his dyed silver-gray hair and I can clearly see the entire length of his muscular, tattooed body—including his very large cock.

      “Whoa!” I say before covering my eyes. “What the hell!?”

      He just laughs and it’s a dark rumble.

      “Like what you see?” he purrs.

      “No.” But I’m lying. “Cover up!”

      Behind me, I hear the door open and my sister calls out to me before starting up the stairs.

      “Olivia, wait! Don’t come up. There’s a naked jackass up here,” I say, but it’s too late. Olivia asks, “What?” in confusion, but she’s already up the stairs.

      “Whoa,” she mimics what I said earlier. Despite what I sometimes think, it’s obvious we are sisters.

      “Hey, Olivia,” the guy says.

      “Hey, Brax,” she says in a clearly flirty tone. Dammit.

      “You two know each other??”

      “Yeah, we met at school, Addison,” my sister says sarcastically. “I actually try to make friends at school. You should try it sometime too.”

      I just roll my eyes. It’s not a good sign that my sister already knows this loser. It’s going to be a full-time job keeping her out of trouble in this new town and I’m not looking forward to it.

      I look back at Brax and finally he’s wrapped a towel around his waist. I’m almost disappointed—I must be out of my mind. But now I can safely get a better look at him.

      I recognize him from school. I saw him with a couple other equally hot guys and they were hanging out with the douchebag who made me clean off his shoes. The company you keep is a direct reflection of you, so I know this guy is going to be trouble.

      He’s tall and lean with an explosion of tattoos covering his well-muscled arms, chest and legs. The only place clear of ink is his, admittedly, handsome face. He has angular features and intense eyes. His dyed hair is sticking up at weird angles from the shower.

      “Do you just break into people’s houses to take a shower?” I ask as I cross my arms.

      He laughs, and it’s a slightly raspy, rumbling sound. I can tell he’s someone who’s quick to laugh.

      “He lives here, Addison,” my sister says and I can hear the eye-roll in her words. “This is his mom’s place.”

      “Great,” I mumble.

      We only arrived here two days ago and the person who was here to greet us was Ms. Diane Decker, this guy’s mom. She seemed nice and friendly, but the second the social worker left she turned into her true self. Her smile turned into a frown. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes and made herself a drink.

      She told us we could do whatever we wanted, just not to damage the house—I couldn’t help but snort at that and she gave me a sharp look—or get her in trouble with the foster care system by missing school or getting into fights. She also said that if we got pregnant, we were out. She didn’t want to deal with any babies in the house. That was our welcome speech and then we were left alone.

      Brax hadn’t been home for the last two days, and after meeting his mom, I can’t say I’m surprised.

      I turn away from my new foster “brother” and my sister, and head down the dirty hallway to my room at the end. Behind me I can hear giggling and I turn back to see a practically naked Brax leaning over my sister, arm on the wall above her head. A mischievous smile is on his face and my sister is twirling her hair. Fuck.

      I enter my room with a deep sigh and slam the door harder than I mean to. Despite what most people assume about me, my life hasn’t been all privilege and decadence. I’ve had some very low moments, but standing in this bare room with a view out the window of the concrete slab where the house next door used to be before it burned down, my future ruined, my sister about to join a gang, and my parents having abandoned us—oh, and also my boyfriend just broke up with me a couple days ago—this is my lowest moment.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I put it off as long as possible, but by eight o’clock that evening I’m starving and I need to find something to eat. I walk into the kitchen and stop short.

      There’s an absolute beast of a man in there. He’s probably six five and built like a tank. His back is to me and I can see that his whole body is covered in massive muscles. His arms are like tree trunks and covered in unusual tattoos which are made up of very thick black blocks that stretch in lines all over both arms.

      He hears me and turns around like he’s ready for a fight. I put up my hands to show that I mean no harm. He sees me and seems to calm down, slightly.

      “Hi, I’m Addison, I… live here now.”

      “Theo,” he says brusquely, before turning back to the joint he was rolling on the counter.

      I recognize him too from school. I remember his shaved head and the light scar over his eyebrow. He was one of the guys hanging out with Brax in the halls.

      I edge around him cautiously and head towards the fridge. I look inside, even though I know what I’ll find. It’s the same as what was in there the last two days. There’s a half empty ketchup bottle, a rotten lemon, and about a dozen bottles of beer with a sticky note that says “DO NOT TOUCH.”

      I slam the door in frustration. Theo cocks a brow at me but doesn’t turn away from what he’s doing.

      “There’s never anything to eat around here and I’m starving,” I say.

      “Yeah, you’re on your own as far as that goes. Brax’s house is a food wasteland. His mom doesn’t want to waste those precious foster kid dollars on stupid things like food, when she could spend it on cheap vodka.”

      I sigh in frustration. Just then my sister bounds into the room.

      “Hey, Theo!” she says enthusiastically, and my eyes bulge at what she’s wearing. A tube top and short gym shorts pulled up her crack.

      I see Theo eyeing her up and I feel like I’m going to be sick.

      I dash over and grab her hand.

      “Come on.” I pull her out of the room.

      “Where are we going?” she whines.

      Saving you from teen pregnancy, I think as I start searching around the house.

      “Yes!” I exclaim as I find a crumpled twenty-dollar bill fallen beneath a dresser. “We are getting food.”

      I pull her outside on to the sagging porch, but then I take a minute to really look around and think about what I’m doing. In the daytime this place is scary, but in the night it’s about a hundred times worse. There're no streetlights for several blocks because they’ve all been smashed. The only light is coming from the few houses that are still occupied. In the distance, there’s a lone car slowly driving down the street like it’s stalking the neighborhood.

      There’s a sudden loud bang and I throw myself back inside, taking Olivia with me, and slam the door closed.

      “Was that a gunshot?” she asks in disbelief.

      “I don’t know. It sounded like one,” I say, a bit shaken up.

      Ok, we are not leaving this house tonight. We’ll have to order in.

      It takes me half an hour to find a pizza place that’ll deliver to this neighborhood. Olivia keeps trying to leave, but I keep her with me locked in my room. Even though she doesn’t really like me, she’ll still kind of do what I say—maybe it’s ingrained in some younger sibling hard-wiring or something. I don’t want to analyze it too much but I’m just happy she respects me at least a little.

      The pizza comes about an hour later and we head down. The delivery driver looks terrified and like he can’t wait to get out of here—I can’t blame him. He doesn’t even wait around for his tip. I give him the cash and he throws the change at me before sprinting back to his car and peeling out of the driveway in a shriek of tire squeals.

      I’m about to take the pizza back up to my room, when Olivia suggests sharing it with the guys out back.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I ask.

      “Oh, cooooome on.” She rolls her eyes at me dramatically. “Can you try not to be such a freak? We need to fit in. We need to make friends—and those guys are super hot. Come on!”

      She pulls on my arm insistently, but I jerk it back.

      “Those guys are trouble, Olivia. We need to stay as far away from them as possible.”

      She rolls her eyes, and I have the briefest flash of desire to slap some sense into her.

      “They are dangerous,” I almost plead with her.

      “Whatever. If you want to spend your life being a loser locked in your room, then that’s your business. But Mom and Dad abandoned us and now we are stuck here so we have to deal with it. They left us with nothing and didn’t even bother to tell us they were leaving. We are on our own. Get over it.” And with that, she turns away from me and heads towards the back of the house. I hear the backdoor slam.

      I’m left standing there, holding a full pizza in my hands.

      She’s right too. One day we came home to find the house empty and our parents gone. It looked like they packed and left in a hurry. We had no idea why they left—still don’t. Both of our parents are only children and all our grandparents are dead so we have no close extended family that we could have called.  Our housekeeper eventually found us and took us to the authorities to help us sort out what happened.

      All of our parent’s bank accounts had been emptied, even the house had been recently sold, and that money was gone too. With nowhere else to go, Olivia and I went into the foster care system. Our housekeeper offered to take us in, but the state said that it didn’t work like that, you can’t just take in a couple of orphaned kids. So that’s how we found ourselves in this terrible house in Marter.

      Our parents were not good parents, but it’s the not knowing what happened that kills me the most. I’ve lost everything I have ever known, and now I feel like I’m losing my sister too.

      I walk sadly to the kitchen. I take a few slices and put the rest in the fridge, hoping Olivia will get it. Before I can head up the stairs though, this sleazy-looking older guy in a stained white wife beater comes into the kitchen. He’s leering at me with a mouth full of slightly discolored teeth.

      “You must be the new girl that Diane took in,” he says while licking his lips.

      “Yeah. Who are you?”

      “I’m her boyfriend.”

      “Nice to meet you,” I say without any enthusiasm and try to head out of the room, but he walks over to block me.

      “I’m glad we’ll get the chance to get to know each other better.” He grins down at me in a way he must think is suave.

      He smells like old beer and slightly like mildew. I just grunt noncommittally and try to walk around him but he moves to block me again.

      “I’m just right down that hall. Diane usually passes out pretty early so we have the whole evenings to ourselves.”

      “Not interested,” I say flatly and push past him. My body physically recoils at the brief contact.

      Being hit on by some gross old man who lives in my foster home is the perfect end to a perfect day.

      At the top of the stairs I hear laughing from outside. I walk into the bathroom and look out the open window which looks down into the backyard.

      There’s a fire and I can see figures sitting in lawn chairs around it. I don’t think you’re allowed to have fires in residential areas, but it’s not like anyone in this neighborhood is going to call the cops. There’s two large figures and one smaller one which I assume is Olivia. I hear her fake giggling and it makes my stomach clench in fear.

      I need to save my sister from these guys—and also from herself.
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      I hold my head high the next day at school. I’m trying not to look like all the other students are getting to me, but they are. My second day at Marter High and I almost get into two fights before lunch. I avoid the lunchroom and find an empty staircase to eat my cold pizza in.

      As I’m on my way to my next class after lunch, I run into the asshole from yesterday—actually, I’ll have to be more specific, because I met a lot of assholes yesterday. The one who made me clean off his shoes. I’ve come to learn that his name is Daire, because some students whispered it as he walked past in the morning.

      He’s blocking my way and I look up into his face. It is an unreadable mask. He’s with his friends, Theo, Brax, and a fourth guy whose name I don’t know. They are all lined up and blocking the entire hall.

      All the other students seem scared of these guys—and the students at this school are all terrifying so these guys must be monsters.

      I move to go around Daire’s large frame but he steps to block me.

      I try to go around the other side but Theo blocks me. What the hell?

      “Go the other way,” Daire commands.

      “What? Why? My class is over there.” I point uselessly.

      He just shrugs.

      I look to the other guys, but they all look at me like I’m worthless. They seem kind of pissed off and I wonder what I ever did to them to deserve this.

      I make another move to go around but Brax blocks it.

      “Go.” Daire repeats in a deadly voice that leaves no room for disobedience.

      I glare at him, but I recognize when I’ve been beat. I spin on my heel and stomp off down the other way.

      I end up having to go down to the creepy, deserted basement and then come up the stairs on the other side of the school so that I can finally get into my classroom. What the fuck is his problem? I wonder.

      When I’m sitting in class, fuming over what happened in the hallway, the girl from yesterday, the one with the greasy hair who tried to fight me, comes up to my desk. I groan. I do not want to deal with her. She has a big smile on her face—but it’s not a nice smile.

      “You fucked up, girl,” she says gleefully. “You did something to piss off the Vicious Crew.”

      I make an educated guess that she’s talking about the four guys in the hallway.

      “I’d run as far away from Marter as fast as I could if I were you.” And with that warning she heads back to her desk.

      Great, just great. Another thing I have to deal with. I don’t know what I did to piss them off but maybe just the same thing I did to piss everyone else off, be born into a wealthy family.

      The rest of the students here are intimidating enough, but the Vicious Crew are scary. Every day that I set foot in this school, I’m stepping into enemy territory, but if those guys have it out for me, then my situation could really become dangerous—and I live with one of them. I can’t escape.
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        * * *

      

      I try to avoid them for the rest of the day. When I see any of them coming down the halls, I duck into an empty classroom or quickly walk the other way. I hate that I’m hiding, scurrying around like a frightened animal, but it’s what I have to do to survive. It’s only for another couple months and then I graduate and I’ll be free—free to do what? I’m not sure. I can’t afford college anymore, and I can’t afford to live in New York, so all my plans for my future are out the window.

      I’m not paying close enough attention though because near the end of the day I round a corner and run straight into a hard chest. I bounce off him comically, but manage to regain my footing. I look up to see what I’ve hit when suddenly my arms are empty and there're pieces of paper and books flying through the air.

      I look up into Daire’s hard green eyes which are laser focused on me. All my books land on the ground with a thump and the papers flutter down after them.

      “What the hell?” I start but Daire just walks away. He leaves a large boot print on my textbook.

      I’m so pissed. He knocked everything out of my hands on purpose.

      I bend down to pick up my scattered belongings. Everyone in the hall is snickering at me. I’m so mad that I want to do something rash, but I know I can’t. To retaliate would be suicide. I just gather all my stuff then race away in the opposite direction to get out of that hallway.
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        * * *

      

      It’s hard to get a break when you live with one of your bullies.

      “Tough day at school?” Brax asks with a smirk as I walk into the house.

      He and Theo are sitting on the couch smoking weed and watching music videos on the large TV with a crack in the screen. I open my mouth to tell him off, think better of it and close it again. I stomp up to my room and slam the door instead.

      An hour later I can hear Olivia’s home—because I can hear the muffled sounds of her laughing at whatever stupid thing Theo and Brax are saying. I go downstairs, not because I want to but because I don’t want Olivia to be alone with them.

      “Hello, Highness!” Brax says as I walk into the ratty living room.

      Olivia’s sitting in one of the chairs next to them.

      “Want to get food?” I ask her.

      “Nah, I’m good. I ate with my friends. We went to a convenience store on the way home.”

      Disappointed, I head into the kitchen. The pizza I bought yesterday is gone. Typical. I head over to the cupboards to look through them again, even though I know from my previous searches that they are bare. However, my tenacity pays off this time and I actually find a half-empty box of granola bars.

      I grab it and take it with me. As I’m about to leave, the foster mom’s sleazy boyfriend comes into the room and I internally groan. I try to slip out quickly, but he moves much faster than I would have thought possible for him and blocks my way.

      “How was your day at school?” he asks with a lecherous grin. I’m sure that in his drunk, scrambled brain he probably thinks he’s being suave.

      “Fine,” I say flatly and try to go around him.

      He won’t move. In exasperation I turn around and walk straight out the backdoor.

      “Why you got to be such a tease?” he calls after me as I slam the door shut.

      The backyard is pitch black, but I know from looking at it in the day that it’s full of long grass, weeds, and a large rotting tree. There’s junk strewn about and I know I have to be careful where I’m walking.

      Before I can take a step, I see a bright glowing cherry in the dark and I freeze.

      “Hello?” I call out tentatively.

      This is a really bad neighborhood so seeing someone hiding in a dark backyard could literally be a killer. I see the glowing point flame brightly again and then fall to the ground as the person drops the cigarette and stomps it out. Everything is black once more.

      I don’t move. I’m too scared that at any second this person is going to race out of the dark and grab me. I don’t know if I’d make it back inside in time because I’m already a couple feet away from the backdoor. The rotting back porch is sinking beneath my feet.

      The sounds of footsteps moving through the grass reaches my ears and shocks me into movement. I race back to the door and throw it open, but the person behind me is quicker and they slam the door shut before I can run inside.

      I spin around and look up into Daire’s devilish face. There’s a bit of light coming through the window next to the door and I can clearly see all his striking features. My relief when I realize it’s him instead of some strange man coming to kill me is only temporary when I remember that Daire is dangerous and could do anything to me.

      I’m pinned to the door by his large body. His arm is above my head from when he slammed the door shut, boxing me in.

      I somehow find my voice and ask him what he wants.

      He doesn’t answer, just gives me a hard, unreadable glare. He looks like he’s trying to see straight into me. Like he’s trying to look down into my soul and learn all my secrets, all my weaknesses, so that he can use them against me.

      Finally, he talks, and it chills me to the bone.

      “I want you to suffer,” he says in a soft voice that is at odds with his words.

      “Why?” I ask weakly.

      “Because I hate you.”

      He gives me a long, assessing look before releasing me at last. I’m too shocked to do much as he pushes past me and heads into the house. I’m left alone in the darkness on the back porch, wondering what the hell I did to make him hate me and realizing that I’m in way more trouble than I thought.
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      I can’t breathe. I think I’m about to die.

      My legs are thrashing in the freezing cold water. I’m desperately grabbing at the hand on my head but his fingers are like steel and I can’t move them. All I can see is murky green and patches of light where the sun has managed to penetrate the stagnant water of the pond behind Marter High.

      I’ve been fighting with all my might and in a last ditch effort to escape the hand that’s holding me under, I kick my feet against the cement wall that makes up one side of the pond, but it’s no use. Daire is way stronger than I am and I’m at a disadvantage in the water. He’s going to drown me and there’s nothing I can do to stop it.

      The ugly greens are turning into blacks as I lose consciousness. I can’t fight anymore and I start to go limp. The pond is deep and I can’t feel the bottom. I wonder if I’ll sink down to the dark depths before I float up to the surface. I wonder how long it’ll take for someone to call the police and get my body. I wonder what’ll happen with my sister.

      Just on the brink of passing out, when all the green has been replaced by black, strong, rough hands slip under my arms and I feel my limp body being roughly dragged out of the water. They dump me on the hard cement walkway next to the pond. I start coughing out mouthfuls of water while trying to gasp for breaths of delicious air.

      It feels amazing to be able to breathe again. My head is cloudy from nearly passing out but my adrenaline is keeping me conscious. I just escaped a close death, but I’m still in danger and I need to get out of here.

      I spit out the last of the pond water in my lungs and look upwards towards my aggressors. All four of them are surrounding me. Alec, the fourth member of the Vicious Crew, is off to the side with his muscled arms crossed in front of him. Theo and Brax are closest to me and I figure that they were the ones who pulled me from the water. Daire is standing front and center, looking at me like I’m garbage.

      I still can’t believe it. He almost just fucking drowned me. I knew I needed to watch out for them—even he warned me—but I never in a million years would have thought it could go this far. I never thought he would really hurt me.

      This place has rules that I hadn’t understood until now. The rules here are that there are no rules.

      At Marter High, there are gangs of violent guys who are covered in tattoos and looked like full-grown men. This is nothing like anything I have ever experienced before and my ignorance, my underestimating the danger, almost cost me my life—it actually still might. I’m still on the floor in front of them and still at their mercy. It’s not over yet.

      I know I have to get away. I try to drag my weak body up to a standing position, but before I can, Brax and Theo are at my sides again, gripping me under my arms.

      “Strip her,” Daire says coldly.

      “What?!” I cry in a water-soaked voice.

      I try to grab onto my clothes to stop them from being removed, but my fingers are useless and frozen from the cold. They make quick work of stripping me to my bra and panties. They even remove my shoes.

      I’m left standing there almost naked and shivering in the cold air. The rest of the school is gathered on the gentle hill next to the pond, watching gleefully like a pack of hyenas. They look like they can’t wait to see what happens next. Like they are out for blood.

      I try to cover myself by crossing one arm over my chest and putting my other hand in front of my panties, but it’s pointless. Daire is looming before me like a larger-than-life villain. All chiseled jaw, tall hair, and heartless eyes.

      He just tried to drown me. I still can’t believe it.

      When Theo grabbed my backpack and ran away with it, I shouldn’t have chased him. When he ran outside and behind the school, I should have turned around and gone back inside. When I caught him at the top of the hill that led down to the small gross pond, I shouldn’t have tried to furiously push his giant, unmovable body.

      When he threw my bag down the hill, I shouldn’t have chased after it—especially when I saw all the students gathered there. I should have seen Daire and turned around. But I didn’t. Before I knew what was happening, Daire had pushed me in the pond and held me under.

      Daire motions with his chin towards the crowd.

      “Aren’t so high and mighty now without your fancy clothes are you, Highness?” He sneers when he says the nickname and it’s the first time that I notice one of his canine teeth is capped in silver. “Get out of here,” he finishes darkly.

      I look around helplessly, but there’s no sympathy on anyone’s face. My clothes are lying in a wet pile on the cement and I go to reach for them but Theo takes a step to block me. I look up into his eyes, but they are as unreadable as Daire’s.

      I take a tentative step backwards, starting to go around the pond, but the other members of the gang move to block me. They clearly want me to go up the hill through the crowd.

      I need to get out of here, it’s not safe, so I start walking up. My bare feet scrape over small sticks and stones and I’m quickly bleeding. The water was freezing and now that I’m practically naked my wet body is shivering violently in the cold air.

      The first strike hits me in the lower back. I turn around in shock. I grab my back and my hand comes back covered in sticky liquid. What is that?

      The next egg hits me in the front of my thigh. After the first couple, the floodgates open and all the students start pelting me with raw eggs. They hurt when they hit and then burst on impact. I start running to get out of there as quickly as possible.

      I run up the hill through the hail of eggs. When I reach the top, there're fewer students and I see that the schoolyard is almost empty. I run past the entire building and straight out to the road in front—and I don’t stop.

      I keep running straight to my foster home. People on the street turn to look at me in shock, but I don’t care. I imagine a girl running in her underwear and covered head-to-toe in goo is quite a surprising sight.

      By the time I make it home, the bottoms of my feet are completely covered in raw bleeding skin from running on the asphalt. I’m shivering so violently I can barely unlock and open the door.

      Thank god the foster mom’s sleazy boyfriend isn’t around to see me, he’d probably think I was trying to seduce him or something. That fucking pervert.

      I race up the stairs and into the washroom. I turn on the taps to almost scalding and jump in. As the hot water defrosts my shivering body, I continue shaking, but for a different reason.

      Daire and the other three guys had planned all of that. They tricked me into going out to that pond. They told the other students about it so that they would all be waiting for me too. They planned to almost drown me and then make me walk naked through the crowd as the other students threw eggs at me.

      Tears start to roll down my cheeks and mingle with the hot water. I thought I was going to die.

      I stay there until the water runs cold.
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      When Olivia gets home, I drag her upstairs and ask her what she heard about the incident. She hadn’t been in the crowd—I knew I would have noticed her. She says that she heard I fell in the pond and that Daire tried to help me get out. She heard that I had then stripped my wet clothes off and run up the hill in tears.

      My blood runs cold as I listen to her.

      “Why did you do that?” she asks incredulously.

      I was planning to go to the cops and report them, but as Olivia talks I realize just how much power the Vicious Crew have over the school. They’d gotten a quarter of the student body, the ones that had been at the pond, to lie for them about what happened. Even if I went to the authorities, I had no proof, and no one would testify against them—even if someone wanted to help me they’d be too scared for their own safety.

      “Oh, and some girl gave me your backpack. I guess you forgot it when you ran off?” she adds and hands it to me. Through pure luck, everything is still inside it and undamaged.

      I tell Olivia what actually happened, and she’s annoyingly skeptical.

      “They’ve always been friendly to me,” she says.

      “I know, but please believe me. I wouldn’t lie about this. Just promise me you’ll stay away from them. Promise!”

      I grab her arms and I must look so desperate and crazy that she can’t help but reluctantly agree to avoid them. I’m relieved, but know that we are still in great danger.

      I take the next day off school. I don’t care if I’m reported to the foster care system for ditching—and it turns out that I don’t need to worry, the school staff are too busy dealing with stabbings and drugs to bother calling my house.

      After that, I do everything in my power to avoid Daire or any of his gang. I sneak around the school like a fugitive. I walk into my classrooms right as class starts, and dart out the second it ends. In between, I hide in the creepy basement. No one ever goes there because the students are so far gone they openly smoke in the halls—they don’t need a secret place to hide like normal kids at normal schools where the staff have at least a little bit of control.

      At home I hide in my room with the door locked and barricaded, and luckily for me Olivia—for once—does what I ask and avoids Brax and any of the guys who come over. I wear the plainest clothes I have to avoid drawing attention to myself—and it seems to work. Before, all the girls were trying to fight me and all the guys would say vulgar things to me as I walked by, but now I became invisible. Everyone just ignored my existence, and it was a massive improvement.

      I continue in this miserable existence for several days, just scurrying around like a frightened mouse. It’s so different from how I used to be. I used to be the girl who would stand up for herself, the girl who didn’t take any shit—but yet here I was, hiding in an abandoned janitor’s closet, eating a protein bar I bought from a convenience store.

      I sigh and look at my phone. Class starts in a couple minutes so I pack up and head upstairs. I walk through the halls, my eyes darting around, taking stock of everything that’s happening so I won’t be caught off guard. I catch the tail-end of a conversation as two girls rush past.

      “—Olivia is volunteering for the pact… ”

      My ears perk up and I look at where they are headed. They are rushing to a side door that leads out to the courtyard.

      It’s probably not my Olivia, I reason with myself. Olivia is a common name—even though I haven’t met any other Olivias at this school. I should probably just head to class—but I can’t stop my feet from leading me to the side door.

      I look out through the dirty cracked glass and see a large crowd of students. There are a couple of guys in the center. I recognize them as Seth, the guy with the green hair who harassed me the first day of school, and the others are the crazy-looking guys he always hangs out with. At one point in the halls I overheard someone say that they are called the “East Marters”, one of the gangs of Marter High.

      I watch for a few seconds but nothing much seems to be happening. I’m about to turn away when suddenly I see my sister walk out of the crowd to stand with the East Marters and my heart drops.

      “What the fuck?” I mumble as I throw open the door and run over.

      I’m too far away so I can’t hear what’s happening. In desperation, I turn to the girl next to me and ask what’s going on. She looks and smirks when she recognizes who I am. She knows that’s my sister.

      “She’s volunteering for the ‘Threesome Pact’ with the East Marters.”

      “What the fuck is that?” It doesn’t sound good at all and my heart sinks even lower.

      “Every semester they choose a new girl for the Pact. It means that she’ll have to do three things that they ask her to—and they can be any three things, and she can’t refuse or she’ll be a social outcast and tortured by everyone else for the rest of the year.”

      “But what does she get out of it??”

      “She’s now property of the East Marters so she’s protected and popular. It’s like a huge honor. Even after your semester is over you’re still popular. Being an ex-East Marters’ chick is still a big deal.”

      “It’s sounds awful.” I look in horror at Olivia standing in the center of the crowd. She’s beaming, but I know her, I can tell that she’s scared.

      “Yeah, well, you haven’t been here very long,” she says in a slightly offended tone. “Being under the East Marters’ protection is actually very valuable. They are one of the strongest gangs at this school—second only to the Vicious Crew. This town is dangerous, and it’s easy to get into trouble here. If you don’t have people protecting you, watching your back, you’re as good as dead.” I can hear a note of sadness in her voice. “And that girl, coming from the family that she does, she needs protection more than anyone—anyone except maybe you.”

      “What kinds of things will she be asked to do?” I don’t know if I even want to know.

      “It’s called the ‘Threesome Pact’ for a reason,” she says with a smirk.

      That settles it. Without a word, I start pushing through the crowd. I can’t let her do this.

      The other students shove back as I try to move through them, but I only push harder and quickly make it to the center. Being this close, I can see the unhinged look in Seth’s black eyes. His unnatural green hair looks even more garish in the sunlight. Standing next to Olivia, he’s absolutely massive compared to her small frame.

      “Everyone say ‘hello’ to our newest property…” Seth announces to the crowd and all my big sister instincts scream at me to stop this. They scream at me to save her.

      “—No!” Before I fully realize what I’m doing, I step into the center to stand next to Olivia.

      She turns to look at me in surprise, and then embarrassment and horror quickly flash across her face.

      “What are you doing?!” she hisses angrily.

      “Saving you,” I whisper back, just as angry.

      “I don’t need to be saved! I know what I’m doing.”

      “No, you don’t. You have no idea how bad this is. I’m stopping you from fucking up your life.”

      “This is none of your business—you aren’t Mom or Dad. Now go away! You’re embarrassing me!”

      “Just because Mom and Dad bailed on you doesn’t mean I’m going to.”

      The furious look suddenly starts to fade from her face as my words sink in. I stare into her eyes and a moment of understanding passes between the two of us.

      “Sorry,” she whispers.

      “It’s ok,” I whisper back—but it’s hard to speak around the lump in my throat.

      “As touching as this is, could you guys have your little heart-to-heart some other time?—and make sure it actually involves touching next time.” Seth sticks out his tongue and leers at us and it makes my stomach turn. “Do it on your own fucking time. As I was saying, everyone welcome East Marters’ newest property, Olivia Hea—”

      “No!” I yell. “She’s not doing it.”

      Seth stops and looks down at me, the coldness behind his shark-like eyes makes me shiver. There’s something not all together human there. I can tell he’s pissed that I interrupted him and the other guys in his gang look annoyed too. I also know that the crowd is not sympathetic to Olivia and I, so we may be in big trouble.

      He leans down into my face and I can smell his awful breath.

      “It’s too late, it’s already done. She’s agreed to the pact and now she’s ours for the semester. There’s no backing out now.”

      “She didn’t know what she was agreeing to.” I try helplessly to sound stronger than I feel.

      “Too fucking bad for her.”

      I look around desperately. Olivia is terrified. The gravity of the situation must finally be sinking in and she finally realizes what she just agreed to. All the other students are looking at me with a mix of annoyance and disgust. There’s no one to help me here, we are all alone.

      I suddenly blurt out the only thing my desperate brain can think of.

      “I’ll take her place.”

      Olivia gasps and says, “No!”

      Seth studies me for a couple seconds in surprise, before he leans back to stand up to his full height and lets out a long maniacal laugh.

      “I love it. Sacrificing yourself for your sister. How fucking noble.” He leans back down to say quietly just to me. “I’ll make you regret being so fucking noble when you’re sucking my cock, spoiled bitch.”

      My stomach turns in revulsion—and fear.

      Seth turns back to the crowd and says, “Accepted. Everyone welcome our newest property, Addison Hea—”

      “No.”

      A commanding voice booms out from the crowd. Seth’s words sputter to a stop as he looks over in surprise. Everyone turns to look, but I don’t have to. I know who it belongs to. I’ve had the sounds of his deep, rumbling voice seared into my brain ever since he told me he hated me.

      Seth catches himself and puffs his chest out to meet the new threat head-on.

      “What the fuck you mean ‘no’?” Seth barks.

      Daire steps out of the crowd and into the center. The other three members of the Vicious Crew move forward to flank him. The small circle is now filled with the five large members of the East Marters, the four huge guys from the Vicious Crew... and Olivia and I.

      I’m aware of just how vulnerable we are—anything could happen to us. I move to stand in front of Olivia to try to protect her as much as I can. She grabs onto my arm and I feel that her palm is clammy with fear.

      The guys are staring each other down and it looks like two groups of gladiators about to do battle—mean, heavily tattooed gladiators. It’s obvious from the way they are standing and the death stares they are leveling at one another, that these two groups hate each other. There’s clearly history there—brutal, vicious history.

      There’s a long, tense moment where everyone is silent—no one in the crowd dares to speak even a word—until finally Daire says in a tone that’s calm, but you can tell that he is leaving no room for anyone to challenge him, “She’s ours.”

      My head turns so fast to look at him that I think I give myself whiplash.

      “The fuck she is,” Seth says angrily. “She volunteered for our Threesome Pact, so she’s ours.”

      “We already claimed her, so it doesn’t matter if she volunteered,” Daire growls.

      “When the fuck did that happen? I don’t remember you claiming any girls recently.” Seth is seething. He starts to pace back and forth. I can tell he hates being challenged and hates feeling like he’s not the one with all the power. He’s an unpredictable thug that wants to start swinging, but he’s holding himself back for some reason—then I remember what the girl in the crowd told me, “They are one of the strongest gangs at this school—second only to the Vicious Crew.” Seth’s holding himself back because even though the odds are in his favor—five to four—he isn’t sure he’ll win.

      “We don’t have to run anything we do by you,” Daire says in a deadly voice. “I’m telling you she’s ours so that’s the end of the discussion.”

      Seth takes a menacing step towards him, but Daire doesn’t even flinch. The rest of the Vicious Crew move closer, clearly sending a message that they are going to fight with Daire no matter what. The rest of the East Marters are on edge, ready to fight, but they also look like they don’t really want Seth to continue to antagonize Daire.

      There’s another standoff, and I can’t help my dumb mouth from asking, “Don’t I get a say in this?”

      “No,” they all growl at me and I quickly shut up, though I can’t help the anger that’s battling with the fear inside me. They are talking about me like I’m not even there, like I’m just a piece of meat and not a person. Like they can just decide what happens to me and I have no say.

      I’m mad, but I also remember what happened last time I went up against the Vicious Crew—I almost drowned. The only reason I’m still alive and standing here right now is because Daire decided to pull me back up out of the water.

      These guys are all dangerous and I have to remember that I’m at their mercy for the time being.

      “Her sister too,” Daire adds and Seth bristles. “She took her sister’s place and so she’s off the table as well.”

      “That’s bullshit,” Seth barks and moves dangerously close to Daire.

      All the guys crowd in closer, getting ready for the fight that seems inevitable at this point. I reach around and grab Olivia’s hand. The second the fight starts we are going to run.

      “You really want to do this here?” Daire asks. “Over a couple of worthless girls?”

      I can’t help but be a bit insulted by that.

      Seth seems to consider for a second. He looks over at the other guys, Brax, Alec and Theo, and realization seems to dawn on him properly for the first time—realization about just what exactly he’s up against.

      “What the fuck ever, man,” he says flippantly, but it’s obvious he’s pissed he lost the stand off. He’s trying to maintain his image to the rest of the gathered students. He doesn’t want to look soft and doesn’t want anyone to think that Vicious won. “You claimed them so they are yours. I don’t give a shit about a couple worthless bitches. Plenty of ‘em lining up to ride this.” He grabs his crotch. “Get them out of my sight.”

      The Vicious Crew comes to surround Olivia and I, and walks us through the crowd—which parts without a word. I breathe a sigh of relief when we are finally away from that whole mess… until the reality of what just happened sinks in.

      I just became “property” of the guy who told me he wanted me to suffer, that he hated me. Property of the guys who tried to kill me. We’d been saved, only to be put in an even more dangerous situation. The Vicious Crew are worse than the East Marters and everyone knows it.

      They lead us back into the school, like they’re our bodyguards or something—I guess they have to guard their “property” now, I can’t help but think in disgust. I try not to look, but I can feel all four of them surrounding us. Their presence makes my skin feel too tight and my body ache in a strange way I’ve never felt before—that must be what true disgust feels like.

      “Get to class,” Daire says suddenly.

      Olivia and I look at each other for a split second, before we’re sprinting down the hall away from them. We round a corner but don’t stop just because we are out of their sight. We’ve seen what kind of power these guys have and we aren’t going to test them.

      I drop her off at her class first. She gives me an apologetic look before saying, “I was just trying to make friends.”

      She shrugs as if it’s an explanation for what she tried to do with the East Marters, and I guess it kind of is, because I understand why she did it. She’s always been so desperate to fit in, to find people who’ll love her like our parents never did, that she gets herself into stupid situations. That’s just Olivia.

      “I know.” I open my mouth to say more, but I can’t think of what else there is to say.

      “I think we’re in trouble,” she whispers, clearly terrified.

      “Yeah, I think so too,” I whisper back.

      “Did Daire really try to drown you?”

      I just look at her and nod. She nods back, finally accepting what I said as the truth.

      “I better get to class,” I say as I turn to go. “Be careful, Olivia.”

      “I will… You too.” Then she disappears into the classroom and I hurry down the hall to mine.

      The true ramifications of what I’ve gotten myself into are slowly sinking in. I was now the “property” of the Vicious Crew. They could ask me to do anything they wanted—and I’d have to do it, or risk my life by saying “no”. Maybe what they are going to ask me to do will risk my life anyway.

      Maybe they will make me have sex with them? That’s what the East Marters implied their favors were going to be. A part of me deep down, so deep that I didn’t even know it existed, gets a little thrill of excitement when I think about the favors being sexual. The four of them are undeniably gorgeous—in a kind of tattooed-and-pierced-bad-boy kind of way.

      But you hate them, I have to remind myself. They disgust you. They fucking tried to kill you. There’s no way that you could be so messed up that you’d be attracted to guys like that.

      I shake my head to clear it of those nasty thoughts. Of course I don’t want them. Of course I find them disgusting. If the favors they want from me turn out to be sexual, then I’ll… just have to find a way to get out of it.

      But I know that safely getting out of whatever this messed up thing I’ve gotten myself into, is going to be almost impossible.
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      Everything feels different the next day when I walk down the halls. The girls still give me death stares, but no one is messing with me anymore. Normally by lunchtime I would have had to avoid at least a couple fights, but today there are none. It’s weird.

      “You’re lucky, Highness,” Alec comes up from behind to say into my ear, and I jump a mile high. “You need our protection more than anyone.”

      “Yeah, especially from you,” I spit out venomously as I try to catch my breath. Being at Marter High has forced me to constantly be on edge and Alec almost gave me a heart attack.

      We both look at the hostile faces of the other students as they glide past us. He chuckles at that and I look over at him. I’ve never taken the time to really look at Alec Cross, I’ve been too busy trying to avoid him to get a good look, but I can’t deny that he is hot.

      He has slicked back black hair with a part on the side that’s so sharp it looks like it could cut you. I see intelligence in his eyes as he looks at me, but I refuse to meet his gaze for long. I can see how girls fall into those deep amber depths and get lost from themselves—and lost from their clothes.

      His one arm is completely covered in a blackout tattoo and the rest of his body is covered in a scattering of others—including his neck and knuckles. His face is cute and unmarked, which seems at odds with all his ink. I wonder how much those all hurt to get.

      Despite the attractive outside, I know what lurks beneath. I know that Alec, like the rest of the Vicious Crew, are monsters. Monsters in pretty packaging—which makes them even more dangerous that regular monsters because you don’t see them coming.

      “We’re cashing in our first favor,” he says casually as we start walking, but I stop short to stare at him.

      I spent all of last night dreading this moment. I couldn’t sleep because I was too scared thinking about all the awful things they were going to ask me to do. But I didn’t realize it would happen so soon.

      He looks at me and tilts his head in an appraising way.

      “Already?” I ask in disbelief.

      He nods with a little smile on his full lips. “Better to get it over with though, isn’t it?”

      “What do you want me to do?” I try to keep my voice steady even though my heart is hammering in my chest.

      “You’ll find out tonight. Brax will bring you to the spot at about eight. Make sure you go straight home after school and don’t get any ideas about trying to hide from us, you’ll only make it worse for yourself… and your sister.” He finishes coldly and I can’t help but shiver.

      He turns and walks casually down the hall and I’m left standing alone, wondering what hell they have planned for me tonight.
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        * * *

      

      By the time eight p.m. rolls around, I’m almost busting out of my skin with anxiety. I’m almost happy when Brax pounds on my bedroom door and tells me it’s time to go—at least I’ll finally know what’s coming and not have to worry in the dark for much longer.

      Olivia opens her door a crack to watch me go. We already talked and I know she’s scared for me. I told her that if anything happens to me she needs to run away as far as she can. I feel guilty leaving her here alone, but I don’t have a choice. I can’t go to the cops and we don’t have any money to leave right now.

      Brax and I walk outside into the chilly winter air. In Virginia it doesn’t get that cold, we rarely get snow, but I can see my breath and it makes me wish I brought a hat and gloves. I don’t have any idea where we are going but I hope it’s indoors.

      Brax walks over to the broken garage door. It’s always been closed whenever I’ve walked by so I’ve never seen what’s inside—I assume there is nothing but old trash in there since they never bothered to fix it. He pushes hard on the top part of the door and I wince as I hear metal scrape against the driveway. With a lot of brute force he manages to yank the heavy door upwards to reveal a garage packed full of old junk—and one beautiful, gleaming motorcycle.

      “Whoa,” I can’t help but say.

      I’m not into motorcycles or cars or anything, but even I can tell that this bike is nice. He straddles it and I can see his muscular thighs flex beneath his jeans as they brace themselves against the metal and leather. He cocks his head at me.

      “Hop on.”

      I hesitate. He’s not wearing a helmet, and he’s not offering me one either. I also don’t know how he drives and I don’t know how safe this is—but I’m guessing not very.

      There’s no working streetlights on this road and the dark shadows where his eyes should be contrast sharply with his silver hair, making him look otherworldly and sinister. I can’t help but take a step back.

      He can sense my fear and says in his smokey voice, “I’m not going to hurt you. You’re our responsibility now, so you’re safe with me, Highness.”

      The nickname was meant as an insult against me because of my previous life, but when Brax says it it sounds almost like a term of endearment.

      I look around at the dark and deserted street. I don’t trust him, but I also don’t have much of a choice. He can make me do whatever he wants and we both know it. I’m powerless right now—and I hate it.

      With resignation, I slowly walk over and climb on the back of the bike. Brax starts it immediately and I barely have enough time to grab on to him before we are roaring out of the driveway at breakneck speed.

      I cling on to him for dear life as we race down cold and gloomy roads. I can feel his rock-hard body beneath my hands, and I know exactly what that body looks like naked. His scent is all around me. He smells like ginger, shampoo and clove smoke.

      After about twenty minutes, we arrive at our destination. I stiffly hop off the bike and blow into my frozen hands. I had to twist them into Brax’s shirt to keep them from freezing, but even with that I can still barely feel them anymore.

      “This is it,” he says as he pushes his bike into a dark alcove under a staircase, locks it, and comes back out.

      I look around at an apparently abandoned factory.

      “This is it? What are we going to do here?” I ask skeptically. This whole situation is getting more and more sketchy by the second.

      We are standing next to a huge building on the edge of town. There’s an old sign on top, but it’s long since passed the point of being legible and half of it has rotted away. Most of the windows are broken, probably by teenagers throwing rocks. There're no lights on anywhere inside and it doesn’t look the least bit inviting—actually, it looks like the perfect set for a horror movie.

      “Follow me,” Brax says as he starts walking up the stairs.

      I look around again, but I know I don’t have a choice. We are in the abandoned industrial part of town and I’d be surprised if there was anyone within a mile radius—even if there was, the kind of people who would be hanging out around here aren’t the kind who will help me if I scream.

      And so I follow him up the stairs.

      We enter the pitch-black building and both of us pull out our phones to use as flashlights. I can feel my pulse racing and cold sweat on the back of my neck as we walk deeper into the building. I can’t handle the oppressive silence for long and finally ask, “What are we doing here?”

      “You’ll see soon enough, Highness.”

      He leads me deeper until we finally arrive at an unmarked metal door. He looks at me for a brief second, seeming to be unsure of something, but then knocks. First twice slowly, then pauses, then knocks again in three quick strikes. Must be some kind of secret signal.

      Almost immediately the door swings open and I squint in the blinding light. An absolutely massive guy is standing there. The light is shining around him like he’s blocking the sun.

      I jump back and almost trip over my feet. I hear Brax’s raspy laugh.

      “Jumpy much?” he asks before turning to the guy. “Hey, Theo.”

      They slap hands in greeting before Brax heads up the staircase that’s behind the door.

      Theo looks me over, crossing his humongous arms over his broad chest. The scar on his left eyebrow looks particularly noticeable in the bright lights.

      “Do you think I’m scary or something?” he asks.

      “Well, duh,” I shoot back and that earns me a small grimace that he quickly hides.

      “Come on, everyone is waiting for you. Brax is late—as usual.”

      I walk past him and I can feel him watching me closely as I head up the stairs. I hear voices and when I get to the top, I see the rest of the Vicious Crew, as well as some girl I’ve never seen before. I’m relieved that there’s another girl here and that I won’t be alone with four dangerous guys.

      As I enter, my gaze immediately locks on Daire’s cold emerald eyes, which are sparkling in the light. He’s staring at me like he hates me and I have to look away. I don’t understand what his problem is with me.

      The space we are in is clearly someone’s apartment. It’s nicely decorated—if a little tacky. The apartment feels warm and cozy, especially for a space that used to be offices overlooking the factory floor. The girl stands up from the couch where she was sitting with Daire and comes over to me. She’s heavily tattooed and pierced and has hair that’s bleached white in stripes and the rest dyed black.

      Something about her gray eyes seems familiar, but I can’t figure out why—until Theo comes up behind me and introduces me to his sister, “Theodora”.

      “Are you serious?” I can’t stop myself from asking. “Theo and Theodora?”

      They both shrug, and in those identical movements it’s very obvious they are siblings.

      “Our mom really liked the name,” she says.

      “Easier for her to remember too,” he adds.

      “All right,” she says as she comes over to stand too close to me.

      She looks me over critically before picking up my thick, dark brown—almost black—hair that reaches slightly past my shoulders. It’s mostly straight but with a subtle wave and shiny from all the expensive products my mom bought me over the years.

      She lets my hair go then walks around me and looks my clothes up and down. I suddenly feel very self conscious with all eyes in the room on me.

      “I can work with this,” she finally says before taking a step back and walking straight over to a hairdresser’s chair she’s installed in one corner. “Come on.”

      “I don’t want my hair cut or anything,” I say and unconsciously run a hand over my head.

      I like my hair. I think it’s one of my best features, besides the blue eyes that I got from my grandmother. Everyone else in my family, but the two of us, has blond hair and brown eyes.

      “Relax, girl.” Theodora rolls her eyes. “We don’t have time for that. Your precious rich girl hair is safe for now. Now get over here, we have work to do and not much time to do it.”

      I reluctantly walk over and sit down. The chair is from an old barbershop and the stuffing is leaking out of one corner of the leather seat. In front of me there’s a mirror and a ton of makeup spread out over a table.

      Theodora quickly gets to work on my face. She takes off the subtle makeup I’m currently wearing, with water and a paper towel. It scratches my face but I hold my tongue. Then she starts applying products in colors I would never in a million years think about wearing. There are some heavy reds and blacks and purples going on.

      When she steps back about twenty minutes later, I’m finally able to see what I look like and my mouth drops open. Staring back at me is a girl I barely recognize. My eyes are lined in thick bands of black that’s been expertly blended out into varying shades of deep purple. My full lips are painted a scarlet red, and she’s even drawn a beauty spot next to my eye.

      “Love it?” she asks with a smile, clearly happy with her work.

      “It’s—it’s, uh… different from what I’m used to,” I finish lamely.

      There’s no denying that Theodora is talented, but it’s so far out of my norm that I can’t say anything more positive.

      She rolls her eyes but doesn’t seem mad.

      “What’s this even for?” I turn to face the four guys behind me who’ve all been watching me the entire time.

      “We need you not to stand out so much,” Daire answers. “You look like you got lost on your way to Beverly Hills, and that’s not going to work around here. We need you to look like you belong in Marter for the first favor you’re going to do for us.”

      “And that favor is?” I ask pointedly.

      “You ask too many damn questions,” he growls and I decide the safest thing for me to do right now is stop talking.

      Theodora leads me into another room and I see that she has clothes laid out on the bed. Holding up each piece to me she considers the situation seriously, before finally deciding on a short leather skirt, a red halter top, a studded leather jacket and platform combat boots.

      “I can’t wear this.”

      “Why?” she asks pointedly.

      “Because I…” I can’t think of any good reason other than it’s so different from anything I’ve ever worn, so far out of my comfort zone we might as well be on Pluto.

      “Just put it on. I’ll be back in ten minutes.” And with that she walks out of the room and shuts the door.

      I pick up the clothes and run my hands across the fabric. I know I need to do this so there’s no point in putting it off any longer. I quickly yank them on and turn to look at myself in the mirror.

      I’m shocked to realize that I don’t exactly hate what I see. I never thought that this would be something I’d wear, but just maybe this is more “me” than my old clothes. I’ve never really had a choice when it came to what I wore because my mom had people buy our clothes for us. She had personal shoppers and stylists and I’ve never second-guessed what they chose because they are the professionals so obviously they know best.

      Looking at myself, I realize I’m not the same person I was just a few months ago. I’ve been through so much in such a short time that maybe I’m becoming someone new—or maybe I’m just finding out who I really was all along. I don’t think I’m exactly the girl staring back at me right now, the one dressed like the ultimate gothic biker chick, but I also don’t think I’m that girl I was back at Sheltered Glen Preparatory Academy. I don’t know who I am anymore.

      Taking a breath—let’s just get this over with, I tell myself—I walk out. The conversation stops and all eyes turn to me. I can’t help but cross my arms self-consciously under the intense scrutiny.

      Finally, it’s Alec who breaks the silence. “She looks good,” he breathes out.

      His eyebrows are raised in appreciation and his mouth is open slightly. I can’t help the little smile that crosses my lips at his reaction. I look at the others and both Brax and Theo are looking at me hungrily. Daire’s face remains dark, and he quickly looks away when I turn to him.

      Even though I hate them all, I can’t help but feel a little thrill at provoking those reactions from them. They may be tough and powerful, but they are still just guys.

      “I know, right?” Theodora smirks and throws back her two-toned hair over her shoulder triumphantly. “Wasn’t easy, but it’ll do for what you need her for, right, Daire?”

      “It’ll do.”

      The way Theodora looks at Daire, wanting his approval, it’s obvious she’s into him, but he doesn’t give her a second glance and you can tell it crushes her.

      “Thanks, Theo 1.” Theo goes over to hug his sister.

      “No problem, Theo 2,” she answers and embraces him warmly.

      “Let’s go,” Daire says briskly. I don’t know the guy well at all, but even I can tell that he’s in a bad mood—not that I imagine he has many good ones.

      We all head out of the factory, leaving Theodora behind.

      “Two cars,” Daire says and the guys wordlessly split into two groups.

      Theo and Alec start heading towards a black car that’s hiding in the shadows next to the factory.

      “You’re with us, Highness,” Brax says as he touches the small of my back to push me towards another car that I hadn’t noticed around the side of the building. The touch is gentle but firm, telling me that he’s in control and I have no choice. I hate the little jolt of electricity that rushes through my body from where his hand meets my back. I walk quickly so that his hand drops away.

      We get into the car and it’s shockingly nice. I know as little about cars as I do about motorcycles, but even I can tell this is a relatively new and probably expensive SUV. How the hell can anyone going to Marter High afford a car like this? I’m starting to suspect that the Vicious Crew are into some nefarious stuff and aren’t just a bunch of guys who gang up together to bully kids at school. The realization makes me even more nervous as I slip into the backseat with Brax. Daire jumps in the driver’s seat.

      We drive down the dark streets, sticking to the outskirts of town. Finally, they decide to let me in on the plan. Brax tells me that I’m going to walk into a bar and seduce this guy. They need me to convince him to go to a second location alone, without his entourage, just with me.

      “What’s the second location?” I ask.

      “A motel,” Brax says matter-of-factly.

      “Are you serious?! I’m not sleeping with some stranger!”

      “You don’t have to sleep with him,” Daire interjects from the front. He hasn’t turned around the entire car ride and I’m getting the feeling he’s trying to avoid looking at me.

      “You just need to get him there and we’ll do the rest,” Brax adds.

      “What are you guys going to do to him?”

      “I thought I told you that you ask too many questions,” Daire says darkly.

      “He’ll live,” Brax adds. “We can’t tell you more about him because we want you to go in there as just some bimbo who wants a bit of fun. It’ll be a lot easier for you to pretend you know nothing if you actually know nothing.”

      “Is this dangerous?” I can’t help but ask.

      “You’ve got us watching your back so you’re safe,” Brax says. “If you get into trouble, we’ll get you out.”

      “But don’t start trouble on purpose just to get out of it. We’ll know,” adds Daire.

      I sigh and lean back against the plush leather seat to watch the run-down scenery rush past.
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      The bar sits on a lonely street corner like a neon and dirty brick eyesore. We pull up behind an empty building a short distance away with a perfect view of the entrance. Daire cuts the engine before turning to look at me for the first time since we left Theodora’s place.

      “This is the guy.” He holds up his phone and I see an average, kind of sleazy-looking, man in his late thirties. “That’s your mark. Get him to agree to go to the Starbeam Motel on Twenty-Second Street.”

      “What if I can’t convince him to go?” This plan is crazy. I’ve never tried to seduce anyone in my life. I don’t know how to be sexy on demand and I’m a bit out of my element here.

      “You’re a hot girl,” Daire says as he stares at me, his narrowed eyes blazing. “It’s going to be insanely easy to convince any guy to go to a motel with you. Now, go,” he commands and I hop out of the car.

      I’m weirdly motivated by his pep talk.

      Daire thinks I’m hot.

      Who cares if a monster thinks you’re hot, Addison?

      Right.

      I walk quickly across the empty street to the bar. I make it to the front door and rush in before I can second-guess myself.

      Inside it’s dark and smokey—which is weird because it’s illegal to smoke in any establishment, but I guess they don’t care much about the law in this part of town. A couple neon beer signs are the only attempt they’ve made at decorating. I think this place looks depressing as hell but apparently not everyone agrees with me because the place is busy.

      I start scanning the crowd, trying to find my “mark”. It’s hard because about ninety percent of the people in here are guys and they all look like the guy in the picture Daire showed me.

      I move through the crowd and try to ignore all the lecherous stares I’m getting. Even with the makeover, I still stand out. I don’t know what to do and I need a moment to collect myself so I head to the bar.

      While I wait for the bartender, I continue to scan the crowd. I try to avoid eye contact with anyone, but it doesn’t work as a guy starts to walk over to me immediately.

      “Fuck,” I mumble as I turn away, trying to ignore him.

      “Hey, gorgeous. Is this seat taken?” he asks.

      “I have to go to the washroom!” I blurt out before rushing off.

      The large boots take some getting used to and I almost fall flat on my face as I escape. I make it to the washroom and hide in a stall. I don’t think I can do this.

      I take a couple minutes to calm down and collect myself. I need to get this over with and get the hell out of here. The quicker I get this done, the quicker they ask me for the second favor, then the third, and the quicker this will all be over. Then I’ll never have to interact with the Vicious Crew ever again.

      I take a deep breath, look at myself in the mirror—who is that?—and then head back out.

      I keep my calm better this time as I survey the crowd. With a relieved sigh, I finally spot the guy. He’s by the bar surrounded by a couple of friends.

      I attempt to look confident as I strut over towards them. I make eye contact with the guy and hold it, before turning away to lean against the bar next to his friend. It doesn’t take more than a few seconds before he pushes his friend aside and slides in next to me.

      A part of me is thrilled. I can’t believe how easy that was!

      “What’s a pretty young thing like you doing in a place like this?” he asks me and I have to suppress my disgust.

      “I’m just… looking for some company. I was bored at home all alone.” The words come to me naturally and I wonder, who is this person? I don’t know her at all.

      “I can help you with that,” he says with a laugh, and I fake a laugh too. “Can I get you a drink?”

      “Sure, a beer, please.”

      “A girl after my own heart.” He gets the attention of the bartender. “The lady will have a—what kind of beer do you want?”

      I look around desperately but I can’t find a drink list anywhere. “Um, a… one of those.” I motion to a man on the other side of the bar drinking from a dark bottle.

      “Make that two,” my mark says and slips the bartender a twenty.

      He turns his attention back to me and starts flirting shamelessly—and I start flirting right back. The guy is gross and sleazy, but my adrenaline is in overdrive so I don’t find it hard to pretend to be interested in him—but when he puts his hand on my back, it takes all my willpower to not shove it off.

      When, after a drink, I mention going somewhere else, he readily agrees. I’m giddy, I can’t believe I’m pulling this off! He tells his friends that he’ll talk to them later and that he has to “take care of this sexy young thing. Make sure she’s dicked just right”. I fake laugh to cover up my revulsion and we head out.

      We walk over to his car and this is when I start to wonder what to do next.

      “Where did you want to go?” I ask.

      “I’m good with anywhere you want. It can’t be my place though because my wife is home right now.”

      “I have a roommate so we can’t go to my place. How about a motel?” I say too quickly.

      “All right. Anything for your sweet little ass.”

      “The one on Twenty-Second Street, I think it’s called ‘Starbeam’ or something.”

      He looks at me suspiciously for the first time and I start to get nervous that I screwed up. He knows.

      “You do this a lot or something?” he asks. “You trying to make me pay for it or something?”

      “Oh my god, I’m not a prostitute!” I think my absolutely real indignation convinces him and he backs off.

      “All right, all right. Just gotta check, you know? Pretty girl like you, might be a working girl. That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Well, I’m not,” I say hotly.

      “Ok, ok, I didn’t mean it. I get it. Starbeam it is.”

      We both get in the car. I’m happy the plan is on track again as we pull out of the parking lot. I look around surreptitiously and breathe out a sigh of relief when I see Daire’s car trailing us at an unsuspicious distance.

      The guy, whose name is Norman, continues to make gross comments as we drive the couple blocks to the motel. I’ve never been to the Starbeam Motel, I’ve never been to this side of town at all, so I have no idea where we are.

      We pull up to a single story building. After parking, we walk into the lobby and Norman purchases a room. He tries to buy it for “an hour, maybe two”, but the owner makes him pay for the whole night and he grumbles as he hands over the cash.

      As we walk to the room, I look around for Daire’s car, but I don’t see it anymore. Norman isn’t very big. I’m five five and in my platform boots we are about the same size, but I don’t know if he has a gun on him or anything and I don’t want to be trapped in a room alone with him.

      “After you,” he says as he holds open the door to the room.

      I glance around nervously. I know I look suspicious but I don’t care anymore.

      “I just…” I can’t think of anything to say to stall and I can tell he’s getting impatient.

      “Come on,” he says gruffly. “Get your little ass inside. Don’t be a tease.”

      “It’s just that—” I look down at my phone and see a text on the screen. It’s from an anonymous number and says, “Go inside. We got your back”.

      I look back at Norman, who isn’t even trying to be nice anymore, and decide to go in. I don’t have much to lose anyway and if things go really south I think I can take him.

      We walk into the dingy room and the second the door closes he’s on me. I try shoving him off but he’s stronger than he looks. He keeps grabbing and pawing at me as I push him back.

      “Stop!” I yell.

      “Don’t be a tease! You’ve been asking for it all night.”

      We struggle for a bit and he manages to pull down my halter top and starts trying to pull up my skirt. I pull back on my clothes and he takes the opportunity to push me on the bed. Things are getting out of control—and that’s when I knee him in the balls.

      I’ve never done it before and I don’t even realize what I’m doing until it’s done. He stops immediately and doubles over to grab his crotch, writhing in pain.

      That is the moment when the Vicious Crew kicks down the door and bursts into the room. Daire and Theo rush forward to grab the guy, but seem confused that he’s not attacking me and I’m just standing there adjusting my clothes. They expected to find a damsel in distress.

      “What the fuck is this?” Norman asks through teeth that are gritted in pain.

      “Don’t speak,” Daire says and Theo kicks him in the stomach.

      Norman moans in even more pain and falls forward. Theo and Brax grab his arms roughly to keep him on his feet, and also to keep him from running away.

      “I didn’t do it!” Norman starts yelling at Daire. “It wasn’t me! Your asshole father has the wrong guy. I didn’t do nothing to screw him over, it was the Mayor! He’s the one who screwed both of us! He’s the one who made me do it.”

      Daire delivers the next kick personally and Norman finally shuts up.

      “Take her to the car,” Daire commands.

      Alec grabs my arm and leads me outside. I want to know what the hell is going on, but I’m also relieved to get out of there. There’s a lot of violent, manly energy in that gross motel room and it feels amazing to be away from it and breathing in the fresh night air again. Alec takes me to the passenger’s side of Daire’s car and helps me in, before going over and getting into the driver’s side.

      “Is that what this is about? Did that guy do something to Daire’s father?” I ask as we both stare forward towards the motel.

      They shut the door behind us so I can’t see anything, but I can hear muffled yells from Norman and I wince. I’m pretty sure they are beating him up. I know that he just tried to assault me so he deserves it, but I don’t like hearing it.

      “Yeah, he stole a bunch of product from Daire’s dad.” Alec is staring intently at the closed motel door. I can tell he wants to be in there with his boys and he hates that he’s not.

      “What kind of product?”

      Alec suddenly looks at me like he didn’t realize I was in the car, like he is seeing me for the first time. I’m pretty sure he didn’t mean to say what he just said.

      “Uh… could you just pretend I didn’t say that?”

      “Only if you tell me what’s going on, otherwise I’m telling Daire what you said.” Who is this girl and what have you done with Addison?

      Alec sighs. “You promise you won’t say anything if I tell you?”

      I drag my fingers across my lips like I’m locking them and throwing away the key.

      He sighs again, before turning back to stare at the motel door while he says, “I know you aren’t dumb. You know how much danger you’re in and I think you’re smart enough to keep your mouth shut, so I’ll tell you. Daire’s dad is in the mafia, mine too.”

      My mouth drops open. I shouldn’t be surprised though. It was always obvious that the Vicious Crew are into some dark and dangerous stuff.

      “That guy in there stole a shipment coming in from Denver and then hid the product. We think he’s taken it to another state to sell it off without raising suspicions. He’s denying the whole thing but we have our sources and we know he did it. Daire’s dad hired us to set this whole thing up so that we’d get him away from his crew, get him alone.”

      I don’t know what to say to that. This situation is absolutely insane. All I can think to do is whisper, “I won’t tell.”

      “I know.”

      And we go back to staring at the motel in silence. The sounds of Norman yelling have stopped and it’s eerily quiet.

      “They won’t kill him, will they?” I ask softly, but I don’t really know if I want to know the answer.

      “No. They are just roughing him up a bit while waiting for our dads. They won’t kill him.”

      I’m only a little bit relieved.

      Soon we see another car pull up. It looks very similar to the SUV that we are currently sitting in. Out of the backseat a distinguished, tall, older man gets out and I immediately know from the way he carries himself that it’s Daire’s dad. When he walks closer to the motel, I can see in the light that he looks just like an older version of Daire. Same cocksure walk, same defined jaw, same thick chestnut hair—though his is graying in the corners.

      Two other men get out of the car and follow him. I can see a fourth is staying in the driver’s seat to wait for them. One of the guys walking towards the building looks vaguely familiar and then I realize it’s because it’s Alec’s dad. They aren’t as similar in appearance as Daire and his father, but there’s no denying that they are related.

      The three men walk up to the correct door and walk right in without a word, closing it behind them again. I can tell Alec is on edge. His hands are gripping the steering wheel and his jaw is clenched.

      There’s a couple minutes of silence and my adrenaline starts to dissipate slightly. I just want to get out of here. I take my eyes off the motel door for just a second to look around—and that’s when a loud gunshot pierces through the night.

      “Oh my god! What was that?!!” I scream.

      “Fuck,” Alec curses.

      Should I run? I wonder, but I don’t have much time to think about it because in the next second the motel door is thrown open and out rushes Daire, Brax and Theo. They run over and pile into our car.

      “Drive,” Daire commands and Alec starts the car up at lightening speed.

      We shoot out of the parking lot and drive down the empty streets, putting distance between us and that motel as quickly as possible.

      “What happened??” I ask desperately.

      I’m so scared and shaking so badly that I don’t feel in complete control of myself.

      “Nothing,” Daire says as he pulls out his phone. “Someone’s gun went off by accident, but nothing happened.”

      From the way everyone’s acting, I know he’s lying, but I’m not going to push the issue. I’m just going to pray they take me home and don’t hurt me. I’ll pretend I don’t know anything and try to stay safe. I just want to be home and in my bedroom so badly—actually, what I really want is to be at my real home, in my real bedroom, but that life is gone forever and I have to accept it. This is my new life now.

      I just helped murder a man.

      I feel like I can’t breathe. The car is closing in around me and everything is going a fuzzy shade of brown. My head is swimming and I feel like I’m drowning. I desperately reach out to feel something, anything, so that I can ground myself in reality as I’m slowly loosing my grip and being swept away.

      My hand touches something solid and I grab on to it. It’s Alec’s hand and I realize that he must be steering with just the other one as he holds mine. I grip on to it for dear life. It’s warm and solid and reassuring, but I’m still spinning.

      Then I hear soothing words being whispered in my ear. There’s hot breath and low vibrations against my skin and I focus on that. I soon realize that it’s Brax’s voice, smokey and comforting.

      “Take a deep breath,” he whispers, and I do.

      He keeps talking to me and I start to calm down. I feel the world slowly stop spinning. The colors go back to normal and my breathing slows. I’m back in my body and sitting in the car. I’m back in control.

      I quickly pull my hand back from Alec. I hear Brax shift back in his seat.

      Why the hell did Alec hold my hand? And why the hell did Brax try to comfort me? They hate me. They must have been trying to stop me from having a full-blown freak out. I’m a liability now and they have to keep me from going to the cops—and if they can’t keep me sane, so that they can be sure I won’t tell, they’ll have to kill me…

      I stare out the window and count down the seconds until I can get out of this car. Until I can get away from these dangerous guys and this insane night.

      I finally recognize my foster mother’s street as we turn the corner. I breathe out a sigh of relief because it’s almost over. We pull into the driveway and I’m about to run out of the car but Theo’s quicker. He slams my door shut from the outside, trapping me inside with the rest of the Vicious Crew.

      “I promise I won’t say anything,” I whisper. It feels like the right thing to say at this moment and I’d say anything to be able to get out of the car.

      No one speaks for a bit and I finally glance at them. Theo is still outside. Alec looks like he’s deep in conflicted thought. Brax is looking seriously at Daire, who looks angry and also like he’s thinking. Their silence is scaring me more than anything else.

      Finally, Daire speaks.

      “You know you’re already in danger.”

      He looks at me suddenly, for one of the few times that night, and the intensity in his emerald eyes startles me.

      “We didn’t mean for this to happen.” He looks away like he can’t finish.

      “She won’t go to the cops,” Alec adds from the front seat.

      Daire thinks for a moment then nods. “If you tell anyone, they’ll kill you. No one knew you were there but us.”

      “That guy did. Norman.”

      Daire looks me in the eye again as he says, “He’s dead.”

      Even though I already knew, him confirming it makes it real. I feel like my world is shattering, but I just nod.

      “We’ll make sure no one finds out that you were involved—but only if you keep your mouth shut. Understand?”

      “Yes.”

      “Promise.”

      “I promise.”

      He stares at me for another long moment before giving one final nod.

      “Brax, take her inside and keep watch. I’ll text you later.”

      Brax quickly jumps out of the car to come around to my door. Theo steps back without a word and Brax opens it.

      I get out and stand on shaky legs that feel like they can’t support my body weight. We walk inside and I don’t look back. I can hear the car doors slam and the car pull out of the driveway.

      The house is dark. It’s late and everyone must be asleep. I start to walk up the stairs to my room in a daze, but a hand on my arm stops me and I jump a mile into the air.

      “Sorry,” Brax says apologetically. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “Little late not to scare me.” I laugh but there’s no humor in it.

      “Tonight… That didn’t go to plan. He wasn’t supposed to die, and you weren’t supposed to be in the room alone with him for more than a couple seconds. We got tangled up on each other because there was a misunderstanding about who was supposed to be where. By the time we figured it out, you’d been in there for about a minute. Daire is going to chew us out for it.” He took a deep breath. “Sorry about that.”

      I’m taken aback that he is actually apologizing to me, but I’m not going to forgive him. I will never forgive any of them for what they’ve done to me.

      “Just know, we’re being serious when we say you can’t go to the police. They won’t protect you. All the cops around here are crooked as hell and the mob has them in their pockets. No one knows you have anything to do with it, and we’ll keep it that way if you keep up your end of the bargain.”

      I’m suddenly so tired that all I want to do is get away from him and go to sleep. It’s taking all my strength to stand upright at the moment.

      “Ok, I won’t go to the police. Can I go now?”

      “Yes. Goodnight, Addison.”

      I head up the stairs without another word.

      When I reach the top, I go over to my sister’s door. There’s no light coming from underneath it so I assume she’s asleep. I don’t want to wake her so I just go to my room and lock the door behind me.

      I sit on my bed, not even bothering to get undressed from the crazy hooker goth clothes I’m still wearing. As exhausted as I was a couple seconds ago, I’m suddenly wide awake and know I won’t be able to sleep tonight.

      I am so fucked. I keep re-playing everything over-and-over in my head until the sun comes up over the horizon.
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      After a hellish night, I know I’m in for a hellish day at school.

      I drag myself into the washroom before anyone else wakes up, to wash the smeared makeup off my face in the shower. I change out of the punk clothes and into an understated, but expensive—I can’t help it, they are the only clothes I own—outfit.

      I knock on Olivia’s door, but she’s still in bed and tells me she’ll talk to me later. I don’t have it in me right now to argue so I leave. Shockingly, I find Brax at the bottom of the stairs. He’s never on time for anything, I don’t even think he goes to his morning classes, so to see him up this early is a bit unnerving.

      “I’ll drive you to school,” he says.

      I can tell he’s tired. There are dark circles under his eyes and his voice is raspier than normal.

      I scoff before saying, “No way. I would never ride with you, especially on that bike. Never again.”

      I push past him and out the door.
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        * * *

      

      They find me at lunch. I’m hiding in my usual spot in the basement but they still find me somehow.

      “How did you know I was here?” I ask.

      “We always know where you are,” Alec says. “Come on.”

      The five of us walk out of the abandoned janitor’s closet and down the hall. We head to a part of the school I’ve never been in before. I’m scared being in their presence, and I don’t want to be alone with them, but I don’t feel like I have a choice. I don’t have much to lose anymore, anyway.

      Theo pushes open a large swinging door and flicks on the lights. We file into the room and I see that it’s a large indoor pool—only it’s been abandoned a long time ago. There’s no water and the tiles are cracked with age. Half of the bleachers have collapsed.

      Theo locks the door behind him and I give him a look which I know makes me look scared and weak, but I can’t help it. They all walk over to the pool and hop down effortlessly. I go over to the ladder.

      When we are all standing together, Alec starts it off. “We understand you might have questions, and we are willing to answer some of them. We need to know where your head is at.”

      I look at them all. Daire has his arms crossed and looks like he’d rather be anywhere but here at this moment.

      I’ve thought about this all night, I’ve thought about nothing but this situation and I do have so many questions. I can’t believe they are willing to answer them. These aren’t the guys I’ve come to know—though to be fair, I’ve only known them for a very brief period of time.

      “Why did you guys have me be a part of that? You could have found another way—or some other girl—you didn’t need me. You don’t even know me so why would you trust me with a mission like that?”

      “We wanted you to be a part of something illegal,” Alec states matter-of-factly. “You have dirt on us—the thing at the pond—and we wanted to make you dirty too so that if you told on us, we’d tell on you. Collateral.”

      I can’t help but nod subtly. I’d been trying to think of the reason all night, but that made more sense than anything I could come up with.

      “I remember that the guy mentioned something about the Mayor.”

      They all shift uncomfortably, but I wait them out until finally Alec speaks again. “The corruption in this town goes all the way to the top. That guy in the motel works—worked—for the Mayor, who is one of the dirtiest ones of all.”

      “So when I said you couldn’t go to the police because they are corrupt, I meant it. He runs the police,” Brax adds.

      “You’re already our ‘property’ because of the Threesome Pact,” Alec says with quotation marks.

      I see Daire sneer in disgust out of the corner of my eye.

      “So you’re under our protection, but because of what happened, from now on we are going to be keeping you close to us. We can’t risk you running off or telling anyone,” Alec continues.

      I stare at the cracked, pale blue tiles under my leather and satin boots.

      “I don’t really have a choice, do I?” I ask sadly.

      “No,” Daire says with finality. His word echos around the empty pool.

      If I have to do this, I might as well try to get something out of it. It’s too late for me now, but it’s not too late for Olivia.

      “I’ll agree to it on one condition.”

      They all visibly stiffen—Daire more than anyone. “You’re not really in a position to bargain,” he says in a dark but calm voice.

      I don’t let him intimidate me and I continue, “I want you to stay away from my sister.”

      Alec shrugs. “Deal.”

      “And I want you guys to protect her. She’s falling into the wrong crowd and I don’t want anything to happen to her.”

      Alec looks over at Daire who thinks for a moment before giving him a nod.

      “Deal,” Alec says.

      “Is that it? Can I go now?” I ask.

      “Yeah, get out of here,” Daire says.

      I begin to walk over to the ladder, before stopping. I have one more question.

      “Why are we meeting in a pool?”

      Alec smirks. “This is our private space. The doors are all locked and even if someone looks through the windows, no one can read our lips when we are down here.”

      “I guess that makes sense,” I murmur and resume walking.

      When I get to the ladder, I realize that coming down was easy, but I’m going to have trouble climbing back up. Before I have time to think, I feel hands on my waist. I gasp in terror, but before I can struggle I hear Theo say, “Jump.”

      I do, and he picks me up in his terrifyingly strong arms as if I weigh nothing. I’m able to grab the ladder easily and I quickly climb out of the pool. I dash over to the door, unlocking it, and bolt out into the hallway. My heart is still racing as I head to my next class.

      I don’t know if that was the right thing to do. I feel like I just made a deal with the devil—four devils, actually.
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        * * *

      

      I’m too hungry to go to sleep so I head downstairs, just hoping against all odds that there’s food in the kitchen this time. After searching the cabinets, I groan when I realize there’s nothing—there is however my foster mom’s gross boyfriend.

      “That groan is sexy,” he says as he walks into the room.

      I don’t say anything and just try to walk past him. He moves to block my path. I’m getting sick and tired of this shit.

      “Move.”

      “Oh, come on. Why you so scared of me? I don’t bite—unless you want me to.” He raises his eyebrows, and it makes my stomach turn in revulsion. I’ve had enough of gross, older men hitting on me for one lifetime.

      “Never in a million years. Get out of my way.”

      He doesn’t. He does the opposite and moves to block my way even more.

      “Why not, you sexy little tease? I’m a great lay.” He leans in closer and the rotten beer smell of his breath is overwhelming. “We just have to promise not to tell anyone. It’ll be our little secret. Don’t be such a frigid bitch.” He spits slightly on the word “bitch,” and drool lands on his lip.

      Something inside of me just snaps and I’m suddenly more furious than I’ve ever been in my entire life. How dare this disgusting pervert make me feel unsafe in my own home? I’ve had an awful time ever since I got here. I have to live in this hellhole. Everyone at school wants to kick my ass. The terrifying guys that almost killed me, forced me to be a part of a murder, and now they are forcing me to hang out with them so that I don’t go to the cops. As if all that wasn’t bad enough, how fucking dare this man make it worse.

      Without thinking, I reach over by instinct and grab a kitchen knife that’s laying on the counter. I hold it up to him and the lecherous look is suddenly replaced with wariness and anger.

      “I’m not interested in you, you gross old man. Stay the fuck away from me.” I don’t know what I’m doing because I’ve never done anything like this before. I suddenly have another terrifying thought and add, “And if you ever come close to my sister—” I move forward with the knife and he steps back cautiously. “I’ll cut your balls off.”

      His eyes widen in surprise and he quickly steps aside.

      “You’re fucking crazy,” he mumbles as he retreats back to his bedroom which is a side room attached to the kitchen.

      I take the knife with me and head upstairs. I’ve been stupid not to keep any kind of protection with me until now.

      Who is this person? I wonder. What’s happening to me? I barely recognize myself anymore.
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      At school the next day I can feel the difference. Wherever I go, I can feel them watching me. Even when I’m alone in the basement, I know that they know where I am. I just try to keep my head down and ignore it.

      I barely have one day to myself. That evening when I’m hanging out in bed, editing photos on my laptop, I hear the front door open. The sounds of their now familiar voices reach my ears and my blood runs cold.

      I live with Brax but usually he’s barely home so I don’t see them much when I’m not at school. Uncharacteristically, Brax has been staying home the last couple nights and I think it’s to keep an eye on me, but I’ve just been hiding in my room and avoiding him.

      A short time later there’s a knock on my door.

      “Your Highness?” I recognize Brax’s husky voice. “We have some food downstairs if you’re hungry. We’re all hanging out here tonight so you should come join us.”

      “No thanks,” I call through the door.

      Yeah, right. As if I’d ever voluntarily hang out with those four psychos.

      “Ok, suit yourself. If you change your mind, we’ll be here.”

      I hear his footsteps retreat down the hall and then down the stairs.

      I shake my head. I can’t believe they thought I’d hang out with them of my own free will. If they told me I have to then I would, but there’s no way I’d ever go down if they give me the choice.

      My stomach takes this moment to growl loudly. I put my hand on it as if that’ll stop it from hurting. I’m starving. It’s been a couple days since I’ve had a proper meal. The food at the school cafeteria is inedible—even if I could safely show my face in there long enough to buy anything.

      I’ve been getting food from the convenience store on the corner with the little money that I have left. I’m running out though so I haven’t been buying much lately, and there’s only so many times you can eat packaged nuts and protein bars.

      The smell of burgers is seeping in under my door, making my mouth water. I want a burger and fries so badly that I would do almost anything for one—anything? Like hang out with the four devils themselves?

      I shake my head to get rid of the thoughts. There’s no way I’d ever go down there.

      But the ache in my empty stomach is strong and painful. It feels like it’s pulling at my insides and I’m practically drooling at just the slightest smell of food.

      I can’t take it any longer, my stomach wins over my brain and I get up angrily and storm downstairs. The four of them are in the living room with the cracked TV on. They all seem too large to be comfortable on the small couch and chairs they are sitting on. In the middle of them spread out on the coffee table is about a dozen burgers and orders of fries.

      When I walk into the room, they all stop and turn to stare at me. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to the power in those four gazes looking at me all at once. I can’t help but sweat under their attention.

      “Can I have some food?” I ask in a not very polite way. My etiquette teacher would be horrified if she could see me now.

      “Sure,” Alec says.

      I quickly step forward and grab two burgers and an order of fries. I’m about to scurry back to my room when Brax says, “But you have to eat it with us.”

      Even though I don’t want to, I say, “Fine.” And I sit down in the only empty seat in the room which is an uncomfortable stool. None of the furniture in the room matches. I rip off the wrapper on my first burger and bite into it like I haven’t eaten in years—which is what it feels like. The second that food hits my tongue is pure heaven. I have to stifle a moan, because it’s so. Fucking. Good.

      We are watching some cop show on TV and the guys go back to joking around with each other, though there’s a noticeable tension in the room now—or maybe it’s in my head and I’m the only one feeling it.

      Daire is noticeably quiet. His eyes are glued to the TV and the muscle in his jaw keeps jumping. He’s taking deep swigs of his beer and looks clearly irritated but trying not to show it.

      I try to eat as fast as possible and get back to my room, back to what little safety I have—even though they could break down my door in two seconds flat and we all know it.

      Just as I swallow my last bite, my sister comes down the stairs.

      “Hey, I thought I heard you guys.” She smiles at them. She’s wearing a miniskirt and an extremely tight and low-cut t-shirt. “You guys are all hanging out?” she asks as she sees me and looks a bit surprised.

      She walks into the room and sits on the armrest of the couch, so close to Theo that I think they are touching.

      “Get lost,” he tells her and her eyes widen.

      “What?” she asks.

      “Head back to your room or something.” He waves her off, and she stands up indignantly.

      “You can’t hang out with us so piss off,” Brax adds.

      Olivia looks surprised, insulted, and also a bit hurt. I don’t like seeing her like that but at the same time I can’t help but be happy. They are doing what I asked and making sure she stays away from them. I wasn’t sure they’d keep up their end of the agreement, but it looks like they are.

      She looks at me for support and I just shrug. She turns on her heel and heads upstairs. I hear her door slam a second later.

      The guys act like nothing happened and continue joking around and watching TV. They’ve put on a war movie and Theo and Brax are passing a joint back and forth. Brax leans over to offer it to me.

      “No thanks,” I say.

      “You’re a good girl, I get it,” he laughs and leans back to take a deep drag. “Ever smoked before?”

      “Yeah, but there’s no way I’m doing it with you guys.”

      “Smart girl,” Theo says as he takes the blunt from Brax and takes a drag.

      Ok, that was enough time with them. I stand up.

      “Well, thanks for the food. I have to go study now.”

      They scoff.

      “Study? What for?” Brax says. “No one from Marter High goes to college. Around here there’s no point in trying in school.”

      “I’m going to do anything in my power to get away. There’s no way I want to spend the rest of my life here. This place is hell,” I can’t help but say.

      I can see the unmistakable wince on Brax’s face and it almost makes me wish I hadn’t said it—almost. He grew up here. His family is here. This horrible house, with its alcoholic mom and her alcoholic boyfriends, is his home. He can’t imagine ever escaping this town because this is his life.

      “Must be nice to have dreams,” he says bitterly. “Must be nice to have choices.”

      “Everyone has choices, even if they aren’t easy or obvious at first.” I need to leave before I get anymore philosophical and I head back upstairs.

      The truth was that I wasn’t going to study. My life, my plans for the future, everything had fallen apart the second my parents left. The truth was that I wasn’t thinking very much about my future anymore—I’m not even sure I’m going to survive high school. All I care about now is protecting my sister.

      I can hear loud music coming from her room; she always does this when she’s mad. It used to not be much of a problem when we each had a separate wing of the house to ourselves, but now, since there’s only a thin wall separating us, I feel like she’s blasting it right into my ear.

      I don’t think she’s handling this whole thing well—but hell, neither am I.
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      Later in the night when I go to the washroom, I can see the four of them gathered around a fire in the backyard. Seeing how close they are, how in sync they are with one another, makes me miss having friends.

      I had a couple close friends back in Sheltered Glen—or at least I thought we were close friends. We’d sent some text back and forth since I came here but I could tell they were trying to distance themselves from me and it hurt. Guess we’d never been real friends in the first place if they could abandon me so easily when I really needed them.

      My boyfriend also broke up with me when I came to Marter. He said that it wasn’t fair to me to keep dating since I was now so far below his financial means I would feel like I wasn’t bringing anything to the relationship anymore. He was kind of a dick.

      We’d been dating for about six months and I wasn’t in love with him yet but he was cute and I enjoyed hanging out with him. Still, he broke up with me by a fucking text message. And I had been there for him through his parent’s divorce. Asshole.

      My only friend now is the housekeeper’s daughter, Adalee, but she’s in college on a basketball scholarship in another state so she can’t do more than send supportive texts. As awful as the Vicious Crew are, I envy them. They have each other in this horrible place while I have no one, not even my sister. A deep part of me wishes I could go out there and join. What the hell is wrong with me?
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      The next morning I walk sleepily to the bathroom, yawning. The door opens and out pours steam and then a very naked guy struts out.

      “Oh my god!” I hold my hands out in front of me in surprise. “Cover up!”

      Seeing Brax first thing in the morning is jarring enough—even when he’s wearing clothes. He just laughs and walks down the other side of the hall to his room. I can smell his shampoo and see every part of his ripped body. He’s all lean muscle and dark ink.

      “Douchebag,” I mumble before heading into the washroom.

      “I’ll drive you to school,” he calls back and turns around.

      He’s completely unselfconscious—and with good reason. He walks around like he has no inhibitions, like he’s as comfortable in clothes as out of them. I kind of envy that type of freedom. The freedom of not caring what others think of you.

      —or maybe he just knows he’s super hot and doesn’t mind showing it off.

      “I’m good, thanks,” I answer.

      “I wasn’t giving you an option,” he says it lightly, playfully, but there’s an underlying message that’s clear. It was a command, not a question.

      I finish getting ready and head downstairs. Theo is asleep, arms crossed over his big chest and his long legs hanging far off the end of the couch. He looks comically large. He’s probably the scariest member of the Vicious Crew—physically, because Daire is probably the scariest mentally, the guy is twisted and evil.

      Theo is built like a tank and looks like he wrestles bears for fun. The cold gray eyes, the shaved head, the scars, the thick lines of ink—he’s undeniably scary, but looking at him sleeping all that is stripped away. His face is calm and relaxed. He looks almost… innocent? I’m seeing the guy who I got a brief glimpse of when he was hugging his sister, the guy who was capable of caring, of loving—before he turned back into an intimidating beast the second we left her place.

      “Ready?” Brax asks as he comes out of the kitchen, eating a leftover burger. His silver hair is damp, and it looks at odds with all the black he’s wearing. “Wake up, man.” He kicks the back of the couch lightly with his combat boot and Theo opens his eyes groggily, but then springs up.

      “Everything good?” Theo asks, clearly ready for a fight. His huge arms are on full display because of the sleeveless shirt he’s wearing.

      “Yeah, it’s just time for school,” Brax laughs and takes another mouthful of burger.

      “Oh.” Theo looks confused for a split second before he runs his hand over his face and seems to calm down a bit. He’s clearly used to having to be ready to fight at all times. Must be stressful, I imagine. “All right, I’ll meet you there.”

      Brax nods then looks at me. “Let’s go, Highness.”

      “I hate that nickname.”

      Brax just laughs his raspy laugh and we walk out the front door.

      I cling on to his muscular body for dear life as we race through the streets on his motorcycle. At first it’s absolutely terrifying, but then I relax slightly when I realize he’s not trying to kill us and it starts to become a bit fun—a very little bit. I’m almost disappointed when we pull into the school parking lot.

      I hop off quickly and walk to the building. I can still smell him and realize that because I was gripping on to him so tightly, I’ll be smelling his clove and ginger scent on me for the rest of the day.

      I walk into school and head to class. As I’m walking down the hall, a girl falls in step with me. I internally groan. Nothing good will come of this.

      “Hi, I’m Cherry,” she says pleasantly.

      “Nice to meet you,” I say instinctively. Even though I’m sure she’s going to insult me or try to kick my ass, I can’t help but be polite—seventeen years of etiquette training ingrained in me. “I’m Addison.”

      I don’t recognize her, she’s not in any of my classes, so I’m guessing she’s in a lower grade. She’s very pretty with a round face, pouty red lips, bright green eyes and hair that’s the same length as mine and dyed a deep, dark red.

      “I saw you ride in with Brax,” she starts and I can’t help but groan internally. Is she going to try to beat me up for “stealing” her man?—I want to tell her I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t want to get on the back of his bike, I was forced to. And I hate myself when I realize I’m not that upset about it.

      “I just want to warn you about him. I know he looks hot and stuff—”

      “It’s ok,” I interrupt her. “I already know that he’s dangerous and I have to be careful. Thanks though.”

      “No, I just wanted to warn you about how pathetic he is.”

      I stop dead in my tracks. That was not what I was expecting. “What?”

      “Yeah.” She shakes her head. “We dated for a bit last year and when we broke up he just couldn’t get over it. I moved on to someone else but he didn’t. It was really sad actually. I felt sorry for him, I still do.”

      I think my mouth is hanging open. I can’t imagine a guy like Brax caring about anyone but himself. I can’t imagine him actually being sweet or romantic, he’s mean and violent, but here’s this girl telling me he liked her so much he couldn’t get over her.

      “Alec had a thing for me too,” she continues and my mouth opens even wider. “But I just wanted someone who was more at my level, you know? Someone who was better for me. They fought over me.” I can see the slight smile she’s trying to suppress when she says it. “It was all just a mess and I felt so bad about the whole thing. I hope they can both move on eventually and that it didn’t hurt their friendship too badly.”

      We are facing each other and her eyes are sparkling as she speaks, though she has a serious look on her face.

      “So I just wanted to warn you—girl-to-girl—to be careful. They can get like obsessed, so just watch out, you know?”

      “Yeah… thanks for that,” I’m at a loss for what to say.

      I’m not interested in any of the Vicious Crew romantically so her warning doesn’t really matter, but it’s still shocking to hear that those guys could get hung up over someone. I can also see that she’s enjoying telling me this—maybe I would be proud too if I had two hot guys fighting over me.

      “It was nice meeting you,” she says as she walks away with a wave and a smile.

      I’m left with the impression that she’s a very charming person but also kind of mean.

      I’m about to continue walking to class when I see Theo coming up to me.

      “Was Cherry giving you trouble?” he asks gruffly, staring after her with narrowed eyes.

      “No, she wasn’t. She saw me ride in on Brax’s bike and wanted to warn me to watch out for him. She said they used to date, and he became obsessed with her or something.”

      Theo sighs angrily and mutters, “Bitch.”

      “And Alec too. She said they were both obsessed with her.”

      “Yeah, they dated last year—her and Brax. She’d always break up with him and then get back with him. She went after Alec hard and they had something too, briefly.”

      “At the same time?”

      “There might have been some overlap, who knows. She’s an amazing manipulator. She got both of them to fall in love with her then ruined them when she broke up with them to get with Seth. She’s just a fucking clout chaser and Seth is the leader of the East Marters so that’s why she went with him. I can’t stand her. I always thought she was a bitch, but how can you tell someone that the person they love is evil? The whole thing almost broke up the crew.”

      “Wow. I never would have expected that,” I say, genuinely shocked.

      “Why not?” Theo asks, turning to me.

      “Because I think you’re all psychopaths,” I say before realizing that I shouldn’t be so honest.

      Theo looks at me and I can tell my words sting him slightly.

      “Yeah, well, those guys haven’t been the same since.”

      I can’t help but feel a bit bad for them—even though I know they don’t deserve my sympathy after what they’ve done to me.

      Theo and I go our separate ways and head to class.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I can’t stand the thought of another lunch hour spent in that moldy basement, I need fresh air, so I sneak outside once the bell rings. There’s a small area of brown grass and concrete benches that’s just off campus and I know hardly anyone goes there for some reason. So that’s where I head to.

      I don’t have any food with me and I hope there’s still some leftover burgers back at the house for when I get home. My stomach growls loudly at the thought of burgers so I start walking to distract myself.

      At my old school we weren’t allowed off campus during school hours, not even for lunch—and we had a cafeteria stocked with dishes prepared by gourmet chefs so it’s not like that was a big sacrifice. At Marter High, I’m not even sure if students are allowed off campus or not because no one follows the rules, anyway.

      Near the end of the hour I start heading back to school. As I come closer, I see a now familiar figure playing basketball alone in the courtyard. Brax is dressed in a black hoodie, black jeans and combat boots. His bright hair flashes in the overcast light.

      He’s handling the ball expertly and I can’t help but admit I’m impressed. Even though he has an awesome body, I never suspected that he was the kind of guy who played sports—I figured he got his muscles from beating people up and his cardio from running from the cops.

      I watch him for a bit from a safe distance. He clearly knows what he’s doing. He controls the ball effortlessly, like he’s been doing it his whole life, like the ball is an extension of his body. He throws 3-pointers like he never misses and passes through his legs like it’s as easy as walking is to him.

      I know I should loop around, try to get into the building without him seeing me, but I don’t. I think I’ve lost my mind after everything that’s happened recently. I’m not being as cautious as I should be because what does it really matter, anyway? I’m a ghost with no future and barely a present. I’m no one now and I’ll be lucky if I make it out of high school. I don’t care about things like my safety anymore.

      I also can’t stop thinking about what Theo told me about Brax and Alec and Cherry. Looking at him right now, it seems almost impossible that this badass guy—the one with tattoos on his knuckles and others creeping up his neck from under his hoodie, the one with the dyed hair and the sharp features, the one who isn’t embarrassed to walk around buck ass naked, the one who drives a dangerous motorcycle, the one who is a part of a gang that does illegal things and recently witnessed a murder—I can’t imagine this guy even having a heart to break.

      He finally acknowledges me when my feet hit the pavement.

      “Thought you were just going to hide over there and watch forever,” he says as he lines up a shot and then sinks the basket in the next breath.

      He caught me and I’m a little embarrassed.

      Brax strolls over to the basket to get the ball, then he throws it at me. I catch it effortlessly.

      “Let’s see what you’ve got, Highness,” he says with a challenging smirk.

      I look down at the worn out ball in my hands. It’s slightly flat and looks like it should have been thrown out years ago—but it’ll do.

      I bounce it once tentatively. Brax’s smirk grows wider.

      I start walking over to him while bouncing the ball every couple steps and catching it in both hands. With every step, his smug smile grows bigger.

      When I’m right in front of him, I suddenly fake left. He’s caught off guard and lunges, but it’s too late. I dart past him to the right and dribble the ball to the net for an easy layup.

      He looks at me in utter shock, like he can’t believe what his eyes are telling him. It’s my turn to smirk. I dribble the ball back and forth between my legs as I walk around casually.

      “One of my best friends, Adalee, got a full-ride basketball scholarship to her first choice college—and she taught me everything she knows.”

      “I did not expect that from a rich girl like you,” Brax says, almost in awe.

      I turn around and shoot. It goes in easily.

      “You don’t know anything about me,” I say as I go get the ball.

      He finally shakes himself out of his shocked state and gets his head back in the game. His face shifts and I can tell that Brax is competitive—but so am I.

      He runs at me and grabs for the ball, but I anticipate it and spin out of reach. I quickly turn and shoot. It goes in.

      “Damn,” he whistles in appreciation.

      It’s his turn now, and he retrieves the ball. He takes it to the free throw line, which is so worn it’s barely visible. The court is cracked and there’s grass growing through in some patches. But nothing matters except Brax right now. I need to kick his ass, and since I’m pretty sure I can’t do it any other way, then I’m going to do it through basketball.

      I need a win.

      He starts dribbling the ball, and the game is on. I rush at him and he fakes me out—but I expect it and manage to steal the ball. I dribble up to the net. He tries to stop me but I’m too quick and I score another easy basket.

      “When are we going to start playing?” I ask.

      Did I really just trash talk one of the Vicious Crew? I must have a death wish.

      A raspy laugh escapes Brax’s throat. He shakes his head like he can’t believe it, but he doesn’t look angry. He looks like he’s enjoying the challenge.

      This time I take the ball to the free throw line and start dribbling in. Brax has stopped underestimating me and isn’t taking it easy this time. We start playing in earnest and find out we are very equally matched.

      “Where did you learn to play like that?” I ask, slightly out of breath, as Brax scores another point.

      “My dad. He taught me since I was a kid until he died.”

      “When did he die?”

      “About five years ago.”

      “How?”

      “Overdose.”

      I’m caught off guard by that admission long enough for Brax to steal the ball and score.

      “Get your head in the game, Highness,” he teases with a laugh and it pisses me off enough that I manage to steal the ball and score two in a row.

      We keep playing, not caring that we are missing class. I can’t believe it, but I’m actually having fun. This feels good. After everything in my life falling apart, playing basketball again just feels so normal.

      Adalee and I used to play several times a week. Her and our housekeeper, her mom, Magda, lived with us, and at least a couple nights a week after everyone else had gone to bed Adalee and I would sneak out and go to the local courts. She’s an awesome player, and she was an awesome teacher too.

      She’s been six two since she was fourteen and built to play basketball while I had to work a lot harder, but her height is an advantage to me now as I play against Brax. I’m used to playing against someone way taller than me so that takes away his natural advantage.

      He manages to steal the ball from me with a lightening-quick move. I lunge for it and he backs up. The heel of his combat boot catches on one of the many cracks in the pavement and he falls backwards.

      He’s so competitive that he ignores his personal safety and instead of bracing himself against the fall he keeps his hands firmly on the ball. My momentum is already carrying me forward, and it’s too late for me to stop myself either. Also, I’m competitive too so I reach out and grab the ball as we fall to the ground.

      We land with a hard thud, and luckily for me he takes most of the impact. My body is pressed tight against his. I realize we are both still gripping the ball and I try to wrench it out of his hands while he’s dazed, but he holds on.

      We struggle for a bit. I’m wriggling against him but I’m so lost in the moment and my desire to get the ball that I don’t even notice. I need this win.

      “Yes!” I finally raise the ball triumphantly above my head, panting slightly.

      I look down and it’s at this moment, when I see him beneath me, I realize I’m straddling Brax in broad daylight in the courtyard of Marter High. He’s panting too and his dark eyes are hooded and staring up at me like he can’t believe what he’s seeing.

      He licks his lips and my eyes dart to his mouth. I can feel his solid body between my thighs and seeing him beneath me like this is doing something to me. Through our jeans I start to feel him growing hard.

      I suddenly realize in horror that I want to kiss him.

      No!

      I break the spell we are under and jump off him. He grabs my arm to try to stop me—but it’s not an aggressive touch, he’s not forcing me, he’s giving me the choice. I break free and run, dropping the ball next to him as I go.
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      The next week is relatively quiet. I know that the Vicious Crew are watching me, but it’s obvious I’m avoiding them and they’ve kept their distance. All four of them are hanging around the house more often now, but I just hide in my room and they’ve left me alone for the most part.

      Olivia’s been spending most of her time with her new group of friends—which I don’t like but also don’t really have a choice. It’s a group of girls in Olivia’s grade and I think they are a bad influence. Maybe I’m being too judgmental, but she’s started swearing more, skipping class, and dressing in clothes that are way more revealing.

      Maybe I just need to let my sister live her own life. Who am I to judge? It’s not like I’m doing a very good job of living mine. I can’t deny that it hurts though. She barely speaks to me anymore. I thought the whole drama of the “Threesome Pact” would have brought us together, and it seemed like it did but only very temporarily. But I can’t be mad at her for being ungrateful when I was the one who made the choice to volunteer in her place. She never asked me to.

      One evening I’m in my room, as usual, editing photos on my laptop, as usual, when suddenly the door opens and in walks Daire.

      “Hey!” I yell in shock. “I thought I locked it?” I always make sure to lock my door.

      “Lock doesn’t work from the outside.”

      The small illusion of safety I had was just a lie the whole time. Typical.

      “Don’t you knock?” I ask. “I could have been changing or something.”

      “I’ve seen naked women before, not a big deal.” His nostrils flare slightly and his eyes burn for a moment.

      “We’ve got another job and we need you.” He finally looks at me and it feels like it’s been years. His intense eyes are like emeralds.

      My heart sinks. I was dreading this moment. “So this is favor number two?”

      “This isn’t a favor.”

      My brow furrows. “Then what is it?”

      “It’s a job and we are cutting you in.”

      “If this isn’t a favor, then why would you ever think I’d help you?”

      “Because we are going to split the cut. Five ways.”

      “How much?”

      “Twenty five split five ways, so five each.”

      That’s a lot of money. I could buy a lot of protein bars with five thousand dollars—but I shake my head. The last job I went on with these guys ended up with me luring a guy to a motel to be killed. As badly as I need the money, it’s not worth it. I’ll just start pawning my stuff for extra cash instead.

      “Why do you even need my help, anyway? For five thousand dollars you can easily find another girl to dress slutty and lure some guy to his death.”

      “We need you to get us into your old school. You still have your pass, right?”

      “Sheltered Glen?”

      Daire nods.

      “Yeah, I still have it.” We left so suddenly that I didn’t have time to return all my stuff to my old school—and honestly, it wasn’t a high priority given everything else.

      “It won’t be like last time. We just need you to get us in and we’ll do the rest,” he says.

      “What’s ‘the rest’?”

      “Nothing violent. We just need to steal a phone. Get in and get out, quickly, and no one gets hurt.”

      I’m about to tell him absolutely not, when I think about it a bit more. All I have to do is let them on to campus and I make five thousand dollars. I desperately need the money. I’ve never had to worry about money before in my life and it feels awful.

      I don’t owe anything to Sheltered Glen or the students who go there. The school kicked my sister and I out the second they could, and they weren’t very nice about it. The students all turned their backs on us too—including my sister’s friends, and I know that hurt her badly.

      “You promise no one will get hurt?” I ask suspiciously.

      Daire glares at me in exasperation, but I don’t back down and stare him right in the eye.

      Finally, he sighs angrily and says, “I promise.”

      “When?”

      “One hour.”

      Then he walks out of my room and I can breathe again. I hate being alone with Daire after what happened by the pond. He hasn’t done anything to me like that since, but I can’t trust him. He could try to hurt me at any moment so I have to constantly be on guard around him and it’s exhausting.

      I spend the next hour in a state of anxiety. I almost walk downstairs at least a hundred times to tell Daire that I’ve changed my mind. Tell him I can’t do this. But something always stops me. I don’t know if it’s just the money—what else could it be? Why else would I want to do this with them?

      At the end of the hour I hear Theo call up to me.

      “Let’s go, Highness!”

      I pull on my gray wool coat and head downstairs. My heart is hammering and my palms are so sweaty they could water a plant.

      The five of us head out to the expensive SUV that I recognize from our last mission. Knowing that Daire and Alec’s dads are in the mafia, it now makes sense to me why they’d have this car. We pile in and I end up in the middle of the backseat, smushed between Theo and Brax.

      Brax and I haven’t spoken since whatever that was on the basketball court, so it’s awkward as hell being pressed up against him in this confined space. I think he’s feeling uncomfortable too because he’s not saying much, which is uncharacteristic for him. Even though the car is roomy, it feels small with four big guys in it.

      The drive to Sheltered Glen Prep isn’t long, only about twenty minutes. The school is located on a beautiful property that has forested areas, a small lake, and old buildings spread around a green campus. It’s night and day compared to Marter High.

      We don’t turn into the main entrance but instead continue along the road and pull off onto the shoulder next to a forest. We all jump out and I’m relieved to be out of that confined space. Daire communicates without a word that we’re going to walk through the woods.

      It’s actually impressive how they run their “jobs”. They make an effective team and everyone seems to know their role. I guess it comes from being so close with one another. They are like a well-oiled machine.

      We head under the dark trees and start walking towards the school. I never spent much time in these woods when I went here, but luckily they aren’t relying on me to guide them. Daire’s in the front, then Alec, then me, then Theo and lastly Brax. I imagine that if anyone saw us right now we’d look ridiculous, four giant guys covered in tattoos and me, just going for a stroll in nature in the dark.

      No one speaks the entire time. I wonder if they still get nervous doing this kind of stuff? I know that I am right now. What if we get caught? I don’t know what the charges would be, maybe trespassing? Theft? At least that’s not as serious as murder—I can’t help but shiver. As if he has a sixth sense, Theo turns around to look at me. He raises his eyebrows in a question. I nod my head and shrug to indicate that I’m fine and he turns back around.

      Eventually we come to the edge of the trees and stop in the shadows to look out. The school is lit up and looks warm and inviting—opposite to the cold and dark place where I am right now.

      “We need to get to the dorms,” Daire whispers and it’s unexpected after so much silence that it makes me jump. “Which one is Huxley?”

      “It’s on the opposite side of campus,” I whisper back.

      “Will your card open it?”

      “Yes, it opens most of the buildings.”

      “Lead the way,” he says.

      It feels intimidating to lead them, but I step out of the woods and they follow me. I try to stick to the shadows. If anyone saw one of the Vicious Crew, they would know in a heartbeat that these guys don’t belong here. Luckily there’s not a lot of people outside tonight. The weather is cold so everyone is inside studying or hanging out.

      We quickly make it to the Huxley dorm. It’s an old building made of gray brick and covered in ivy that’s been meticulously maintained.

      “Theo, stand guard out here,” Daire says in a low voice.

      Theo nods and moves to stand in the shadow of the building.

      I walk out of the dark and into the bright light over the entrance. I take my pass out of my pocket with slightly trembling fingers. The picture on the pass is the old me, smiling. I barely recognize that girl anymore. I pass the card over the electronic sensor and there’s an audible sound of the door unlocking. I breathe out a sigh of relief.

      The four of us move quickly inside. I’ve been in Huxley a couple times before, but it wasn’t my dorm. I lived off campus in my parent’s house and every day my driver would take me to school.

      When I turned sixteen, my dad bought me a brand new sports car—which wasn’t much use because I still haven’t learned to drive yet. The car was red and flashy and very expensive. I know I shouldn’t be ungrateful for a free car but at the same time it was just another example of how my dad didn’t know me. He bought things for himself and gave them to us.

      “Who are we trying to find?” I ask Daire.

      “Room 310.”

      We head up the stairs to the third floor.

      At the top, Daire says, “Guard here.” And Alec falls back to stand at one end of the hall.

      Luckily, at this time of the evening the halls are empty so we don’t run into any students. Room 310 is at the other end. When we get there Daire tells me to knock and then he and Brax move to stand against the wall on either side of the door.

      “I don’t know who’s in there?” I protest.

      Daire rolls his eyes in exasperation like I’m the slowest person that’s ever existed. “He’s not going to open the door for us.”

      “You said I wasn’t going to be bait this time!” I hiss.

      His mouth presses in to a hard line.

      “Just. Knock. On. The. Door.” And, as an afterthought that he really doesn’t want to add, he says between clenched teeth, “Please.”

      I don’t have much of a choice, so I knock. There're sounds of rustling so there’s someone inside. In the next moment I hear the person come to the door and pause. Daire was right, the person must be looking out the peephole. There’s no way I’d let two guys who look like Daire and Brax into my apartment in the middle of the night so good call on Daire’s part.

      There’s the sound of the security chain being unlocked and suddenly I don’t want the person on the other side of the door to let us in. I don’t know what the Vicious Crew has planned for them. Daire promised me no violence. He said they are only going to steal a cellphone, but how can I trust him? I didn’t trust him at all. Fuck, I shouldn’t have come here.

      But it’s too late, the door is already opening.

      I see a normal-looking guy about my age. “Hello?” he asks.

      Before I can say anything, Daire and Brax spring into action. They grab the guy and Daire puts a large hand on the guy’s mouth before they force him back into the room.

      “Get in here and shut the door,” Daire says to me and without thinking I do it.

      “Where is it?” Brax barks at the guy who has stopped struggling and now just looks terrified.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about!” he says after Daire removes his hand from his mouth.

      “Like hell,” Daire growls and pulls his arm back to punch the guy, but before he can swing I yell out, “You promised no one would get hurt!”

      Daire hesitates. He looks at me then back at the guy, then he groans in exasperation.

      “Fine. Brax, tear up the room and find that phone.”

      “No!” the guy yells, but Brax doesn’t hesitate and starts rifling through drawers, dumping the contents on the floor, and turning over furniture.

      “It’s not here!” the guy says when he can’t stand watching his stuff get destroyed any longer.

      “Where is it?” Daire asks in a deadly voice. I know from experience what it’s like to be on the other side when he uses that tone, and I wouldn’t want to be that guy right now.

      “It’s…” The guy hesitates.

      Brax picks up a laptop from the desk next to him. He holds it up high with just two fingers, letting it dangle precariously in a clear threat.

      “I don’t know,” he finishes and Brax drops the laptop to the hardwood floor. He delivers one solid stomp with his boot and the laptop cracks.

      “No!” the guy screeches.

      “Shut the fuck up,” Daire whispers sternly and shakes him.

      “I’ll give you whatever you want,” the guy pleads.

      “We just want the phone. Where is it?” Daire says and emphasizes each word by shaking the guy.

      Brax raises his foot to stomp on the laptop again—

      “Fine! It’s in Mr. Stevens’ office! Don’t destroy that. I need it. All my stuff is saved on there.”

      Brax makes like he’s going to stomp it anyway and the guy screeches. Daire puts his palm over the guy’s mouth roughly before turning to me.

      “Do you know where Mr. Stevens’ office is?”

      I nod. Brax bends down and picks up the cracked laptop.

      Daire says, “We are keeping that as collateral. If you’re telling the truth about the phone, then we’ll send the computer back to you in one week—but first we are going to make a copy, and if you tell anyone about us being here tonight, then we’ll send all your documents to the police, the media, and all the other gangs in town. Understand?”

      The guy nods in defeat. I can tell he’s on the brink of tears. Daire finally lets the guy go and he practically collapses.

      “We were never here,” Daire says, and with that, the three of us funnel out of the room, leaving the guy to pick up all his broken stuff.
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      We quickly retrace our steps out of the building, picking up Alec and Theo on the way out.

      I’m shocked by how little that whole thing bothered me. The guy whose room we just destroyed is clearly mixed up in some dark stuff so I don’t feel too badly about what the Vicious Crew did to him. He wasn’t physically hurt at all, so I think he got off easy.

      What shocked me the most about the whole thing was that Daire actually listened to me. He kept his promise that he wouldn’t hurt anyone and he stopped when I told him to. That’s truly the most insane thing that has happened so far tonight.

      I lead them to the building where the teachers have their offices. I knew Mr. Stevens because I had a course with him last year. I never really liked the guy because I always found him arrogant and a bit slimy, and now I feel justified in my opinion. Even though I didn’t like him, I’m still surprised he’s wrapped up in something criminal. It’s the type of people at Marter High who you expect to be criminals, not private school students and teachers. I’m learning that maybe I need to stop judging books by their covers.

      We get there without running into anyone and I’m starting to think this is too easy. The building isn’t as large as the Huxley dorm but it has the same gray bricks and ivy.

      “My card won’t work here. They don’t give the students access,” I whisper.

      Daire considers this for a second. He then leads us around the side of the building where we spot an open window on the second floor in the back. Theo and Alec wordlessly move forward.

      Theo bends down and interlaces his hands together. Alec steps into Theo’s hands and then jumps. Theo pushes at the same time and helps boost Alec up to the window. With impressive skill, Alec effortlessly slides inside the dark building. I can’t believe how easy this all is for them.

      Alec is tall and muscular but he’s the leanest of the Vicious Crew so it makes sense he’d be the one to go in. I’m just happy they didn’t try to make me do it.

      We walk around to the front to wait silently. After about ten minutes, the front door opens and we jog over and slip inside. Theo stands guard outside again.

      “It was a bitch getting out of that office,” Alec mumbles. “The doors lock from the outside, damn old buildings.”

      “Do you know where Mr. Stevens’ office is?” Daire asks me.

      I had to go to his office once to turn in an assignment late, but that was a while ago.

      “I think it’s on the second floor, but I’m not sure where.”

      The four of us head upstairs.

      “Wait here,” Daire says to me and Brax.

      He and Alec start methodically looking at the nameplates on the doors, he at one end and Alec at the other.

      “Do you miss it?” Brax’s voice rumbles in my ear and I jump.

      “What?”

      “Your old school. Your old life. This place is a hell of a lot different from Marter High—hell of a lot nicer,” he says in a low voice.

      I shrug and answer honestly. “I miss some things about it. I miss having options and a future, but I don’t really miss the people. When I left I found out most of them aren’t who I thought they were.”

      “You don’t miss the fancy meals, the traveling, the big homes?” he asks skeptically.

      “I miss not being hungry or having to worry about money, yeah, but that other stuff was never really me.”

      Brax looks surprised.

      “I do miss being able to buy camera filters though. Do you know how expensive those are?” I add and Brax laughs quietly.

      “Two thousand five hundred dollars should help,” he says.

      “Hm? You mean five thousand?”

      He looks confused. “We aren’t getting more than you or anything—we always split the haul equally. Daire got us a little over twelve from his dad, so we’d get two and a half each.”

      It’s my turn to be confused. “He told me I’d get five…”

      Realization dawns on Brax and I see a small grimace on his face. “I guess he’s giving you his share.”

      “Why would he do that?”

      Brax shrugs, but I can tell there’s more that he’s not saying.

      “Out of all of us, Daire needs the money the least. His dad makes the family live modestly to avoid suspicion, but he runs a powerful branch of the mafia so it’s not like they are hurting for money or anything. He used to go to this school, actually.”

      My mouth drops open in shock. "What?!” I hiss.

      “Yeah,” Brax continues. “Alec too—but their dads took them out after a couple of months. Said if they kept going here they’d get soft so they sent them to Marter instead.”

      I’m beyond shocked. As I look at Alec and Daire stalking the hallways, as silent as cats, clearly accomplished criminals, they are the last people I could imagine attending this school—well, besides Theo and Brax.

      “We would have been here at the same time, but I don’t remember them at all,” I say.

      “My guess is that you were too busy living in your own little extravagant world to notice the two punks in the corner, Highness.” The way he says my nickname makes me wince. “Their dads might be assholes, but that was one thing they were right about. Daire and Alec don’t fit in to this world. They were born on the wrong side of the tracks and that’s where they belong.”

      Alec finds Mr. Stevens’ door at last and waves Daire over. Alec crouches down, takes something out of his pocket and then starts picking the lock. Brax and I watch in silence. I think about what he just told me and let it sink in.

      Alec is clearly a skilled lock pick and in no time they are inside the office.

      “What’s on the phone?” I ask.

      “A video of the mayor doing drugs and cheating on his wife.”

      “Huh.”

      A minute later the guys come out holding the phone which Daire puts in his pocket. All of us leave the building and Theo joins us as we walk quickly back to the forest.

      We are about halfway there when I hear, “—Addison?”

      I recognize that voice and my blood runs cold. I curse under my breath, put on a fake smile and turn around to face my ex-boyfriend.

      “Hey, Warren!”

      He’s looking at me like he’s seeing a ghost.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you got kicked out?”

      “I didn’t get kicked out,” I say indignantly. “I transferred schools.”

      “Yeah right, you voluntarily went to Marter High?” he scoffs.

      He looks at the four guys warily—and with good reason; they are intimidating as hell. He’d be dumb not to be at least a little scared. They start to move in closer to me, clearly sending a signal to Warren that they are here to back me up. I can’t deny that deep down it feels kind of good.

      “Well, if you don’t go here anymore, what are you doing here?” he asks.

      “I came to pick up the rest of my stuff,” I lie effortlessly.

      He looks down at my arms and frowns.

      “Where is it then?”

      “I arranged a delivery service to send it to my new place—I’m not taking it myself. Also, I had to drop off a couple of things so I thought I might as well do it at the same time.”

      “Who are these guys?”

      Despite how bad it is that he’s seen us, I can’t help but relish him seeing me with four guys that are ten times hotter than he’ll ever be. I know it’s petty, but so what? I need to find something positive in all the negative.

      “My… friends. They just wanted to help make sure I got everything settled. Anyway, it was so great seeing you.”

      I turn before he can answer and start walking. The guys hesitate for a second then follow me and we walk quickly away from Warren who’s left standing there dumbfounded. We reach the woods and plunge in.

      “Who was that?” Brax asks.

      “My douchebag ex.”

      “Want us to kick his ass?”

      “No!” I whisper.

      Warren may have screwed me over, but I didn’t want him to get hurt—well ok, maybe I wanted him to get a little hurt, but there was no way I would unleash the Vicious Crew on him. Few people in the world deserve that kind of punishment.

      Soon we are all sitting in the car again and we drive away like nothing happened.
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      Daire barges into my room again the next evening and this time I actually am changing.

      “Hey!” I screech and quickly cover myself with a robe. “What did I say about knocking??”

      He shrugs but I see the slight smirk on his face he’s trying not to show—and it’s infuriating. He runs his fingers through his thick hair that’s styled upwards and I’m surprised because I thought since it’s jelled it’d be like a rock. I idly wonder how soft it would be if I were to run my fingers through it—WHOA, where the HELL did that thought come from?

      I tie my robe angrily and cross my arms. He tosses a wad of cash on the bed.

      “Your cut,” he says bluntly.

      I look over at the stack. “How much is that?”

      “Five thousand.”

      “I thought each of our cuts were two thousand five hundred?”

      He looks at me sharply. “I said five thousand yesterday.”

      “Yeah, but Brax let it slip that everyone else was getting two and a half.”

      He looks caught for a second, before muttering, “Fucking Brax.”

      “Is this your cut too?” I ask, pointing to the money on the bed.

      We stare at each other, neither of us backing down. The room seems to fade and there’s lightening flashing between us. I know he hates me, and I hate him too.

      In the next moment he turns on his heel and walks out the door.

      “No, it’s yours,” he calls as he shuts the door too hard, shaking the room. The hairbrush on my nightstand clatters to the floor.
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      A couple days later I’m walking down to the basement for lunch. I’m excited because for the first time the convenience store had a couple of apples when I went this morning. It’s going to be so nice to taste fresh produce again—I think I’m getting scurvy.

      At the bottom of the stairs is Brax and I stop short.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, but I’m scared to know. Maybe they want me to do another job with them? Or they are cashing in their second “favor”. I just know that whatever it’s going to be it’s not going to be good.

      He smiles at me in a mischievous way, and that’s when I realize how sexy his smile is.

      “Come on,” he says cheerfully and then starts walking away down the hall.

      I hurry down the stairs to watch him go.

      “Go where?”

      He doesn’t turn around but just keeps walking. “Come on, Highness. This’ll be a good surprise, I promise. Nothing illegal. We’re going to do every girl’s favorite activity.”

      My brow furrows in confusion. What’s every girl’s favorite activity? Sleeping? Eating? Hanging out with friends? Watching TV?

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “You’ll just have to follow me to find out.”

      Damn him. I’m such a curious person that I’m now dying to know what the surprise is, and it’s going to drive me absolutely crazy. He’s pure evil.

      “I’m not coming,” I say resolutely. I may have done some dumb things recently, but I’m not that dumb. I still have some self-preservation instincts left, not many, but some.

      He turns around and looks at me seriously. I’m taken aback. I feel like this is the first time I’m seeing the real Brax, the one without the tough guy veneer, without the attitude, the walls, the mean sense of humor. I suddenly realize that the only other time I saw this guy, the real him, was for a split second when I was straddling him on the basketball court.

      “I promise nothing bad will happen to you. You can trust me.”

      I must be dumb because I kind of believe him.

      “Don’t make me use a favor,” he says only half-jokingly.

      He can see that I’m still hesitating and sighs. “It’s just Theo and me this time. Alec and Daire are busy doing something.”

      I think it over. I’m not doing anything better right now, I’m just eating lunch in the creepy basement, and despite everything I kind of trust Brax when he tells me I’ll be safe. Maybe I’m just passed the point of caring? Maybe I’m self sabotaging. I need a distraction from this depressing hellhole, anyway.

      I also realize with dread that I’ve started to crave the excitement being around them brings.

      “Plus.” He sweetens the deal. “We’ll even buy you lunch.”

      That decides it. “Fine.” I walk over to him and he smiles. It’s a cute smile, makes his dark eyes sparkle—stop thinking stuff like that!

      “What kind of food do you like?” he asks me as we walk out of the school and towards the parking lot.

      “I like French cuisine.”

      Brax snorts and looks at me incredulously, and then I realize that’s the most “rich girl” answer I could have given. I try to think of more. “And I like Japanese and—”

      “Seriously?” he asks. “Do you like anything we can get in Marter or do we have to drive to another state for lunch?”

      “And Italian,” I say sharply. I’m annoyed that he’s making fun of me.

      “Now that we can do. Always good Italian places in a mafia town.”

      We see Theo in the distance leaning against a weirdly shaped black car. As we get closer, I realize why it’s a weird shape.

      “Is that a hearse?” I ask, dumbstruck.

      Theo grins. “Yep!”

      The car is a large, shiny, black vintage hearse.

      “Fixed it up myself, took about a year and a half to get it like this. Like it?”

      “Why—why do you have a hearse?”

      “I love weird vintage cars—the weirder the better. Hop in.” He opens the back door for me.

      “I’m not getting in the back of a hearse!”

      “Take a look inside. There are no dead bodies or anything in there.”

      “This is kind of at odds with you telling me I’ll be safe, Brax,” I say and take a small, cautious step closer so I can see inside.

      There’s no coffin or dead bodies back there. The space actually looks really inviting. There are two rows of seats installed, facing each other and covered in red leather. There’s also a small kitchen area.

      “Those seats fold down to make a bed,” Theo adds and I shoot him a look. “Not that you need that right now.”

      Brax claps his hands together impatiently. “Ok, let’s get going. You can have the front seat if you want, Highness.”

      “No, I’ll sit in the back.” I’d rather be by myself than up front with Theo.

      I hop in and take a seat on the smooth leather. It’s actually really nice back here and I’m impressed Theo did this himself. Obviously there're no seatbelts though and I’m annoyed about that. I hope he doesn’t drive like Brax and actually drives safely.

      We drive to a street about ten minutes away that has shops lining each side. On the way there Brax is joking around with Theo and they try to include me—which I resist at first, but then slowly can’t help but join in.

      Brax is making fun of Theo’s driving. Theo drives like an old lady going to church because he’s scared of getting a scratch on his precious car. It’s kind of funny to see such a big and scary man driving like this—it’s so unexpected.

      Most of the stores are out of business and look like they’ve been that way for a long time. I can see “Going Out of Business Sale” signs hanging in the windows, yellowed with age. The street is deserted, and it’s actually creepy.

      We pull to a stop in front of a small shop with a coat of dust on the windows so deep that you can’t see inside. There’s an old “Final Sale” poster hanging.

      I’m surprised to realize that I don’t want the car ride to be over. Even though they are part of the Vicious Crew, joking around with them makes me feel less lonely. Theo and Brax seem less intense when it’s just the three of us, more relaxed.

      We walk around the building to the back door and Theo knocks. A couple seconds later a girl answers it and welcomes us in. She’s probably a couple years older than us and dressed like a more toned-down version of Theo’s sister. She has pink pastel streaks in her hair and two nose rings on the same nostril. She’s wearing a tight black dress with a subtle corset pattern sewn in with black ribbons—it’s actually kind of cute, nothing I could ever wear, but cute.

      The inside of the shop is shocking compared to the outside—especially because I thought this was an abandoned building. The place is packed floor-to-ceiling with clothes. There are old Persian rugs on the ground and one corner of the room has every type of wig imaginable. Another full corner is dedicated to makeup. It’s dimly lit because the window is so dirty it barely lets any light through, but the space is illuminated with a soft glow from a dozen old lamps.

      Theo and Brax are still joking around and I wonder if being away from Daire eases the tension that seems to surround the crew—and speaking of the devil, the devil himself is sitting on one of the antique couches.

      Daire turns to look at us as we walk in to the room, and Brax and Theo get noticeably quieter. I wish he wasn’t here. It feels ten times more uncomfortable now.

      He’s splayed out casually, legs spread wide, but he never seems really at ease. He’s always watching everything and trying to control the world.

      There’s another girl in the room who waves when we enter. The two girls look very similar and I realize they must be twins. The new one has blue pastel streaks in her hair instead of pink, but she’s wearing the same dress as the one who let us in.

      “Hi! I’m Tiffany and that’s my sister Melinda,” she introduces herself to me. “We’re the Perez twins and this is our store.”

      “It’s really nice,” I say honestly. It’s not the luxurious designer stores that I’m used to shopping in, but it’s somehow better, more real.

      “Thanks! So we are going to be dressing you today. We were told that you need a whole new wardrobe that’s more, uhh…” She eyes me up and down, trying to find the right words. “More appropriate for around here.”

      “What?” I turn to Brax but he just nods like “duh, of course you need new clothes,”.

      Daire’s dark voice cuts in like a knife. “If you’re going to be hanging out with us, you need this. You can’t stand out so much.”

      “Well, I don’t want to hang out with you so I guess I don’t.” I cross my arms.

      He looks at me and his eyes flash lightening. I know I’m pushing it. I know they can hurt me but I don’t care. It’s not worth living in fear for the rest of my life. I’m just going to be the real me and the consequences be damned.

      “You can start getting her stuff,” Daire says with finality.

      The twins pause for a second, unsure of what to do or how to handle the silent battle raging between Daire and I.

      “Uh, ok,” Melinda says and both twins start gathering things from the racks and putting them in a corner of the room that’s sectioned off by a velvet curtain.

      There’s complete silence, the only sounds are from the twins walking and the rustling of clothes. Neither Daire nor I want to be the first to look away. My back is starting to sweat with the tension, but I’m not giving up first.

      Finally, Brax can’t take it anymore and he adds, “No one around here could afford even one of your skirts, so it’s a problem. Pretty much everyone at school wants to kick your ass because they think you’re a stuck-up bitch.”

      “And they aren’t wrong,” Daire says and my mouth tightens. I’m fuming. “So we are fixing it,” Daire finishes and I don’t know if he means they are fixing my clothes or fixing the fact that I’m a “stuck-up bitch”.

      The twins exchange glances. They aren’t sure what to do, but they hesitantly continue collecting clothes.

      “Does she need makeup too?” Melinda asks Daire.

      “No,” I say.

      “Yes,” Daire says.

      Melinda looks between the two of us. She turns away, mouths “yikes”, and starts setting up the makeup station.

      “My makeup is fine. I’m not dressing like I did when we went to the motel,” I say and both twin’s ears perk up and they look at us with raised eyebrows. I barely notice.

      “This won’t be as extreme.” Daire glares at me.

      Soon the dressing room is set up with a ton of stuff for me to try on. The entire time we’ve been waiting has been spent in awkward silence and I’m so relieved to have something to break the tension that I practically run behind the velvet curtain. I breathe out a sigh of relief as soon as I’m away from Daire.

      I look over the clothes and they are ok. There’s a lot of black. They look like more subdued versions of the outfits all the girls at school wear.

      “Let us know if you need any help with anything!” Tiffany calls in.

      “Ok, thanks!” I call back then mumble to myself, “Lets just get this over with.”

      I take off my beige cable-knit sweater and gray ankle-length slacks and start trying things on. At first I can’t get into it. All I see are clothes that I would have never in a million years worn. Nothing in this entire dressing room—besides my sweater and pants—would be acceptable to wear back at home.

      Home.

      It’s not home anymore. When that painful realization dawns on me, I start to be more open-minded with the clothes. I’ll probably never need to answer to anyone back home ever again so I can wear whatever I want.

      When I start giving the clothes a chance, I find out that I actually like some of them. I never knew how comfortable hoodies and yoga pants could be.

      “Aren’t we going to get to see any of them?” Brax practically whines through the curtain.

      “No!” I call back.

      I can tell he’s getting bored. Brax likes to keep on the move, always doing something. Waiting for some chick he doesn’t even care about to try on clothes must be torture for him.

      Finally, I’m finished and I have a small, but decent sized, pile of new clothes. With these, I won’t stand out at Marter High anymore. I don’t want to give Daire any credit, but this was actually a good idea. It’ll be a lot easier to get through my last semester of high school when I don’t stand out so much.

      “I’ll take these,” I tell the closest sister.

      Dare stands up and walks over to tower over us. With surgeon-like detachment he examines what I’ve chosen. He throws a couple pieces onto my discard pile.

      “Hey!” I protest, but I don’t protest much. He knows better than I do what passes as “acceptable” in Marter—I begrudgingly admit that.

      When he’s finished his purge, he heads over to the racks, takes down a couple things and throws them on the pile in my arms.

      “She’ll take all these.”

      “Great! I’ll just ring them up, Daire,” Tiffany says and takes the pile from my arms.

      She’s smiling at him and batting her eyelashes. I can’t help but roll my eyes. Does every girl fall for his defined jaw and intense green eyes?

      Melinda leads me over to the makeup area.

      “Have you ever considered using, I don’t know, just… more?” she asks.

      “Like what?”

      The makeup I wear is the kind that takes forever to put on, only to look like you aren’t wearing anything at all and you’re just naturally perfect.

      “Like maybe blush?” she asks.

      “I do!” I protest.

      “Yeah, but you can barely tell, you know? What’s the point if no one can tell?”

      “To look natural, I guess?”

      She scrunches up her nose.

      “I think you’d be fine if you just did a little more. Go a little heavier. Here.” She puts a couple products in a bag and hands them to me. “You do know how to do a smokey eye, right?”

      “Of course.”

      “Well just do that, a little more blush, and I put some bright pink lipstick in there that’ll look nice with that.”

      “Ok, thanks.”

      I’m glad we aren’t doing another full makeover like back at Theo’s sister’s place. I just want to get out of here, and besides it’s probably time for school, anyway. I look at my phone—we’ve missed most of third period.

      “We have to go,” I call over to the guys. “We’re missing class right now.”

      None of them seem very concerned. Typical.

      The twins pack up my clothes and put them in black bags.

      “How much do I owe you?” I ask.

      Before they can answer, Daire steps in between us. He counts out several hundred-dollar bills and hands it to them.

      “Enough?” he asks.

      They both practically swoon and say, “Yes! Thanks, Daire!”

      “I can pay for it,” I say firmly, annoyed that he’s taking over like always.

      “As you so obviously made it clear we are forcing you to hang out with us, so I’m buying.”

      I don’t want to fight—I also don’t want to waste any of my five thousand dollars on clothes when I already have plenty. I don’t know when I’m going to see money like that again—which is so crazy to think about because not long ago five thousand would have been nothing. Five thousand was a purse.

      We all start to head out when I hear Tiffany talk softly to Daire. “Were you going to text me back? I thought we had a really good time.”

      Melinda also whispers, “Or me? I put out quicker than her.”

      My lip curls in disgust and I hurry out of the store. I don’t want to hear that. Those girls are so desperate it’s kind of gross. Daire is a psychopath—and also an asshole—why would they be throwing themselves at a guy like that? What girl would be dumb enough to fall for him?

      Theo, Brax and I walk back to the hearse. I put all my bags in the backseat and hop in, and we start driving back to school.

      “Isn’t Daire coming with us?” I ask.

      “He’s doing his own thing. He has stuff to do this afternoon,” Brax answers casually without turning around.

      “Wait, we’re leaving him there with those girls?” I ask in a tone that sounds way more upset than I mean it to.

      Brax turns around with a suspicious look on his face. “Why do you care?”

      “I don’t,” I say sharply and turn to look out the window.

      I don’t care that he’s hooking up with those twins right now. Not at all.
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      They buy me a sub sandwich on our way back to school, but I’ve lost my appetite. I don’t get in trouble for missing class because the teachers are so burned out dealing with stabbings and drugs that they don’t care. It’s kind of crazy that I can now get away with anything. There are no rules anymore.

      That evening when I go to the washroom I see Brax out the window, smoking in the backyard. I don’t know what possesses me, but I go down to talk to him.

      He looks surprised when I step outside onto the sagging porch. His eyebrows raise questioningly and he holds out his hand to offer me a cigarette. For the first time I notice what the lettering on his knuckles says, “LOVE”.

      I wave it off, saying that I don’t smoke, but then I think, why not? I reach out and grab one of the black cigarettes. Our fingers touch for a brief second and his are warm even in the cold night air. He flicks on his lighter and I lean close to light it, smelling his shampoo and spicy ginger scent.

      I lean back and inhale shallowly. I still end up coughing and Brax laughs, smoke pouring out of his nostrils.

      “Have you ever smoked before?” he asks.

      “I’ve tried it once or twice. It’s not really my thing—you know, what with the cancer and everything.”

      He shrugs. “We die sooner rather than later, what’s the difference?”

      He takes a deep drag and exhales gray smoke into the dark. I study him for a bit. His angular features, badass clothes and attitude cover it well, but I can suddenly see just how lost he is.

      “It’s kind of depressing around here, isn’t it?” I ask, taking another small inhale of the sweet tasting smoke and try not to cough.

      Brax agrees with a laugh. “You have no idea.”

      “I definitely do.”

      He looks at me suddenly, and something unnamable seems to pass between the two of us.

      “You’ve only been here for a few weeks, imagine being here your whole life. Not knowing anything else.”

      “You’re right, I can’t imagine that, but coming from a world that’s the opposite of this, it’s insanely hard to be here. I don’t understand this place at all.”

      Brax studies me and his eyes narrow as if he’s considering something he’s never thought of before. I don’t enjoy being under his scrutiny so I look away and change the subject.

      “You told me Daire wasn’t going to be there today. You lied after telling me I could trust you.”

      It hurt more than I would have thought, because I had really started thinking I could trust him.

      “I didn’t know he was going to be there—honest. He told Theo and I to take you and that he was busy. I honestly had no idea. I wouldn’t have lied to you on purpose because I want you to be able to trust me.”

      “Why? Why would you care?”

      He opens his mouth, about to say something, but then stops. He’s holding himself back—but I guess I am too.

      He just shrugs. “If you’re going to be around us, it’s better if we trust each other, you know?”

      I can tell that’s not the full reason, but I’m kind of scared to find out the rest.

      “I—” I start, but then the door behind us opens violently with a loud bang.

      “Where the fuck did the rest of this go?” Brax’s mom is standing there, shaking an empty vodka bottle.

      Brax looks like he wants to crawl into a hole and disappear.

      “I don’t know, probably your douchebag, alcoholic boyfriend? You know, the one who’s a fucking thief??” he says angrily.

      “He said he didn’t do it!” she yells at him. “So I think it’s my no-good, worthless son. It’s not like you’ve never stolen from me before!”

      “I didn’t do it,” Brax growls. “You probably drank it and just don’t remember… Wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “I did not fucking drink it myself!” she shrieks.

      “I didn’t take your booze,” he says through clenched teeth.

      “Maybe it was her.” She turns on me and waves the bottle in my direction.

      In an instant, Brax is between us. He says in a deadly voice, one that sounds like he’s channeling Daire and it makes me shiver, “She did not take it. It was your current pathetic excuse for a fuck buddy. Now go back inside.”

      She opens her mouth as if to say more but then finally sees her son properly. Brax is terrifying. He’s a foot taller than she is and he looks furious. She thinks better of it and goes back inside, shaking her head in annoyance and talking about her boyfriend.

      “Wait until I tell Ben about this. I know you did it.”

      Brax slams the door closed behind her—a large crack darts across the glass.

      The porch is swallowed by silence. He is breathing heavily and his jaw is clenched so tightly that it looks like the muscle is going to pop right out of his skin. His back is to me and his face is cast in dark shadow, but it’s not hard to tell how upset and angry he is.

      Without thinking about it, I reach up and put my hand on his shoulder. He spins around with shocking speed and I rip my hand back with a scared gasp. I thought for a brief, ugly second that he was going to turn all that anger on me, but he doesn’t. We just stare at each other in the quiet darkness.

      “I’m sorry,” I finally say.

      “For what?” he snaps. “Don’t feel sorry for me.”

      But I do. Behind every monster are the people who made them that way.

      “I’m sorry that you have to deal with her.”

      Brax takes a deep breath, reigning in his emotions. He tries to shrug it off.

      “That’s just her. She was never the world’s greatest mom but ever since my dad died she’s been drinking more and has definitely gotten worse.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again.

      “Don’t be,” he says sharply.

      Standing in front of me, I see a guy who’s had a hard life and is trying to do what he needs to survive. I see the reasons behind why he’s with the Vicious Crew, why he does those “jobs”. He never had a chance at a good life. He seems so lost.

      Before I realize what I’m doing, I walk up to him. He looks at me, confusion in his dark eyes.

      We can be lost together.

      I reach up on my tiptoes and kiss him.

      The second our lips meet warmth floods through me. I can feel that my kiss took him by surprise and it takes him a second before he fully realizes what’s happening—but the next second he’s kissing me back with more passion than I’ve ever experienced in my entire life. He’s kissing me like the world’s going to end and all he wants to do is taste my lips for the last time.

      I’m completely swept up in it, and in him. The barely smoked cigarette drops from my fingers and rolls away. I run my hands up his hard arms to rest on his shoulders. He wraps his around my back and pulls me in tight. I gasp against his lips and he moans deeply in response.

      I press myself against him and feel all the hard lines of his body being molded around me. I can’t help thinking about what he looks like naked. My fingers run through the hair at the nape of his neck, which is rough from the bleach he uses. His hands are moving over my body like he can’t get enough.

      Our lips break apart for air, but the time is too long and we come together again desperately. We are just two lost people who’ve finally found one another and are pouring ourselves into each other.

      On this cool night, the passion between us is so hot it feels like we are standing in a fire. Our tongues caress and my lips are pressing so hard against his that I think I’ll have bruises later. We kiss like we are the only ones who’ll ever understand each other.

      This feeling is intoxicating—but reality dawns on me all of a sudden.

      What the hell am I doing?

      I pull away abruptly. Brax’s eyes are wide and honest. His lips are slightly kiss swollen. He looks so cute I can’t resist leaning forward to kiss him ag—No!

      “I can’t,” I whisper.

      He looks at me with longing and confusion written on his face.

      It’s so warm on this porch we are starting to sweat.

      His hands are still wrapped around my upper arms. A flash of hurt crosses his face as he realizes what I just said and—

      That’s when we realize the backyard is on fire.

      “Fuck!” he yells and hops off the porch.

      There're flames surrounding us, but luckily they aren’t too big—yet. The backyard is made up of tall, dry, brown weeds. If we don’t get it under control—and fast—the whole thing will go up in flames, and then the neighbors’ places, and then their neighbors, and then the whole neighborhood.

      Brax starts stomping on the flames with his combat boots, and it works but it’s too slow to stop it from spreading. I look around desperately. Over by the collapsed shed are several large pieces of rusted sheet metal.

      I run and jump off the porch, missing the growing flames by inches, and run over to grab the metal. Brax yells that it’s not safe and I need to stay away—like hell I will.

      I run back to the fire and throw a piece onto the flames. I jump on top of it and stomp it into the dirt. Brax watches and realizes what I’m doing—and that it’s working.

      “Here!” I toss him the other piece I brought.

      He takes it without hesitation and then starts doing the same thing. When I’ve put out the part of the fire underneath my metal, I pick it up and move it to a new patch. I throw it down and repeat the process.

      We both continue putting out small patches of fire as fast as possible. Luckily, we are slowing it down, unluckily, we aren’t able to go fast enough to put it out. I have a sudden terrifying vision of the whole house and then the neighborhood going up in flames.

      “What the hell?!” I hear Theo yell as he enters the backyard from the site gate.

      Yes! I never thought I’d be so happy to see him in my life.

      “Grab a piece of metal by the shed and help us!” I yell at him.

      He doesn’t hesitate and runs over to the shed. He then comes back and helps us to smother the fire.

      Finally, with three people we are able to just stay ahead of the new flames. We slowly start winning the battle and manage to put out the rest of the fire. It’s not quick though, it takes us a few minutes and by the end of it we are all exhausted and panting.

      When the backyard is once again pitch black, with no signs of orange, the three of us collapse onto the porch steps. The wood is charred around the bottom but luckily this is an old porch that no one cares about. If this was a nice one, then the damage would be bad enough they’d have to replace it.

      Theo is the first to catch his breath. “What the hell happened?”

      “I think one of us dropped a cigarette into the grass,” Brax answers.

      Theo nods, then he stops and his brow furrows. “What were you doing out here?”

      “I was—just getting some fresh air,” I say quickly.

      Theo looks at me and despite the lack of light out here I can tell he looks suspicious. “Fresh air? You were trying to get fresh air out here with Brax while he was smoking?”

      “I didn’t know he was smoking when I came out!” I say too defensively before standing up and going inside, leaving the two of them sitting on the burned porch.
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      The next couple days involve me avoiding Brax like the plague—which is hard when he’s trying to talk to me, and also because we live together. I can’t talk to him yet though. I don’t know what the hell that was on the porch. I think we were just caught up in the moment and got carried away. I really don’t think it meant anything. But all I do know is that I’m not ready to talk to him yet.

      I’m sure it meant nothing to him either—he’s just trying to talk to me because he wants to tell me that. I’ve seen the way the girls at school act around him. He’s probably dating like ten of them right now so there’s no way that kiss meant anything to him—I hate that at the thought of him dating ten girls there’s a knot that forms in my stomach.

      One afternoon, for the first time since I got to Marter High, I’m not going straight home after school. I wait eagerly by the curb until I see the practical gray compact car round the corner. I almost squeal with excitement.

      The car pulls to a stop and I rush over to the driver’s seat. Before she can get all the way out, I’m already hugging Adalee tightly.

      “Hey, girl,” she says to me as she returns the hug. “Missed you too.”

      “I missed you so much, you have no idea.”

      It’s been so long since I saw a friendly face that I’m on the verge of tears, but I hold them back. Adalee squeezes me tight and then pulls away.

      “What the hell are you wearing?” she asks with a laugh.

      I’m dressed in a black crop top hoodie and black jeans with rips in them. Definitely not my regular style, but Daire was right, the second I started wearing these clothes to school my life between 8:15 a.m. and 3:15 p.m. has gotten a lot easier.

      “Long story,” I answer with a laugh, and then can’t help but hug her again.

      Adalee hugs me back and then asks where my sister is. “This area is really dangerous, I saw like three burned-out cars on the way here. Three. We could give her a ride or something.”

      I just shrug. “She walks home with her friends—and we’ve also got a couple people watching out for us, so she’ll be fine.”

      “I’m not surprised. Olivia always made friends super easily.”

      “Are you saying I don’t?” I tease.

      “Well, you were always more…” Adalee thinks for a moment for the right word. “Particular.”

      I laugh, but then think about the people who I’ve been spending time with lately. Yeah, I’m real particular, I think sarcastically—but then again, they were forced on me, I didn’t choose them.

      “Olivia was always trying to find the most popular person she could that was willing to be her friend. She would never have been friends with the maid’s daughter. That’s why you’re better.”

      I hug her again and she indulges me.

      “I feel like she’s kind of abandoned me. I do all these things to try to protect her but she doesn’t act like she’s grateful or anything. We should have each other’s backs because if anyone knows what the other person is going through it’s her and I, right?”

      She rubs my back comfortingly, and I had no idea until that second just how much I needed it.

      “You know Olivia. She’ll come around eventually, it’ll just take a little time. Fitting in is the most important thing to her and once she’s no longer worried about that, she’ll come back to you. I’m sure she’s having a really hard time too and is dealing with it the best she can.”

      “You are literally the best, Adalee.”

      She squeezes me again then says, “Let’s get some food?”

      “Yes! Anything with vegetables, please. I haven’t had a salad since I got here.”

      “Ok, we’ll have to leave Marter to get that. Hop in.”

      We jump in her car and take off. It feels amazing to be with her and driving away from that horrible school and my horrible new life.

      We talk about how college is going for her. She’s doing well even though she’s struggling with not being the best player on the team. Adalee didn’t go to Sheltered Glen but went to a public school nearby—since we lived in such a rich area the nearest public school was a twenty-minute drive. At her high school, she was by far the best player, but now she’s a smaller fish in a bigger pond and admits she’s having some trouble adjusting.

      We drive to the next town over and pull up to our favorite Thai place. My mouth is salivating just stepping out of the car and walking up to it. After ordering fresh rolls, green papaya salad, and pad Thai, Adalee turns to me and I know things are about to get serious.

      “So how you doing? Like really how are you doing. Don’t BS me.”

      I sigh. Where do I begin?

      “I texted you a bit about it, but you saw the burned-out cars on the way here—”

      “Those were insane.”

      “—and you saw how bad the school and houses look, well, that’s how my life has been. It’s pretty depressing.”

      I haven’t told her everything—I haven’t told her about the Vicious Crew—because I don’t want to worry her. There’s nothing she can do to help me. She’s a college student that lives in a dorm with four other students and can only afford to go to school because of a scholarship. I don’t want to burden her.

      She shakes her head in disbelief. “Yeah, it’s quite the change from your old life, like night and day.”

      “Tell me about it. All the kids at that school want to kick my ass because of who my family is—because my grandfather shut down the auto plant and all that. I guess they blame us for Marter being so poor—and they aren’t wrong.” I shrug.

      “Yeah, I met your grandfather just once before he died and he was kind of, how do I say this… a dick?”

      I laugh loudly. I love that Adalee can be that honest with me. It was always so refreshing to have her take on things when I was at Sheltered Glen, because all the students there were trying their best to be polite and say the right thing so they didn’t ruin any business connections. Adalee would always tell it like it was, and that made me feel I wasn’t going crazy when no one else was saying what I thought was so obvious.

      “Sorry, I know he’s like your grandfather and everything—” she backpedals.

      “No, no, you’re right. He was a dick for sure.”

      Our fresh rolls come and I stuff them into my face like I’ve never eaten food before in my life. I can’t help but moan because they are so good. Adalee takes one and generously lets me have the rest.

      “How’s your foster home? You said that the mom was a bitch?” she asks.

      “Yeah, she is. She also has a problem with alcohol and a disgusting, pervert boyfriend named Ben. I had to pull a knife on him the other day.”

      Her mouth falls open. “Are you serious?”

      “Yeah! It was insane… but that’s not the only thing that’s been insane.”

      I proceed to tell her everything about the Threesome Pact, the Vicious Crew, sneaking back in to Sheltered Glen, everything. I don’t want to burden her with my problems, but I need to tell someone. Having her in front of me, face to face, I can’t hold back any longer.

      I leave out the part about Daire almost drowning me and also the part about me being an accessory to murder. I trust Adalee, but I’m just trying to get through high school alive. If I tell her then she’ll try to get me to go to the police and I know if I do that then both my sister and I will be in danger. If we ever make it out of this town and are safe, then I’ll tell the authorities everything I know about the Vicious Crew.

      I also don’t want her to know those things about them because she’ll judge them—which she should. Why am I trying to protect them?

      I finally finish by telling her about what happened on the porch and the fire.

      “I think that’s pretty much everything. Only took six hours to tell. It’s crazy how much has happened in such a short time,” I say and reach for more papaya salad.

      As I’ve been talking, Adalee’s face has alternated between shock, horror, disbelief, and now she looks almost amused. There’s a small smile on her lips as she eats her pad Thai.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You like him.”

      “Who? Brax? I mean yeah, we made out, but I don’t like him. I think he’s a horrible person. He’s just super hot, and I felt bad for him at that moment so I guess I thought I’d comfort him… with my mouth. I would never actually like like him. He’s annoying and arrogant and inconsiderate and rude and just not my style, at all.”

      “No, I mean Daire,” she says slowly.

      My full fork drops back down to my plate. “What??”

      “You like him.”

      “NO, I don’t,” I say in disbelief. “Were you not listening to my stories?? All the horrible things I said about him?”

      “Yeah, I was listening, and that’s how I know you’re into him. The way you described him sounded like someone trying to convince themselves that they hate him.”

      “I really don’t.” I can’t believe that’s the impression Adalee got. She’s usually really perceptive, she’s usually right, so I’m shocked that she could get it so wrong this time.

      She holds her hands up in surrender. “Hey, maybe I’m wrong—there’s a first time for everything.”

      “I. Don’t.”

      “Ok, ok, you don’t. My mistake.”

      “I hate him.”

      “You can hate someone and also love them at the same time.”

      “I don’t!” I howl incredulously.

      “Like I said, I’m wrong this time—can’t always shoot a hundred percent in a game. So this Brax guy, anymore make out sessions in the future?” She tries to change the subject but I’m still disturbed by what she said about Daire and I.

      “No, definitely not,” I mumble, distracted. “A onetime thing for sure.”

      “Well, I love the new look. It’s very… Marter.” She tries a different topic.

      I laugh weakly and go along with it, happy that we aren’t talking about Daire or Brax anymore.

      We finish up our meal and then drive around for a bit. We end up going to see a movie, but I can barely pay attention to what’s on the screen because I’m too distracted thinking about what Adalee said. I can’t believe she could be so wrong. How could someone who knows me so well seem to not know me at all? Even though I’m with my best friend, I feel more lonely than ever.

      Adalee drops me off at my foster home after it’s already dark. We share a long hug in the car and she tells me to call her if I need anything. She also says that she can’t wait to get out of my neighborhood, and I can’t disagree, it’s pretty scary.

      I get out and walk up the driveway. Adalee watches until I’m in front of the door with my keys in my hand, then when I turn and wave to her, she waves back and takes off.

      “Have fun?” a dark voice asks from the shadows and I violently jump, scratching the keys against the door. There’s a long gash in the paint now, but it’s already chipped and peeling so it’s not like it matters.

      I can see the glow of a cigarette and smoke gathered around a face in the darkness. I recognized Brax’s voice and I say angrily, “You scared me practically to death.”

      I hear him laugh quietly, but there’s not a lot of humor in it. He steps out of the shadows next to the front door and into the pale glow coming from inside.

      “Was thinking you were on a date or something,” he says as he steps closer to me.

      “No, just a friend.” I don’t want to talk to him right now. I just want to go inside and go up to my room to be alone.

      “You should have told us. We had no idea where you were and something could have happened to you.” He’s very serious.

      “I was just out with a friend. I don’t need to tell you guys everywhere I go.”

      “It’s dangerous. You don’t even know half the things we have to do to protect you. You should be a little more grateful.”

      “Are you serious?” I ask incredulously. “What is it you do to keep me safe? If anything, you guys are the ones who pose the most danger to me. The safest I am is when you are far away from me.”

      Brax’s eyes glow like burning coals in the dark. “You have no idea.”

      I throw my hands up in exasperation. I’m so fed up and over it at this point.

      “Well, it doesn’t seem like you’re going to explain it to me so I’m not going to waste my time. I’m going to sleep. Goodnight.”

      I try the door and it’s unlocked. I go in and shut it, leaving Brax on the outside.
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      Two days later I’m still thinking about the ridiculous thing that Adalee said. I’ve managed to avoid both Daire and Brax, but Theo’s been driving me to school in his vintage hearse. I can’t deny that I kind of like the weird looks we get from the people we drive by. It’s kind of fun.

      I know that I’ll eventually have to talk to Brax, but I just can’t face it yet. I don’t know how he feels about the whole make-out session, but I know that it was a mistake. I’m sure I was just one of a dozen girls he made out with that week and it was no big deal to him, but just in case it was then I’m not looking forward to letting him down. I’ll have to tell him that it didn’t mean anything and I just got caught up in the moment and I don’t think of him that way.

      I still don’t know what he was talking about when he said they have to do a lot to protect me. I assume he was just being dramatic—he probably thinks that the Vicious Crew not hurting me themselves is going out of their way to protect me. I’m curious, but not curious enough to talk to him. He probably wouldn’t tell me, anyway.

      I’m walking down the hall to my next class, when I see Cherry walk up to Brax. A surprising and painful lump forms in my gut. Brax is leaning casually against a locker but when she comes up to him he looks visibly uncomfortable and becomes stiff, straightening up slightly.

      She’s pretty in her red skirt, black tank top and with her red lipstick. She’s smiling and talking, but I’m too far away to hear what she’s saying. Brax is looking at her warily.

      I don’t like seeing him talking to her—and that’s when it hits me like a tidal wave.

      I like him.

      “No!” I say quietly in horror. “Please, no.”

      Cherry reaches up to touch his arm and I need to get out of here. I rush out a side door and burst outside. I take large gulps of fresh air to calm myself.

      This is bad. This is so bad. How could I possibly like someone like him? There must be something wrong with me. Sure, he’s cute and can be nice sometimes, but he’s also part of the gang that almost drowned me. He grew up in Marter and he’s everything I hate about this place. How could I possibly be in to him??

      But now that I’ve realized it, there’s no going back. For the rest of the day, whenever I see Brax in the halls, my heart flutters embarrassingly and I have to get away.

      It’s during one of my embarrassing escapes, when Brax is walking my direction down the hall and I dash down another one, that I run straight into Alec.

      “Hey, what’s up?” he asks. “In a hurry?”

      “No—I mean, yes. I got to go.” I rush past him.

      “There’s a party tonight. I’ll pick you up at nine.”

      That causes me to stop in my tracks. “What?”

      “You haven’t been to any parties since you got here. Ever wonder what a Marter party is like?”

      “Not really, to be honest. I imagine they’d be loud and dangerous.”

      He laughs. “You’d be kind of right. They are also a ton of fun and I don’t want to go alone. So, pick you up at nine?”

      “I can’t,” I start.

      “Why not?”

      I think about it for a moment. Maybe a party would be a nice distraction. Brax will probably be there, but maybe seeing me with Alec—given their history—will ruin any chance of him liking me. I know that we can’t be together and so in order to get over this dumb little crush I have, one of us has to stop liking the other—and since I can’t change my feelings, maybe I can change his.

      “Ok,” I finally say.

      “Seriously?” Alec asks. “I thought you’d fight this a lot harder.”

      “I need to try to have some fun because my life has been really serious since I came here. Plus, I’m curious.”

      “You won’t be disappointed. See you tonight, Highness.” He uses the nickname Brax uses more than anyone and I get a twinge in my gut.
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      Nine o’clock rolls around just as I finish getting ready. I’ve taken the twins’ advice and gone heavy on my makeup—while heavy for me, for a normal Marter girl this is a natural face. I’m wearing one of the outfits Daire added to my pile and I have to give him credit where credit is due. It’s a long black dress with slits going up both sides all the way to practically my hips, but the top part is more covered so I don’t feel so exposed.

      I’ve put my dark hair up in a curled updo and even painted my nails black to complete the look. I’m not sure what to wear for shoes, but I eventually opt for delicate red flats with studs on them to match my red lips. I chose flats instead of heels in case I have to run.

      Alec texts me and I head out. I knock on my sister’s door to say goodbye for the night and tell her where I’m going. She doesn’t answer. Hm, that’s odd, she’s usually home by now. I send her a text and then continue down the stairs.

      Brax is coming up at that moment, a piece of pizza in his hand. He stops dead in his tracks, eyes bulging out of his head. If I wasn’t trying to avoid liking him, then I’d be flattered.

      He whistles. “You look awesome.”

      “Thanks,” I say. I feel myself smiling so I force a frown.

      “You’re going to that party tonight?” he asks.

      “Yes… Are you?”

      He shrugs. “Yeah, I was planning on it.” He’s in sweatpants and a t-shirt and holding a piece of pizza, it doesn’t look like he was planning to go out tonight.

      “Ok, well, bye,” I say and walk down the stairs and out the door. It was so much easier to talk to him when I didn’t know I liked him. Kissing him has complicated everything.

      Alec is waiting, leaning against the SUV that we’ve used in the last couple jobs. He looks good, like really good. His hair is slicked back but with a slight pompadour on top, like usual. He’s wearing tight black jeans and a burgundy sweater that brings out the amber of his eyes. He has on a gray overcoat that looks casual and yet expensive. He’s dressed like how the boys at Sheltered Glen dressed when they weren’t in their uniforms—except there're tattoos peaking out of his clothes and he looks a million times cooler.

      I’m definitely happy with how my non-date looks, and the way his eyebrows raise in appreciation when he sees me tells me he’s happy with how I look too.

      “Your car?” I ask and he nods.

      We get in and head off. We’re driving towards a part of Marter that I’ve never been to before. The shops and the houses start getting larger and nicer—but they are all abandoned. They look like they haven’t been empty for very long, but there’s clear signs of damage and all of them are dark inside.

      “What is this place?” I ask.

      “This is the rich part of Marter,” Alec answers. “No one lives here anymore. The only people left in Marter are the ones who couldn’t afford to leave.”

      I let that sink in.

      “Your family could afford to leave,” I say.

      “For our family, money isn’t the reason we can’t afford to leave.”

      Soon we start seeing more cars on the road, which is weird for such a desolate place. I’m able to see inside some of the beat-up cars and they are full of other students from school. We turn into a large parking lot that’s already half full. Alec’s car is by far the nicest one and when we park, I ask if he’s not worried about it.

      “Everyone knows it’s mine, and they’d be stupid to mess with something that belongs to the Vicious Crew.”

      I leave my coat in the car, but Alec doesn’t. I grab my purse and we start walking towards the building. The parking lot is dark but loud because of the music shaking the asphalt beneath our feet. We join the stream of people going inside.

      The place looks familiar but I can’t place my finger on it, until I see the outline of letters that have long since been removed, and then it clicks.

      “I’ve been shopping here before!” I tell Alec excitedly.

      This used to be a mall full of luxury stores. A long time ago I went shopping here with my mom and sister. I never really cared for shopping that much and I remember this place because I complained about how far we had to drive to get here—which in reality was probably less than half an hour, but that seems like an eternity when you’re a kid.

      “Of course you did,” he says with a good-natured eye roll.

      It’s crazy to see how quickly things can go downhill when no one cares about them anymore.

      We walk inside the building and I’m hit by a wall of noise. The windows must be blacked out because this place looks dark and abandoned from the outside but inside it’s a proper club. The huge multistory entrance to the mall is full of people. It’s dark but there’s different colored strobe lights and smoke hanging in the air.

      I’m nervous—the building is full of people who’ve threatened to kick my ass—but I’m with a member of the Vicious Crew so no one would dare fuck with me.

      “Want a drink?” Alec asks.

      “Uh, maybe just something non-alcoholic for now?”

      I have to keep my wits about me. I can’t risk not being able to react if something happens.

      We walk through the crowds of people. The shops lining the huge main area serve as private spots for people to gather, and it looks like they just use them to make out in. There’s a few large tables set up throughout the room. We wander over to one of them and see a couple bottles of cheap hard alcohol and not much else.

      “Come on,” Alec says and reaches out to take my hand.

      I pull mine back as if it’s been burned. Alec pretends he doesn’t notice and we make our way through the party and then down a narrow hallway. We have to dodge entwined couples who are hardcore kissing, but we make it to the end. In a little alcove there’s a soda machine.

      “How did you know this was here?” I ask.

      “You aren’t the only one who shopped here.”

      “Seriously?” I ask in surprise.

      He gives me a half smile, like this is an inside joke between the two of us. His straight, white teeth gleam in the glow of the machine, showing that he definitely had access to dentists growing up. I can’t help but smile back.

      He hands me change from his pocket and I get a soda. Most of the selections are empty, which makes sense because who would refill a vending machine in an abandoned mall. Once we both have one, we head back into the party. The music is so loud I can barely hear myself think, but I attempt to start a conversation with Alec. I’m genuinely curious about him and about the Vicious Crew—the whole rest of the crew, not just one person.

      “You don’t drink?” I ask as we walk past one of the liquor tables.

      He scoffs. “I drink, but you couldn’t pay me enough to drink from one of those. Who knows what people have put in them.”

      “Like what?”

      “Bath salts, piss, laxatives, you name it.”

      “What the hell?” My lip curls in disgust.

      “Yeah, people are assholes,” he yells over the music with a laugh. “Especially around here.”

      “People are assholes everywhere. They were assholes at Sheltered Glen too, but they were just sneakier about it. Here everyone’s asshole tendencies are out in the open and plain for everyone to see. It feels more honest somehow.”

      “You turning in to a Marter girl?” he asks with a smirk.

      “Hell no. I don’t fit in here.”

      “Well, at least you look like you do now. That’s an improvement.”

      He steps back to look me up and down. The dress is tight and I can practically feel his eyes caress my whole body. A warm rush flows through me under his appreciative gaze.

      “Let’s go this way,” I say quickly and we continue exploring the party.

      The songs have all been hardcore rap and heavy electronic, but suddenly it changes to a dance remix of my favorite song.

      “I love this song!” I shout in Alec’s ear.

      He smiles devilishly and takes my hand. I’m about to rip it out of his, but it’s too awkward and I just leave it—I also don’t really want to take it away. He grabs my waist and pulls me in close.

      The song is fast and dance-y, but we still manage to move to the beat together because Alec is an amazing dancer. I’m kind of in awe because I never would have expected this from him.

      The beat sinks into my core and I don’t think, I just move.

      He controls my body while also giving me enough freedom to move how I want. I’ve always enjoyed dancing but I’m not great at it or anything—but Alec makes me feel like I am. He moves against me and I can feel all the lean, hard muscles of his body. His hands graze my waist, my hips, my back. We are way closer than we should be.

      We move into the next song as a heavy beat takes over. He doesn’t stop and I don’t want to either. I’m having too much fun.

      The deep base pounds against my eardrums like a monstrous heartbeat. It’s so loud it’s almost disorienting. I grab on to Alec to ground myself and he grabs me back. The crowd swells around us but I don’t even notice. There’s just the two of us, moving together.

      His hard thigh slides between my legs and my breath catches in my throat. He pulls me forward slightly so I’m resting on him and I can feel his rough jeans through my thin dress, rubbing against my core. I have to stifle a moan. He then leans me backwards so he’s dipping me.

      My heart is hammering as he holds me. There’s sweat on my back from dancing and I’m breathing heavily. His body is so close to mine that I’m surrounded in his scent. Musk and oranges. He smells like musk and oranges. It’s like an expensive cologne, but I know it’s just him.

      That’s when I finally notice the change in the crowd. The dancing has stopped and everyone around us has gotten noticeably tenser. I grab Alec’s biceps, pull myself up from the dip, and look around.

      The lights and the music are still going but something’s happened. The crowd is parting slightly near the entrance, but it’s dark and I can’t see who’s there.

      As they come closer, I see Seth’s neon hair when it catches the light. He’s here with his gang. I feel Alec shift next to me as he goes from having fun and dancing into Vicious Crew mode.

      Another man steps close to me and I turn in surprise to see Daire. Where did he come from? I look behind me and there’s Brax and Theo. When did they get here??

      Brax is purposely not looking at me.

      I turn back to the East Marters as they come closer. Suddenly, I recognize my sister with them. What the hell?

      Without thinking about the danger, I rush towards her. The four guys behind me move to stop me but it’s too late, a protective sister can’t be stopped. I walk up and grab her arm.

      “What the hell are you doing, Olivia?” I have to yell over the music to be heard.

      “What do you mean? I came to a party. That’s what I’m doing!”

      She looks at me angrily like she can’t believe I’d embarrass her like this. I don’t care.

      “You came to a party with him?” I gesture at Seth in disgust. “Are you serious, Olivia? What is wrong with you?”

      “Me?” she shrieks incredulously. “You’re here with the entire Vicious Crew. You’re banging all of them and you have the nerve to get upset at me for walking into a party with a couple of guys?”

      My mouth drops open. “I’m not banging anyone!”

      “Oh yeah? Then what was that on the back porch the other day? I saw you!” She’s shouting, but I don’t know if anyone else can hear us over the music. All I care about at this moment is getting my sister to safety.

      “You’re such a hypocrite!” she yells, and I realize she’s right.

      I’ve made out with Brax and was just dirty dancing with Alec. The Vicious Crew are just as dangerous as the East Marters, and even though I could use the excuse that I was forced to hang out with them, it wasn’t the full truth. I came here tonight because I wanted to. I went down to talk to Brax because I wanted to. I like these dangerous boys just as much as she does.

      That’s when I realize that everyone at the party is watching us scream at each other. I look around and Cherry is next to us, smiling her pretty and insincere smile. She came with the East Marters too.

      I look behind me and the Vicious Crew are walking forward to confront Seth. This is going to be bad.
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      I can see Daire talking but I can’t hear what he’s saying. He and Seth are staring at each other like they want to rip the other one apart. Theo, Brax and Alec are behind their leader, looking massive, pissed off, and deadly—but the rest of the East Marters look just as massive, pissed off, and deadly, behind Seth.

      The whole party is on edge. If things get violent, I’m going to grab Olivia and run. Thank god I wore flats. I look down at Olivia’s feet and she’s worn five inch spiked heels. Dammit.

      One of the East Marters raises his shirt above his waistband to show off that he has a gun. It doesn’t cause a stampede because probably half the people at this party have guns. I know the Vicious Crew have them because I’ve seen them before. I saw one in Alec’s glove box when we went on that first job to the motel. I’ve seen Theo with one in his pocket, which he quickly tried to hide when he saw me looking.

      But when the guy then reaches for his gun, that’s when chaos erupts. The entire party starts running and shoving. I’m taken by surprise and knocked off my feet. I fall to the ground hard and get the wind knocked out of me. I feel Olivia’s hand on my arm, trying to help me up, but then the crowd rips her away.

      I try to stand up but I can’t. I keep getting shoved back down by the panicking crowd. There are boots and high heels stepping all over me. Someone kicks me in the face and I don’t know if it’s by accident or on purpose. I can still hear the pounding music but everything is starting to go black. I’m starting to lose consciousness.

      Right before I pass out, someone grabs me with hands that feel like steel and drags me to my feet. I’m dazed and barely conscious so it takes me a second to realize it’s Alec. He’s yelling and shoving people away from me so I can stay standing.

      I cling to him like I’m drowning and he’s a life preserver—because he is. He just saved my life.

      He wraps a strong arm around my waist to help me stay up, and we start moving through the crowd. Everyone is going deeper into the building and there’s too many of them so we have to move with them.

      There are exits at the back of the mall but when we get there, no one can get out so everyone starts running in random directions. They are all panicking and it’s incredibly dangerous.

      Alec suddenly shifts and starts pulling me a different way. He shoves people aside and we make it to a hidden stairwell. Inside, away from the music, it’s finally quieter and Alec asks, “Are you ok?”

      “I don’t know,” I answer honestly, my voice echoing. My whole body hurts and I’m not sure if anything is broken.

      “Can you walk up the stairs?” he asks in concern.

      I nod and we start going up. We climb two flights and the entire time my body is screaming in pain so I can’t help but lean on him. He doesn’t seem to mind and grips me firmly.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief when we finally make it to the top. There’s a couple doors on either side of a short hallway. Alec takes us to the farthest one and we go inside. The room is pitch black until he flicks on the lights and I see that it looks like it used to be a custodial room or something.

      There are no windows, it’s just a small box with cleaning supplies in one corner and a ratty old couch and a hot plate in the other. He locks the door behind us and helps me over to the couch.

      “What the hell happened out there?” I finally get the chance to ask.

      “The cops came and everyone freaked out. They had the entire building surrounded, every exit blocked so people couldn’t get out and were panicking. They don’t usually come to this area of town because no one lives here. Someone must have tipped them off.” He shakes his head angrily. “That was fucking dangerous.”

      “Tell me about it,” I say with a laugh but then wince. It hurts to laugh.

      “Are you ok?” he asks again, obvious concern on his face.

      “Yeah, I think so.” I move all my limbs to make sure nothing is actually broken. “It’s not as bad as I first thought. I think I just got the wind knocked out of me then couldn’t catch my breath again—then got stepped on about a million times. Nothing is broken though, so I’m fine.”

      “Are you sure? Let me check.” Without thinking, he reaches over to feel my body and I grab his hands.

      “I’m fine,” I say and then our eyes lock.

      A moment passes between us.

      “I’m glad you’re not hurt,” he whispers.

      “Why did you come get me?” I ask.

      His brow furrows like he’s confused why I would ask that. “I brought you here tonight. You’re my date so I have to make sure you’re safe and nothing happens to you.”

      Another moment passes as I stare into his amber eyes.

      Then I remember Olivia.

      “Fuck,” I mumble and take out my phone. “My sister. We got separated and I don’t know what happened to her.”

      I’m about to text her but I see that she’s already texted me.

      Olivia: Wtf happened to you???

      Olivia: ARE YOU OK?????????

      Olivia: The police are here did you get out??

      Olivia: Addison!!! Where are you

      I quickly text back that I’m ok but I didn’t get out of the building and we are trapped upstairs in one of the rooms.

      Olivia: THANK GOD YOU AREN’T DEAD

      Olivia: We got out

      Olivia: I’m hiding in the woods with jackie and marcy

      Olivia: Jackie’s brother is coming to pick us up

      Olivia: We can see the mall and there’s a million cops surrounding it do not try to come out

      Olivia: Also did we like shop here or something?? It looks familiar

      I roll my eyes and smile. I text her saying that she should head home and that I’m going to wait it out up here and that I’ll be home as soon as I can.

      Olivia: Want me to wait for you?

      Addison: No just get home safe

      Olivia: Ok text me to let me know what’s happening

      Addison: Will do

      Olivia: Also please don’t die

      Addison: I’ll try not to

      Addison: Jk I’ll be home as soon as I can but I’m safe right now

      Olivia: Who are you with?

      Addison: Alec

      Olivia: Of course

      Addison: What’s that supposed to mean?

      Olivia: You really don’t know?

      Addison: WHAT

      There’s a long pause and I can see Olivia’s typing, but she erases whatever she was going to send and just says, “See you when you get home.”

      I put my phone down with a frustrated sigh.

      “Everything ok?” Alec looks up and asks. He’s been texting on his phone the whole time too.

      “Yeah, just annoying sister stuff, that’s all. She annoys me like no one else in the world, you know?”

      “I know exactly what you mean. I have a brother and a sister, twins. They are twelve right now and spoiled and bratty. They annoy the shit out of me.”

      “But no matter how much they annoy you, you have to protect them.”

      “Right. That’s just what big siblings do. And the annoying part is that they’ll never understand all we do for them or appreciate it.”

      “Exactly!” I yell, but then quickly cover my mouth with my hand.

      We both listen for a moment, but there’s nothing but silence beyond the door.

      “Listen, about what you did for your sister—you know, by volunteering for the Threesome Pact—I get it. You’re a good sister.”

      When he says that I can’t help but be touched. Unexpected tears prick the backs of my eyes. It was a really hard thing to do and only Adalee has told me that it was admirable. Olivia didn’t even thank me after the day it happened.

      “Thanks,” I say quietly.

      “I’ve been texting with the guys. Theo and Brax made sure your sister got out so they are all outside. They are saying about half of the party made it out. There’s been gunshots inside the building so the police have locked it down and they are not letting anyone else out right now.”

      An unexpected wave of relief washes over me when he says that Brax is safe.

      “Where’s Daire?” I can’t help but ask.

      “He’s still inside. He said that it’s tense and a gun fight could break out any minute so we should stay where we are. He said it’s too dangerous to come out.”

      “Where’s he hiding then? Or is he just out in the open? By himself?”

      “Daire is a big boy and can take care of himself. If anything, it’s the people trapped in that room with him that should worry.”

      I consider that for a moment, but I can’t help but worry about him. Why, though? Who cares if he gets hurt. He deserves it.

      I don’t want to think about it any longer so I change the subject.

      “How did you know about this room?”

      “I’ve been to parties here before, like I said, cops don’t usually come to this side of town so a lot of Marter parties are thrown here. Also, so many people show up you need a big space and it’s not like we are going to rent out one of the ballrooms at Sheltered Glen. I found this room when Cherry and I were trying to find a place to—” He realizes what he just said and stops abruptly.

      “She’s so awful,” I can’t help but say.

      “Tell me about it.” He shakes his head sadly.

      “What happens when the police finally get in? Won’t they find us?”

      “I don’t think so. You saw the entrance to get up here, it’s pretty hidden so they probably won’t find it. Even if they do, this is the only room that’s ever unlocked and now that it’s locked like the rest they’ll just assume no one is here.”

      “Hopefully.”

      “Hopefully,” he repeats.

      We sit in silence for a bit on the old couch. He keeps looking at his phone and texting. My body still aches, but not as badly as before. I’m sure I’ll be bruised and sore tomorrow, but for now it’s manageable. I’m just grateful that Alec got me out of there when he did because I could have actually died.

      Eventually, Alec breaks the silence. “Daire says that the police have started letting people out the back door and then arresting them the second they leave, so most are staying inside. He says that at least four people have already been stabbed downstairs and one person was shot in the leg.”

      “That’s insane.” I shiver in fear.

      “He also says that—” Alec breaks off mid-sentence and rushes over to the light switch and plunges us into darkness.

      We then hear voices echoing in the stairwell and my blood runs cold. Neither of us move a muscle and just wait.

      The voices are loud and obnoxious, it’s clearly not the police coming up the stairs. When they get to our level, we can hear they are trying to open the doors.

      I feel like my heart is going to explode with tension. From the sounds of their voices it’s a group of guys and they are looking for a place to hide, but also talking about how they just stabbed someone for fun because they could get away with it. If they find us in here, then we are fucked.

      They try each door, slowly coming closer. Eventually they reach ours and I hear the handle turning.

      Through the door I can hear their muffled voices. “… I thought you said this one was unlocked?”

      “It was, man. Maybe—”

      Suddenly, a thundering pounding fills the room as they smash their fists against it.

      “Anyone in there? Open the fuck up!” One of them yells and then the pounding starts again, but this time it’s louder, as if they are using their boots and trying to kick the door in. Luckily it’s metal and there’s no way they’d be able to break it with just their body weight.

      “Do you think anyone is actually in there?”

      “Dunno, man… Got a gun?”

      No. Please, no.

      “Seth grabbed it from me.”

      “Fuck.”

      There’s more violent pounding.

      “Are you sure? Maybe it was never open. Maybe you got it wrong?”

      “What the fuck you just say to me?”

      “I’m saying that no one knows about this place because it’s fucking impossible to find. There’s no one in there and YOU ARE WRONG.”

      There are sounds of a scuffle, then one of them yells, “No!”, and then starts moaning in pain.

      “You fucking stabbed me, dude!”

      “Now you won’t fucking question me again then.”

      I can hear steps down the hall as one of them walks away.

      “He fucking stabbed me!”

      “I know,” a new male voice says. “Let’s go back downstairs.”

      “I’m bleeding!”

      “Don’t be a pussy, dude.”

      They both walk away and I hear their echoing footsteps down the stairs. I’m still too scared to breathe out a sigh of relief. Alec hasn’t moved the entire time. When we finally hear the sounds of the door closing at the bottom of the stairs, Alec turns on the flashlight of his phone.

      I see he’s braced against the door, holding it shut just in case they manage to break in.

      “You ok?” he whispers.

      I’m too scared to speak so I just nod. He stays there for a while, ear pressed against the door, until he’s convinced that the coast is clear and turns back on the light. I want to tell him to turn it off, but I trust he knows what he’s doing.

      He comes back to sit with me and says, “Daire texted me that some of the East Marters were heading our way. I don’t think they could see whether the lights were on or not, but I just wanted to be careful.”

      “I appreciate that… could we turn them back off?”

      “Oh, sure,” he says in surprise and walks over to the light switch. I feel more comfortable when we are in the dark again.

      Alec turns on his flashlight and walks back over to the couch.

      “What would have happened if they’d gotten in here?” I ask, but I don’t know if I actually want to know the answer.

      Alec pats his pocket and pulls out a pocket pistol—and a book falls out. He picks up the book sheepishly and then says about the gun, “I know it looks small, but it’s all in how you use it.” He grins and I can’t help but laugh.

      I don’t like that I’m trapped in a room with a violent member of the Vicious Crew and a gun, but it does make me feel a bit more safe knowing that he can protect us if anyone gets in here.

      My body is so full of tension and my nerves are so frayed, that I look for any excuse to distract myself.

      “So what are you reading?” I ask, motioning to the thin book that he’s shoved back in his pocket along with the gun.

      “Nothing,” he says quickly and I’m suddenly intrigued. What kind of person is embarrassed to have a book in their pocket but not embarrassed to have a gun?—Everyone at Marter High, that’s who, I remind myself.

      “Seems like we are going to be stuck here for a while together, so you might as well tell me. I’m going to get it out of you, eventually.”

      He smirks at that. He’s intrigued.

      “How you going to make me?” he purrs, and I’m reminded of just how sexy Alec Cross can be.

      “I don’t know, I’ll have to think of something. What would it take to make you show me?” Am I flirting? This is not the right time to be flirting. What is wrong with me?

      He thinks for a second, before getting a wicked smile on his face. “Flash me and I’ll show you.”

      My mouth drops open in shock. “What?”

      He shrugs nonchalantly. “I don’t want to show you, but you want to see it, so you’re going to have to show me something that I want to see.”

      He almost had me fooled tonight with all his gentlemanly behaviour. Picking me up, the dancing, the saving of my life, but this moment just reminds me that he’s Vicious Crew through and through.

      “I’m not flashing you!”

      He shrugs. “You don’t have to and I don’t want to show you this book, so either way I win. And I think I know you by now, the not knowing is going to drive you crazy—but I also don’t think you’d actually do it.”

      “You don’t know me,” I say defensively.

      “I know your type, Highness.”

      I hate that he got the upper hand. I sit in annoyed silence for a bit, then without thinking I stand up and start lifting up my dress. Alec’s eyes open wide in surprise for just a split second, then they narrow in excitement.

      I’m doing this because I need a distraction from being scared. I need to feel something other than pain and fear. I’m doing this because Alec is hot and a small part of me is excited that he’s going to be looking at me. But it’s mostly because he challenged me and said I wouldn’t—and he probably knows that.

      The dress is tight and stretchy with no zipper in the back, so I have to reach down and take the whole thing off over my head. A thrill rushes through my body as the air hits my bare skin.

      In the harsh fake light of his phone, I’m left standing in front of him in just my matching lilac colored bra and panties, and red shoes. I enjoy the fact that his jaw just hit the floor.

      I reach out my hand, but he doesn’t even notice—he’s too absorbed in taking the rest of me in. I clear my throat and he finally looks up.

      “Book?” I ask.

      “Oh, yeah, right.” He fumbles around in his pocket for a second before giving it to me.

      I’ve never felt this confident in my skin before. I’ve always like my body, but I’m realistic enough to know I’m no supermodel or anything. I never imagined that someone like Alec would be staring at it like he is right now. He’s looking at me like I’m the sexiest thing he’s ever seen in his whole life.

      It makes me feel powerful.

      I look down at the title. “Poetry?” I ask in surprise. That was not what I expected.

      Alec shrugs self consciously. “I like to read. I’ll read almost anything.”

      “Me too.”

      “Really?” he asks excitedly. “It’s hard to find people like that around here.”

      “I’ve loved to read ever since I was a kid. What’s your favorite book?” I ask.

      We proceed to have a long and in-depth discussion about books—which is so inappropriate because I’m still half naked, but Alec gives me his coat. The coat is way more comfortable than my dress. It’s large and warm and smells like oranges and musk and I sink into it as we talk.

      I almost forget where we are. The dingy little room, lit only by a cellphone, fades away and there’s just the two of us. Alec is incredibly knowledgeable about books and I can’t deny that it’s hot as hell to see him this passionate about something.

      After a while the light on his phone changes and we look down to see he’s gotten a text from Daire, and we are brought crashing back into reality.

      Daire: Cops made it inside. They are clearing it out. Stay where you are.

      I breathe out a sigh of relief. I may end up getting arrested, but at least I won’t get stabbed or shot.

      “Thank you,” I tell Alec.

      “For what?”

      “Saving my life.”

      He leans in close. “Don’t mention it, Highness.”

      “Don’t call me that.”  I hate that nickname and I hate how much it reminds me of Brax.

      “What should I call you then?” he asks seductively.

      “Addison.”

      He laughs and says, “Ok, Addison.” He makes my name sound so sexy.

      I look down at his phone again and the time says 1:10 a.m. What a way to spend your eighteenth birthday, hiding in a janitor’s closet, half-naked, with a guy you couldn’t stand a couple weeks ago, while the cops search the abandoned mall where you were just partying.

      “Happy Birthday to me,” I say softly.

      “Hmm?” he purrs.

      “It’s my birthday today.”

      “Well, Happy Birthday, Addison. What would you like as a present?”

      I open my mouth, but I’m unsure if I should ask for what I really want. Another text from Daire comes in.

      Daire: This is going to take a while. Don’t move. They are looking everywhere and will find the stairwell

      Then we are plunged into darkness.

      “Have to save the battery,” Alec says.

      I quickly get lost in the dark and don’t know where I am in relation to his body.

      “What should we do to pass the time?” he asks softly, right against my lips.

      There’s a hair’s breadth between us. If either of us makes even the smallest movement, then our lips would meet.

      “I don’t know,” I whisper back and then we are kissing.
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      I don’t know who starts it, but it doesn’t matter.

      His lips feel amazing pressed against mine. He’s skilled and yet wild.

      He kisses like he dances—and I wonder if he fucks that way too. He knows just how much pressure, just how much to tease me, how much to give and how much to take, to make me feel butterflies in my stomach.

      I’m incredibly attracted to Alec, and this is one of the best kisses of my life, but it doesn’t feel the same as when I kissed Brax.

      I’m not falling for Brax, I try to convince myself, and I’m kissing Alec to prove it.

      I grab on to his shoulders and attack his mouth. He doesn’t miss a beat and grabs my hips and guides me so that I’m straddling him. He slides his skilled hands up my thighs. Soon he’s cupping my ass and I can’t help but grind into him.

      We both groan simultaneously, and attack each other’s mouths with renewed intensity. My hands move from his shoulders to tangle in his stiff hair. I’m undoing his slicked-back style and can feel his hair is sticking out at weird angles—but he couldn’t care less right now.

      He massages my ass and I grind against him. I’m very aware that I’m only in my underwear and a coat, while he is fully clothed. This is like on the dance floor when he put his thigh between mine and ground me on it, except this time there’s even less clothing between us. Beneath his rough jeans I can feel he’s rock hard.

      Our tongues dance and he leans back very slightly and bites me gently on my bottom lip. I don’t expect it and let out a loud moan, completely forgetting that we are supposed to be hiding.

      “Shhh,” he murmurs against my lips and then kisses me so deeply that I see stars in the dark.

      He pushes the coat off my shoulders and it falls to the floor with a thud—because of the gun. I’m momentarily distracted thinking about the weapon, but he easily brings my attention back to him by running his warm hands up my back, making me shiver.

      He unhooks my bra expertly and slides it down my arms. He tosses it on the floor, forgotten. In the pitch black we can’t see each other, can only feel. I feel that my tits are in front of his face—and that’s confirmed when he takes one of my nipples in his mouth and sucks.

      I let out the loudest moan that anyone has ever uttered before. Instantly his hand is covering my mouth.

      “Shut the hell up,” he whispers, but then sucks on my sensitive nipple in a way he knows will cause me to moan and writhe—and he’s right.

      I practically scream against his palm, which feels as hard as sheet metal against my face. He’s wicked. He knows exactly what he’s doing. He switches to the other nipple and the one he just left puckers as the air cools the spit he left behind.

      I never thought I’d be into this, but his hand on my mouth forcing me to be quiet, making it so I can barely breathe, is so hot and wrong that I’m so wet I’m sure he can feel it through his jeans. Even him telling me to shut up was sexy.

      He takes his lips off my nipples and brings my face down next to his—but doesn’t take his hand away. He whispers in my ear, “If I remove my hand, will you promise to be good?”

      I nod, before realizing that I don’t really want him to take it away. He removes it and I can breathe properly again. He leans back and I feel him take off his thin sweater. I surge against him, pressing desperately into his body. I want to feel his hard, bare chest against mine.

      He pushes me down on the couch and then gets on top of me, his hips positioned between my legs. He grabs my hips and then roughly grinds his crotch against mine. Our lips slam back together to continue their dance. He’s so hard it must be painful for him to still be wearing jeans.

      This is one of the hottest things I’ve ever experienced. Being in the dark is giving me the freedom to do whatever I want. I don’t have to be the formerly rich and privileged Addison. I don’t have to be myself at all. I can just let go and give in to the sensations of a ridiculously sexy guy between my legs.

      The thought suddenly enters my mind that in the dark, he could be anyone. He could be Brax. He could be Daire. I am not thinking about that right now.

      I reach over to turn on my cellphone.

      “What are you doing?” Alec asks against my neck. “Filming it? I’m all right with that.”

      “No! I’m turning on the light.” I roll my eyes.

      I turn on the flashlight and we are temporarily blinded. I quickly turn down the brightness to the minimum and place it on the table. The room is now illuminated in a very soft glow and I can clearly see who’s between my legs right now.

      He looks cute with his messed up hair and bedroom eyes. He gets off me and leans back on his knees. He grips my panties in both hands and slowly starts pulling them down. My hips shoot up to help him and he smirks and licks his lips.

      He tosses them to the ground and then comes back to hover over me. I run my hands over the bunched muscles in his back and then pull him close.

      We start kissing again. Our lips glide together like a choreographed dance. His one hand is fumbling around for something in the pocket of his pants, but I’m too distracted by what the rest of his body is doing to care. He finally pulls out a condom, and that’s when it really sinks in that we are going to have sex.

      I’m not a virgin or a prude. I’ve slept with a couple guys in my life, the latest one being my ex Warren, but realizing that we are going to fuck in this little shoe box while we hide from the police just seems wrong—and that’s what makes it so hot.

      I know a part of me is doing this to convince myself that I don’t have feelings for Brax, but I don’t care. I’m going to fuck Alec because he’s super hot and out of all the Vicious Crew he’s always been the nicest to me—and, most importantly, because I want to.

      He sees that I see the condom and when I grab him and pull him back to me, that’s all the confirmation he needs that I want it too.

      He unzips his pants and his cock finally springs free. I look at it and my mouth waters. Suddenly, the joke he made about his gun—the one about it not being about the size but about how you use it—comes back to me and I realize that he doesn’t have to worry about how he uses it. He is very well endowed.

      He brings up the condom and rips open the package with his teeth. He puts it on with one hand while he uses the other to balance over me. He continues kissing me. I wrap my thighs around his hips, a clear invitation. I want this so badly.

      Suddenly, he puts his hand over my mouth again.

      I can feel him at my entrance. He pushes very slightly so just the barest tip of him is inside me, and it makes me crave more. I want to beg him to fill me up, but I can’t speak.

      He’s holding me so I can barely move, but I try to pull him closer with my nails in his back. I just end up scratching him and he hisses.

      He leans down and whispers in my ear, “You need to be quiet. Can I trust you not to make a sound?”

      I shake my head that he can’t trust me. I don’t want him to take his hand away.

      “You’re so naughty, so bad,” he whispers evilly. “I should punish you.”

      I moan against his palm as he slowly starts sliding into me. He’s larger than any other guy I’ve been with, but I’m so turned on that it doesn’t hurt. There’s the delicious stretching feeling and the pleasant ache that starts building inside me.

      He kisses my neck with little bites mixed in. I can’t do much but scratch his back—which he seems to like. After an excruciatingly exquisite eternity, he’s fully inside.

      I want more—and the next second he gives it to me. He starts fucking me.

      The first couple strokes are slow, letting me get used to it—but he doesn’t give me much time and quickly starts thrusting into me rough and fast. I cling on for dear life as his hips piston in and out of me.

      Suddenly, we hear noises in the stairwell and we both freeze. The police finally found it and are coming up. Fuck.

      We don’t move a muscle, Alec still buried completely inside me.

      “Shhhh,” he whispers in my ear, then clamps his hand down on my mouth even harder and starts moving his hips again.

      My eyes bulge wide. There are cops on the other side of the door! We can hear them coming down the hall, trying to open each door as they go. They’re yelling, “OPEN UP!”, but we know no one is hiding up here but us. They are coming closer. What is Alec thinking?

      He’s moving inside me slowly so that we aren’t making any noise, but just knowing we are so close to getting caught is turning me on more than I ever thought possible.

      The police try to open our door. They violently rattle the handle for a bit and yell for us to come out—and the whole time Alec doesn’t stop fucking me.

      They give up eventually and leave. I hear one of them say into his walkie talkie that this area is cleared and there’s no one up here.

      The second we hear the door to the stairwell click shut behind the officers, Alec starts fucking me again in earnest. Each movement of his body rubs against my clit and the pleasure inside me builds quickly—quicker than it ever has before and almost immediately I’m on the edge and staring at the black space beyond.

      I’ve only had an orgasm a couple of times with partners and it was always when I was touching myself. I’ve never cum from sex before and I’m shocked to realize it’s about to happen.

      He starts whispering sweet and dirty and nasty things in my ear. His words are my undoing and they fling me over the edge.

      I start convulsing and clamp down on him so hard that if I was capable of thinking rationally at this moment I’d be worried about breaking him. I scream my pleasure into his hand.

      He swears and then groans against my neck as he spills himself inside of me.

      We cling to each other as we both come down. There are stars behind my closed eyes that slowly dissipate. His hips jerk against me a couple more times before they stop.

      He takes his hand off my mouth and I can finally breathe properly. We just lay there for a couple moments, just catching our breaths and coming back to ourselves.

      Eventually, he leans back and sits up. After having him on top of me for so long, I now feel cold when he’s gone. He takes off the condom and ties it in a knot before tossing it into a bin on the other side of the room.

      He sits back, his large cock still pointing out of his pants, and says in awe, “Wooow. That was so fucking good.”

      I smile and agree, before I sit up and start looking for my clothes on the ground.

      “Usually I have pretty good stamina, but damn, you came so quickly and so hard that I just couldn’t hold it back. I had to cum with you.”

      “No complaints here,” I say as I pull on my bra.

      “Was that a good birthday present?”

      I laugh and look back at him. He looks a bit vulnerable and that he’s fishing for reassurance so I say truthfully, “That was the best sex I’ve ever had.”

      He gets the smuggest look on his face and I almost wish I hadn’t told him—almost.

      I quickly get dressed and then turn on the light, which I feel comfortable having on again—I guess that orgasm relaxed me. I sit down next to Alec on the couch and we wait.

      It’s a bit awkward. We aren’t sure how to act around each other now so we sit in silence and then both of us start texting after a bit.

      I hated Alec at first because he was a part of the Vicious Crew, but over time I’ve come to realize he’s not that bad. He’s always been the nicest to me out of all of them. I always thought he was hot, but I didn’t have a crush on him or anything. But after the amazing sex we just had, I don’t know how I feel. Can two people connect like that physically if there’s nothing there emotionally?

      Part of the reason I slept with him was to get over Brax, but now I just feel more confused than ever. Damn it.

      “Daire just texted me,” Alec says suddenly and makes me jump. “He says the police have finished clearing the building and are starting to leave.”

      “Thank god,” I whisper. I’m exhausted and just want to go home and go to bed. “Should we leave now?

      ”“Not yet. We’ll give them a few more minutes to be safe.”

      I lean back to continue waiting. Olivia had texted me saying that she got home. I text her that we are about to leave, but she doesn’t text back. She probably fell asleep. Typical.

      After waiting an impossibly long time—but in reality is only twenty -ive minutes—Alec says it’s time to go. I spring to my feet and rush for the door.

      The two of us walk down the stairs and into the main area, which is an absolute mess. There’s smashed glass and garbage everywhere. It looks so empty after being filled with people just a couple of hours ago.

      We quickly walk out a side door and into the chilly air. There’s only two cars left in the entire parking lot. One of them is Alec’s and we see a person leaning against it. As we get closer ,I realize it’s Daire.

      His arms are crossed and his eyes narrowed in suspicion.

      “What have you guys been doing to pass the time?” he asks in a cold voice.

      “Nothing,” Alec and I both say too quickly.

      I look over at Alec and realize he looks like we just had sex. His hair is still messed up ,and he has red lipstick smeared around his mouth, even though he’s wiped most of it off—and I realize I probably don’t look much better.

      Daire gives Alec a deadly look and I wonder what’s going on. We are able to make our own decisions about who we sleep with, it’s none of his business. And why would he care, anyway? But the way he’s looking at Alec, well, I wouldn’t want to be Alec right now.

      Daire eventually moves and walks back to his own expensive SUV without a word and takes off. We get into Alec’s car and he drives me home. We don’t say anything the entire way.
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      After that, the Vicious Crew start avoiding me. I should be happy about it because it’s exactly what I wanted ever since I got to Marter High. I’ll admit that life is a lot less stressful without them.

      My life now consists of going to school and going home, and that’s it. The other students start bullying me a bit more again now that I don’t have the Vicious Crew hanging around me all the time, but it’s not unbearable like it was when I first started—and I keep wearing my new “Marter clothes” so that helps too.

      The first couple days it’s nice to have a break from all the drama and I’m actually enjoying it, but after that it just feels… boring. I’ve gotten used to the constant excitement. I’ve gotten used to always being a little bit on edge and unsure of what’s going to happen next. It gave me something to pay attention to, something to distract me from everything that had happened to me.

      When I was with the Vicious Crew I didn’t have time to think about my parents who abandoned me without a word. I didn’t have time to think about my sister who was going down a bad path. I didn’t have time to think about how my future had gone up in flames and how I’m penniless and will probably never go to college. There was no time to think about any of that before, but now there is—and it sucks.

      I didn’t realize I had started to crave them until they were gone. It was like an insidious disease that had grown quietly and slowly.

      After five days, I crack.

      Brax has been haunting the foster house like a ghost. I know he’s there, but I barely see him. On the fifth day I manage to corner him on the back porch when he goes out for a smoke. I’m very aware that this is where we kissed, and I wonder if he’s thinking about it too—I find myself hoping that he is.

      “Hey,” I say as I walk out.

      He’s startled but then just looks annoyed. “What’s up?” he asks.

      “Nothing…” I start, but I don’t know where to go from here.

      “Ok, see ya.” He throws his barely smoked cigarette to the ground and twists it out with his boot before moving to go back inside.

      “Wait.” I block his way. “How come you guys have been avoiding me?”

      He scoffs. “Isn’t that what you’ve wanted this whole time? And now you’re upset that it’s actually happening?”

      “I just want to know why?”

      “Isn’t that what you wanted?” He stares challengingly into my eyes.

      “Not anymore,” I say truthfully.

      He stares at me for a long time, but I won’t look away. I can tell he’s angry.

      “Sorry, you aren’t part of the crew. You don’t get to know,” he finally says.

      “That’s not fair.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed, nothing around here is fair, Highness.”

      He moves around me and goes inside. I’m left standing alone on the porch wondering what happened.
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      The only thing I can imagine is that they are mad I slept with Alec—but I don’t know why. All four of them have girls throwing themselves at them every time they walk down the halls—I can see it with my own eyes—so why would they care that we slept together? Sex doesn’t strike me as a big deal to people like them.

      The person who’s avoiding me the most is Alec. Whenever he sees me coming down the hall he’ll go out of his way to walk the other way. It’s frustrating as hell. I didn’t think we’d be forever soulmates or anything after we fucked, but I’d appreciate at least a bit of common curtesy. And the sick thing is that even now if he wanted to sleep together again I would in a heartbeat—it was that good. Where did my self respect go?

      Three Vicious-free weeks go by and winter is changing into spring. New leaves are unfurling on the trees, the grass is changing back into green, and the birds are singing with renewed joy. Everything is bursting to life around me, while I just feel dead inside.

      I can’t take it anymore. I feel like I’m going crazy and I need to do something, anything.

      I finally get my chance to do something one day when I’m walking down a hallway at Marter High. One of the East Marters calls out to me to come over. Normally I’d just walk away, but this time I notice that Daire and Brax are close by, talking to three girls and watching the situation warily out of the corner of their eyes.

      “Hey there, hot stuff,” the East Marter says, and I have to suppress my reaction of disgust. “Her Majesty has actually decided to talk to us?”

      “Yeah.” I shrug. “Just thought I’d say, ‘hi’.”

      I’m trying to watch Daire and Brax out of the corner of my eye to gauge their reaction, but I don’t want them to know that. I’m trying to pretend I don’t even notice they are there.

      Seth is here too, leaning against the lockers. “Want to come to a party? I know you like to party and we’re having one.”

      “We are?” one of the others, Eric, asks and Seth elbows him hard in the ribs, but I don’t notice any of that because I’m too distracted by Daire and Brax.

      “Oh yeah? You’re having a party?” I say loudly so the Vicious Crew can hear. “I’d love to come.”

      I miss Seth’s evil smile because I’m too busy noticing the way Daire and Brax have just stiffened.

      “When is it?” I ask.

      “Now,” Seth says and I turn to look at him in confusion.

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, we are ditching school to go party. You’re in, right?”

      “Uh…” I look over to see Daire’s jaw clench and Brax’s hands already in fists.

      I know this is incredibly stupid. I know this is childish. I should just be thankful that I’m no longer a part of the Vicious Crew’s violent and dangerous world. I got out safely—that’s not something many people can say—but here I am trying to get right back in.

      I know all this and yet I can’t walk away. I’m addicted now and I need a fix no matter what.

      “Ok,” I finally say.

      Seth grins like a maniac. His eyes look crazy and I know I should be more scared, but I’m just too excited that this is working and I have Daire and Brax’s attention.

      “Well, lets go get this party started,” Seth says and starts to lead me down the hall.

      We pass by Daire and Brax and they are both glaring at me in anger—and fear? Maybe this was a bad idea…

      I’m surrounded by the five large East Marter guys and they escort me outside and through the courtyard. Everyone is staring at us as we pass. The other students look surprised and some are grinning in a mean way. Some even look sympathetic.

      They lead me to one of the back parking lots. This area is surrounded by trees and rarely used. It’s so isolated there are no other students here.

      That’s when I realize I really fucked up.

      “Oh, shit. I forgot I left my purse in my locker. Let me just go run and get it, and I’ll be right back!” I say cheerily to cover up how scared I am.

      I move to walk back to the school, but two huge guys block my way. I really fucked up. I’m an idiot.

      I turn and Seth is shaking his head. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “I’ll be right back! I promise. I also have to pee so I’ll just go real quick and then we can party, because I’m so into this. I wouldn’t have come here with you guys if I wasn’t.”

      The five of them are closing the circle around me and I desperately think of anything to say to get me out of here.

      “Seriously, just let me get my purse and go to the washroom and then we can do whatever you guys want. You know that I’m into this because you’ve heard the rumors about me and the Vicious Crew, right? You know that I like to fuck them all so I can’t wait to do that with you. I find you all so hot—always have.”

      They aren’t buying it and keep coming.

      In a last ditch effort, I try to run but they block me. I’m in huge trouble.

      I know that I’m no match for even one of them physically, let alone five, but if this is happening then I’m not going down without a fight. I see that one of them has the handle of a knife sticking out of his pocket and I lunge for it. He’s quick—but I’m quicker.

      I get the knife and luckily it’s a push button with the safety disabled so I have the blade out immediately and start waving it. The five of them stop closing in for a second.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Back the fuck up!” I yell and lunge at the closest one. He jumps back away from the blade.

      “I can’t wait to stab you all!” I’m just saying anything I can to be intimidating and buy myself time, but even though it’s crazy, I think it’s almost true?

      Seth laughs. “You aren’t gonna stab anyone, rich bitch.”

      “You’re first,” I say to him and lunge.

      The other four take the opportunity to grab me before I can reach Seth. One of them, Joe, closes his big, meaty fist over my hand with the knife and he squeezes so hard I drop it with a yelp.

      I’m now defenseless and completely alone. They can do anything they want to me—but I still struggle with all my might, even if it’s pointless. I manage to punch Eric in the face and even though it hurts my fist, I’m still proud when I see blood start pouring from his nose.

      Someone punches me hard in the stomach and I drop to the floor, unable to breathe. They all take that opportunity to each pin down one of my limbs so I can’t move at all. Seth is standing above me.

      “I told you when we first met that I was going to make you scream,” he says and cups his crotch obnoxiously.

      My stomach turns and I think I’m going to throw up.

      “And I meant it.” He starts undoing his zipper. “Take off her pants,” he orders.

      “No, no, no, no!” I cry out and start struggling with all my strength, but the guys holding me down are just too strong.

      Suddenly, Seth is falling to the ground in a shower of blood.

      I look up and see Daire standing there with a tire iron in his hand. All at once the four pairs of hands holding me down let go. I spring up immediately and look around.

      Brax and Theo are already fighting the four East Marters, and Alec is running towards us from the trees. Daire delivers a hard kick to Seth’s ribs, but the blow to the back with the tire iron already means he’s not getting up anytime soon.

      Daire joins the other three and now it’s four against four. I want to help but I don’t know how to jump in. The East Marters are tough, but the Vicious Crew are savage. I’ve never properly seen them fight before and it’s kind of scary.

      Theo’s the largest person out of the eight of them and he quickly finishes off Eric. Theo leaves him writhing on the ground in pain to go help the others. He goes to Alec who’s fighting off the second largest guy—and impressively holding his own.

      The one Brax is fighting, Joe, takes out a knife and starts trying to stab him. Brax dodges it and tries to knock it out of his hand—but Joe turns at the last moment and slices a long cut down Brax’s thigh. Wet, red blood blooms out of the cut and starts running down his leg.

      Brax barely reacts—but I see him wince. He immediately goes back to trying to get the knife out of Joe’s hand. Blood splatters on the ground as they fight.

      As I watch, I realize Brax is going to lose. Without thinking, I run over and kick Joe in the back of the knee—hard. It’s unexpected so his leg buckles and he kneels on the ground. Brax takes the momentary advantage and slams his fist into Joe’s collarbone on the side with the knife. I hear a snap as the bone breaks and then the knife falls to the bloody pavement.

      Joe holds his broken bone and Brax punches him straight in the face. Joe falls backwards to the ground, then scrambles to his feet and takes off running. Brax lets him go and tries to help the other three, but his leg is really hurt and he stops.

      They don’t need his help, anyway. The last two of the East Marters still standing take off running when they see that they are outnumbered.

      “We have to go,” Daire barks and comes over to grab my arm.

      He starts walking and dragging me along. I try to rip my arm out of his grip but he’s way too strong.

      “They are going to get guns,” he says and I stop fighting and we walk quickly out of the parking lot.

      I look behind me and see that Theo is helping Brax limp along after us. Alec is at the back making sure that no one sneaks up from behind. All of them are injured. They are covered in scratches and I can see some bruises already starting to form, but only Brax looks like he is seriously hurt.

      Daire leads us quickly off campus and several streets over. When he finally stops, it’s in an alley between two stores that have been out of business for a long time. He tosses me in front of him and I catch myself and turn back to face him.

      “What the fuck were you thinking?” I’ve never seen him so angry before. He’s terrifying.

      “I—”

      “That was so fucking stupid. You could have…” He can’t finish his sentence, he’s so angry. “Your second favor to us is that you’ll never put yourself at risk like that again.”

      Suddenly I’m furious with him. He’s such a hypocrite.

      “Why would you even care!” I yell. “The first day we met you made me clean off your shoes! You are such an asshole. You fucking tried to kill me!!!”

      Daire’s face goes so dark it looks like an eclipse, and he says, “Everyone in that lunchroom wanted to kick your ass—or worse. You were acting like such a spoiled brat that you were this close—” He raises his fingers close together in front of my face. “—to getting the shit beat out of you. I made you clean my shoes so that they thought you were pathetic and not some spoiled asshole who needed to get her ass handed to her. We pulled that stunt by the lake because you didn’t stop. You kept wearing your fancy-ass, rich girl clothes, and holding your nose so high in the air I thought you were going to fucking fall over backwards. We did that to help you. You’re so fucking ungrateful.”

      I just stare at him, open-mouthed. “Ungrateful?” I screech and I see him wince. “Ungrateful? I thought I was going to DIE.”

      “You were never in danger,” he grits out. “—from us,” he adds. “The rest of the student body wanted to kick your ass. I knew of at least three separate plans to jump you and beat you bloody. There were a couple people threatening to shoot you because of what your family did to this town, and I know those people and they are not the kind to joke about shooting someone—they are the kind who actually do it.”

      I let all that sink in for a moment.

      “Why would you even care? You didn’t know me,” I ask.

      I can see there’s something he’s not telling me. He just stares deep into my soul with his emerald eyes. He’s keeping it together on the outside, but his eyes give him away—inside he’s on fire.

      “Ok, ok, I get it,” I say when I can’t stand it any longer. “I admit that that was stupid with the East Marters. I know that. I get it—BUT, I only did it to get your attention.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me,” he breathes out in a furious whisper.

      “Why are you ignoring me?”

      He scoffs like he can’t believe all this was about something so stupid and inconsequential.

      “None of you will talk to me or tell me what’s going on. I just want to know and then I’ll leave you alone. That’s all,” I almost beg.

      He can barely look at me. None of the others are looking at me either.

      “Go home and don’t come back to school for the rest of the day. I think you just started a war,” he says with finality.

      He turns and they all walk out of the alley. I let them go and then I’m left standing alone.
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      By the time I make it back to my foster house, I’m shaking so badly I can barely stand upright. I never know when my foster mom or her boyfriend are home because their room is on the ground floor so sometimes they come and go through the back door. I drag myself upstairs and collapse on my bed.

      I don’t feel sad or upset, I just feel completely numb. I lie on my back and wait for the shaking to stop. It eventually does after about thirty minutes and then I just lie there to wait for whatever horrible thing is coming next.

      An hour later I hear the front door open and then the sounds of someone rushing up the stairs. Maybe this is the end? But I don’t move, I just wait for the inevitable.

      My door bursts open and slams against the wall.

      “What’s going on?!” Olivia yells as she barges into the room.

      “What do you mean?” I ask as she hops onto my bed.

      “The Vicious Crew barged in in the middle of my class and said I had to come with them. The teacher didn’t even stop them or anything—it was CRAZY! I kept asking them what the hell happened as we were driving here, but they wouldn’t tell me much. They just said we aren’t safe at school anymore and I need to stay in the house so they can protect us. Do you know what this is about??”

      I sit up wearily and look at my sister. Her eyes are wide and she’s breathing heavily, but she doesn’t really look scared, she looks more… excited. She likes the drama of it all. It’s like a game to her, not a dangerous situation with very real consequences.

      I start telling her everything—everything except about sleeping with Alec, I’m not ready to deal with her opinion on that yet. I tell her about the first job we went on to the motel, about the second one to Sheltered Glen, about how they stopped talking to me after the party and how I went to the East Marters to provoke the Vicious Crew in to talking to me again.

      She shakes her head. “That was a dumb idea, Addison. Those East Marters guys are insane—like literally insane.”

      “Wait, you are telling me off for trying to hang out with them? I seem to remember that you were the one who volunteered for the Threesome Pact with them. You were the one who showed up to that party with them.”

      “Yeah.” She rolls her eyes. “Ok, I agree that was also dumb, but I didn’t know what it was before I volunteered. Some girl who I thought was my friend—who definitely wasn’t by the way—she completely misrepresented what it was. If I had known what it actually entailed, I obviously wouldn’t have done that. People really hate our family by the way.”

      “Yeah, I kind of got that impression too.”

      “Anyway, she tricked me into it because she thought our family was the reason her’s was poor.” She shrugs again.  “And about the party, I didn’t go with the East Marters, Jackie’s brother drove us there. When we were going in, we saw those guys and they invited us to walk in with them. We couldn’t say no because who knows what they would do, right? They are unstable, so we just said yes. Then you had to come up to me and freak out on me—that was so embarrassing by the way… but I’m sorry for how I reacted.”

      I’m so surprised. I thought Olivia was going down the wrong path this whole time, but it sounds like maybe she had a better grip on everything than me. I’m so relieved that she isn’t as far gone as I thought that I reach out and hug her.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I ask.

      “I don’t know. I guess I was mad that you weren’t trying harder to fit in, you know? I felt like you were being stubborn and deliberately making people hate you—and by extension me. Maybe I was mad at Mom and Dad and taking it out on the only family I have left. Who knows?” She shrugs. “I’m not much one for introspection. Remember when Dad tried to put us in therapy?”

      “Yeah,” I laugh. “We both quit after the first day.”

      “Maybe we would have kept going if Dad hadn’t paid the guy to tell us we were wrong about everything and he was right.”

      We laugh together.

      “Dad was kind of a toolbag,” I say.

      “He really was,” she agrees and then we hug again. It feels nice.

      “Oh, also.” She pulls back. “I was mad at you because you told me to stay away from the guys I liked, Theo and Brax, then you started hanging out with them and told them not to talk to me.”

      “I was only hanging out with them because you volunteered for that stupid Threesome Pact!” I say incredulously.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m kind of a brat sometimes, I get it. That was really nice of you by the way—to volunteer in my place. Did I ever thank you for that?”

      “No, you didn’t.”

      “Well, thank you.”

      “What are big sisters for?”

      We share a smile. It feels so nice to hear her say it.

      “There’s more,” I continue and I tell her about what happened with the East Marters in the parking lot and how the Vicious Crew saved me, and told me that I started a war between them.

      By the time I finish, Olivia’s eyes are wide again—and this time in fear, not excitement.

      “Do you think we are safe here?” she asks.

      “I honestly don’t know, but if we have the Vicious Crew protecting us then that’s our best option to stay safe. I don’t know where else we’d go.”

      “Me either… Maybe Warren’s house by the lake?”

      “Wait, did I not tell you that we broke up?”

      “No! When did that happen?”

      “Right when we lost everything. He said he couldn’t be with anyone ‘below his financial means as it wouldn’t be fair to me to feel like I wasn’t bringing anything to the relationship’.” I roll my eyes so hard I actually strain my eye muscles. “Ow.”

      “No offense, but I always kind of thought he was a tool,” she says.

      “Oh, he definitely is. Wait, you thought I was still with Warren even though you saw me making out with Brax?”

      “I just thought you were getting a little action on the side with the hot guy who lives with us—I wouldn’t blame you, he’s hard to resist—and like I said, I don’t like Warren so I didn’t care if you were cheating on him.”

      I consider this for a second.

      “I guess we’re stuck here.” Olivia sighs and leans back on her elbows. “If we were still rich, we could get the hell out of this city—hell, we could get out of this country. Go to a chalet in the Alps and hide from the world while drinking hot chocolate and reading fashion magazines.”

      “That would be amazing right about now,” I say dreamily. “Go for hikes in the mountains and take pictures.”

      “—or just stay in the chalet and relax.” Olivia isn’t one for the outdoors.

      We continue fantasizing about all the places we could go. Paris. Tokyo. Barcelona. Rio. The sound of the front door opening freezes us mid-conversation. We both hold our breaths until we hear Theo and Alec’s voices and we breathe out sighs of relief.

      Heavy footsteps come up the stairs and then Theo enters the room.

      “You guys have ten minutes to pack and then we are getting out of here.”

      “Where are we going?” I ask.

      “Alec’s house,” he says and leaves the room just as abruptly as he entered it.

      Olivia and I immediately start packing. I didn’t come with a ton of stuff so I’m able to shove it all in my suitcase in less than ten minutes. I bring my bag down and leave it at the bottom of the stairs. Theo is watching the road in front of the house through a crack in the living room curtains.

      I run back upstairs to help Olivia. We get her stuff shoved haphazardly in her bags and then bring them down just as Alec walks in from the back of the house. The four of us silently take the suitcases and head out to Alec’s car.

      Everyone is tense as we pull out and start driving down the road. Alec is driving and Theo is in the passenger’s seat. Theo keeps scanning the surrounding area and looking behind to make sure we aren’t being followed. Olivia and I sink down in the back seat so we aren’t in his way.

      We wind our way quickly through the dark streets. After a little while I realize that we are driving in the direction of Sheltered Glen. The dilapidated buildings of Marter fall away behind us and we drive through the industrial area and then the forest that separates the two towns.

      But before we get to Sheltered Glen, we pull off the main road and drive down a side street. We quickly reach a suburban neighborhood full of identical houses. We drive down one of the cul-de-sacs and stop in front of a house that’s indistinguishable from all the ones surrounding it. There’s a large front lawn, a modest two-story house, and a minivan parked in the driveway.

      “This is your house?” I ask incredulously.

      I never pictured a member of the Vicious Crew living in suburban paradise. Alec is a badass who picks locks, drives getaway cars, kicks ass—fucks like a fiend. There’s no way he lives here.

      Alec shrugs but I can tell he’s a bit embarrassed. “Yeah, this is home. My dad bought it because it’s close to Marter, but safer than living there—less suspicious too. The twins don’t have to have bodyguards when they play in the backyard.”

      “Definitely a step up from Brax’s hellhole, that’s for sure,” Olivia says happily and gets out of the car.

      We walk through the front door and Alec’s mom comes to greet us. She’s a very pretty lady in her forties with dyed auburn hair—she’s also clearly high out of her mind.

      She kisses Alec on the cheek. He lets her do it but his whole body is stiff and his jaw clenched.

      “Theo,” she says with disdain. It’s clear that she doesn’t like him.

      “These are the two girls I told you were going to stay here,” Alec tells her.

      “What? You didn’t tell me that,” she says.

      “Yes. I did,” he grits out. “Less than an hour ago.”

      “Well, you didn’t. I would know.”

      “No, you wouldn’t,” he mumbles.

      “You can’t have your, what do the kids call it… fuckbuddies? You can’t have your tramps stay here. Whatever you and Theo have planned you can’t do it here, Alec.”

      Alec throws his head back in exasperation and lets out a frustrated growl. To be honest, I don’t blame him. Must be almost impossible to deal with a mother who’s so high she doesn’t remember conversations she had an hour ago. Also, I can’t help but be a bit offended that she just called my sister and I "tramps”.

      “No need to get so upset,” she scolds him. “You can’t get everything you want and I won’t have whores in my house. If you want a place to go, why don’t you ask your father? He has plenty of places to take whores to.”

      “Hey!” Olivia starts, but I put my hand on her arm to quiet her.

      I don’t like being called a whore anymore than she does, but this lady doesn’t know us and doesn’t know the situation—she’s also super high and not in her right mind. Right now all we should be worrying about is our safety, and if she kicks us out I’m not sure where we’d go next.

      Alec reigns his temper in and makes his voice calm, but to anyone with half a brain it’s clear that he’s on the edge of snapping.

      “Mother,” he starts.

      “That’s better,” she says, convinced by his new tone even though it’s clearly fake.

      “These two are Patricia and Melvin’s daughters. You remember Patricia and Melvin, don’t you?”

      “Yes, of course I do. How are they doing?”

      “They are doing well, but they had to go out of town unexpectedly and these two need a place to stay until they get back. Since they are such close friends with the family, I thought they could stay with us for a couple of days.”

      “Of course! Why didn’t you just say so, Alec? You have to be so difficult all the time—just like your father.”

      Before Alec snaps in frustration, his mom comes over to Olivia and I, and wraps her arms around our shoulders.

      “It’s so good to see you two dears. My, how fast you’ve grown up! You’ve turned into beautiful ladies.” She leads us deeper into the house. “Tell me, how are your parents? How are they doing? Do they ever mention me? We are very good friends, but we haven’t seen each other in a little while. I keep meaning to call them, but things get so busy. I’m sure they understand. I’m sure.”

      “Uh, our parents are good,” I fumble.

      I look back at Alec for help.

      “Mom,” he says firmly. “These two have had a long drive and are very tired. They want to go downstairs to their rooms and rest.”

      “Oh, Alec, don’t interrupt us. We are having such a nice conversation. Would you girls like something to drink? Some wine perhaps?”

      “Mom,” Alec says in a reprimanding voice that leaves no room for argument. He can be just as commanding as Daire when he wants to be and I get goosebumps.

      “Ok, ok, geez, Alec. Watch your tone.” She scolds him, but you can tell she’s also a bit scared of him.

      She lets go of our shoulders and we gratefully scurry back to the two guys. Alec’s mom continues walking to the kitchen and we can hear her mumbling to herself.

      Alec is clearly very pissed off so we don’t say anything as the four of us pick up our luggage and walk through the basement door and down the stairs. The basement is fully finished and comfy. At the base of the stairs there’s an entertainment space with a large TV and a couple of couches. Alec leads us to the other side where there are two guest rooms.

      “These are yours, you can decide who gets which. The washroom is right there and there’s a small kitchen in that other corner. There’s already some food and you can text us if you run out. You can watch TV and do whatever you want down here, but I wouldn’t go upstairs if I were you. I’ll tell everyone to not come down here, but I can’t guarantee my mom will remember. The basement door locks from the inside so I recommend locking it and if she starts banging on it just ignore it and text me.”

      “Ok,” Olivia and I say simultaneously.

      Alec sighs. “And sorry about my mom.”

      “That’s ok!” I say too quickly.

      “She seems… nice,” Olivia says, trying to be polite, but it’s obvious it’s a lie.

      “She’s addicted to pain medication and prescription sleep aids, and she has been for a long time,” he says matter-of-factly. “Patricia and Melvin were friends of hers a long time ago when I was a kid. They stopped coming here because of her addiction. She’s in complete denial and has convinced herself that they are still friends, they just haven’t seen each other in a little while. I said that thing about you being their daughters because it was the quickest way to get her to accept you—and she won’t remember anyway, she’s probably already forgotten.”

      “No worries!” Olivia and I say together.

      “Just ignore her and let me know if she’s giving you trouble. As far as the situation with the East Marters, we are still trying to figure out what’s happening, but we are keeping you here to make sure you’re safe. No one in Marter knows I live here.”

      “Ok, thanks,” I say.

      “How long will we have to stay here?” Olivia asks.

      “Not sure. I’ll let you guys know as soon as we figure out what’s going on. You probably aren’t going to school for the next couple days though. Hope you brought enough books.” He looks at me and I can’t help but smile. He remembered.

      The guys head back upstairs and we hear the front door close behind them. Olivia and I are left on our own to just sit and worry about what’s happening in Marter. There is one bright spot to this whole mess though, and that’s that they are talking to me again.
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      “Being on lockdown suuucks,” Olivia says dramatically as she flops down next to me on the couch.

      I look up from my book. “I know. You can watch TV or something?”

      “Alec’s mom has already tried to come down here three times today, I don’t want to turn on the TV and remind her someone’s down here.”

      “Smart thinking.”

      I feel bad for Alec for having a mom like that. You could tell that it kills him every time he has to interact with her in that state.

      This is only our second full day in Alec’s basement. Yesterday none of the guys came by and it was just Olivia and I alone. I’ve always like quiet activities like reading and photography, but Olivia’s a much more socially oriented person so being confined to a basement with just her sister and nothing else to do is torture for her.

      “Want a book to read?” I ask.

      “Is it compulsory for school? Because if not then—” She does a thumbs down.

      I sigh and close my book. “What would you like to do then?”

      “Maybe we could invite people over?”

      “Are you serious? We can’t let anyone know we are staying here. You heard Alec, it’s not safe.”

      “I know, but maybe we could invite the Vicious Crew over to hang out with us? They already know we’re here.”

      “I’m sure they are in school right now—or just busy.” None of them care very much about attending class.

      Olivia sighs dramatically and then abruptly stands up. “I guess I’ll just take another nap. I’m hoping that I pass out long enough that this whole thing is finally over when I wake up.”

      She goes to her room and shuts the door. I don’t blame her for being moody because I hate the waiting too. It sucks to be constantly on edge and unsure of what’s happening outside these walls.

      I can’t believe my stupid stunt to get the Vicious Crew’s attention escalated into this. It’s all my fault and now they have to deal with the fallout. If I was them I’d hate me—they probably do, and that hurts more than I ever imagined it could.
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        * * *

      

      It’s dark outside when I hear the front door open and then there’s a knock on the basement door. The knock is different than Alec’s mom’s sloppy banging so I go upstairs to open it. It’s Brax.

      I’m so excited to see him that without thinking I hug him. He stiffens in my arms and I quickly catch myself and let go, embarrassed. We go down the stairs and Olivia bursts out of her room and attacks him with a million questions. She’s just so happy to have someone else to talk to.

      He looks exhausted. There are huge bags under his dark eyes and his hair isn’t styled. He finally tells us what’s going on.

      The East Marters are the sons of a rival gang to the mafia that Daire and Alec’s fathers belong to. The East Marters’ dad’s group used to have the same name when they were in high school, but changed it to the EMs as they got older and more organized.

      There’s always been a very tentative and uneasy truce between the East Marters and the Vicious Crew because they all know that anything between them will quickly escalate into a war between the EMs and the mafia that would split the town in two. Both are so evenly matched that no one wanted to start anything because they couldn’t be sure they’d win.

      “The fight in the parking lot was like a match being thrown into a pile of gunpowder. It was already there, it just needed a spark to ignite,” Brax finishes.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him honestly.

      Brax sighs. “Don’t be. This was a long time coming and if it wasn’t you, then it would have been something else. I never really believed that I was going to graduate high school before all this exploded. It’s just been building up for too long.”

      “That guy at the motel?” I ask.

      “He wasn’t a part of either group. He was just a side player—but he did work more with the EMs so that did end up being a bit of a problem.”

      “I thought Seth would be too crazy to actually keep a truce?” I ask.

      “Well the guy is crazy, but he’s also terrified of his dad, who’s a true monster. He tortured Seth as a kid and made him go pretty much insane.”

      “Oh my god.”

      “And his dad didn’t want this war to start until he felt the EMs were ready.”

      “Are they ready now?”

      Brax shrugs again. “Nobody’s sure, but I guess we’ll find out.”

      “Are we just supposed to stay here until this is all over?” Olivia cuts in. “That sounds like it’ll take weeks! And what if you all get killed?—which, sorry, that sucks, but what about us? Then those guys will come after us and it won’t be long until they get here.”

      “Which is why I’m here. If things go south someone will text you and tell you to get out of here. Can either of you drive?”

      “I can,” Olivia says and I scoff. She turns to me. “What? I took lessons.”

      “Yeah, but you failed them,” I say.

      “Whatever, I only failed because the instructor didn’t like me.”

      “You hit a pole!”

      “It wasn’t my fault!”

      “—Anyway,” Brax cuts in. “If you get a text from one of the four of us, you’ll take these keys.”

      He hands them to Olivia, then thinks better of it and hands them to me. “There’s a gray sedan around the corner. I’ll text you the license plate. You’ll take it and get as far away from here as possible. Do you still have any of that five thousand dollars?”

      “Most of it,” I answer.

      “Good. If you get that text, just get as far away from here as possible. I need to go.” He turns and starts heading back up the stairs.

      “Wait!” I call. “Why are you guys doing all this? Why do you even care what happens to us?”

      Brax stops. His shoulders tense and he doesn’t turn around when he says, “It’s not my place to tell you.” Then he continues out of the basement and shuts the door behind him.
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      Two more days pass in relative quiet and it’s awful not to know what’s really going on. Theo stopped by and brought us more food, but he quickly left before telling us anything. He just said to sit tight and that they’ll tell us more when they can.

      Olivia has felt like a caged animal since the first day we got here, and even I’m starting to get cabin fever now. We are also driving each other crazy. I love my sister, but she pushes my buttons more than anyone in the world—besides maybe Daire.

      I want to be out there helping, but instead we have to sit around here waiting and being useless. All this time with not much to do but think has not been good for my mental health. I can’t stop thinking about Brax. I can’t stop thinking about how good Alec felt inside of me. I can’t stop wondering why they wasted one of their “favors” on me. Those favors could be used for literally anything but Daire chose to waste it on me promising never to put myself in danger again.

      I don’t understand why they are protecting us, but I can tell there’s a lot they aren’t telling us. There is no way they are doing all this just because of their part of the stupid Threesome Pact where they are supposed to protect me.

      The Threesome Pact was more of an East Marters thing—Daire kept rolling his eyes whenever he referred to it—so why are they bothering to uphold their end of the bargain? And why had they taken over the Pact from the East Marters in the first place? Now that I knew more about the dynamic between the two groups, that act seemed especially risky.

      Why do they seem to care so much, but at the same time so little?

      Something else was going on and it had something to do with us—that was pretty much the only thing that Olivia and I agreed on right now.

      It’s the middle of the third day since Brax came. Olivia and I just got into a fight so she’s in her room and I’m reading on the couch. The house is quiet because the twins are at school and Alec’s mom is off somewhere.

      Suddenly, there’s a loud bang upstairs and I jump off the couch and my book falls to the floor. I stare in fear up the stairs at the door. Have the East Marters found us?

      There’s another loud thud, but even though this one is louder, it’s more muffled. I wait, barely breathing.

      There are no further sounds.

      Eventually, Olivia tiptoes out of her room. “What was that?” she whispers, barely audible.

      I shrug.

      After a couple of minutes I decide that I’m sick of waiting for the bad guys to come get us. We have to go see what that was. The not knowing is the worst part.

      I motion for Olivia to stay back and ignore her when she shakes her head and mouths, “NO.” I start going up the stairs very slowly. I’m trying not to make any sound so I climb at a snail’s pace.

      At the top, I press my ear against the door and listen. I think I can hear faint raspy sounds but I’m not really sure what it is. After a few minutes I decide to open the door. I unlock it as quietly as I can and then turn the handle. No one bursts in the second it’s unlocked so I count that as a good sign and open it a crack to peek.

      Then I throw it open and rush out.

      Theo is laying there, the front door still wide open behind him. There’s a trail of blood across the floor where he fell. He’s clearly hurt and breathing shallowly.

      I call his name and he groans softly in response.

      There’s blood pooling on the wooden floor underneath his massive body, but where is it coming from? I circle him until I find the source. He has a large chunk missing out of the left side of his torso.

      “Oh my god!” Olivia yells as she sees him from the basement door.

      “Help me!” I yell.

      “Do what?!”

      Theo is moaning in pain and I’m not really sure what to do.

      “Get paper towels, a bowl of water, and see if you can find bandaids or tape or something to stop the bleeding,” I say before turning back to Theo. I kneel down next to him. “We have to get you to a hospital.”

      He’s barely conscious but at the mention of hospital he comes to and says no. I argue with him for a bit but he’s emphatic.

      “NO HOSPITALS.” Then he slips back to being barely conscious.

      “Fuck,” I mumble.

      Olivia comes back with the water and paper towels.

      “Are we taking him to a hospital?” she asks.

      “He said no so we are just going to have to treat him the best we can with what we have here.”

      “I don’t know if he’s in the best condition to be making those types of decisions right now…”

      “Olivia! We have to hurry!”

      “Ok, ok, I’ll go get the other stuff.”

      She rushes off and I’m alone with the injured giant again. I start mopping up the blood pouring out of the gash. As I clean it, I realize it’s not as large as I initially thought, but it is a hole that goes straight through his body.

      “Did you get shot?” I ask.

      He nods his head in confirmation. He’s pretty out of it and I figure he’s lost a lot of blood. I press the paper towels against the wound, but they are immediately soaked through. I call to Olivia to get real towels.

      She comes back with an armful of fancy white towels and a roll of duct tape. I figure Alec’s mom is going to be pretty pissed about us using her good towels—given that she doesn’t seem to like Theo at all—but I couldn’t care less at this moment. I take a towel and hold it firmly against him, and when that one is completely soaked, I take the next one and continue the process.

      “He’s loosing a lot of blood,” Olivia says nervously.

      “I know. I don’t know how to stop it.” I press harder. “Go find something to disinfect this.”

      She runs off and returns shortly with a bottle of rubbing alcohol. The blood flowing out has slowed a little bit so I decide to try to disinfect it now. I tell Theo that this is going to hurt, then I take the bottle, uncap it, and pour it on the oozing gash.

      His large body jerks and he howls in pain through clenched teeth. When he quiets down again, I quickly take a fresh towel and wrap the wound. I tell Olivia to give me strips of duct tape and then I use half the roll taping the towel to Theo’s body.

      I keep pressure on the wound to try to get it to stop bleeding—or at least slow down as much as possible given the fact that he has a big gunshot through his abdomen. Luckily, the injury is pretty close to the side of his body and doesn’t look like it’s in a place with any internal organs. The main problem is all the blood he’s lost.

      “What do we do now?” Olivia asks.

      It’s a good question. First step is to close the front door—because we are hovering over a gigantic, tattooed guy, and there’s blood everywhere. Without taking my hands off of Theo, I reach over and kick it shut with my foot.

      The next step isn’t so clear.

      I decide that if he can stand, we should take him downstairs to wait for the other guys so we don’t freak out Alec’s mom and she doesn’t call the cops—Theo clearly doesn’t want the authorities involved.

      “Olivia, come help. Theo, we’re going to help you down the stairs. Do you think you can walk?”

      He grunts and I take that to mean that he can, so Olivia and I each grab one massive arm—which are as big as our legs—and try to help him. We pull at the same time as he stands, but it feels like he weighs a million pounds of muscle. There’s no way we can move him by ourselves so luckily he’s able to kind of stumble to his feet.

      Once he’s kind of on his feet, Olivia and I go under his arms to support him. He’s waving back and forth dangerously. He’s clearly unsteady on his feet and if he falls, I don’t think we can stop him.

      If he was standing to his full height, his armpits would be way above our shoulders, but he’s slumped over so he’s resting his considerable weight on us.

      “He’s crushing me!” Olivia calls as she grunts with the effort of keeping him upright.

      “Me too, but we just have to get him down the stairs.”

      “Are you kidding me??”

      I ignore her and start walking. I’m still putting pressure on his wound with one of my hands.

      “Can you make it down?” I ask him when we are at the top.

      “Yeah,” he says weakly. He sounds so far gone it’s terrifying, but we have to keep going.

      I put his hand on the railing and he grips it, then we start down the stairs. It’s hard to maneuver someone who is literally twice your weight. There’s a couple close calls where I think we are all going to tumble to the bottom and he’s going to crush us, but eventually we make it.

      Theo can’t walk anymore and sinks to the ground. The trip down took everything he had left out of him. I run into my room and grab my pillows and blanket. I throw them out into the main room before going back and pulling the mattress off the bed.

      With a lot of effort I manage to shove it on its side and slide it out to where Theo is laying on the floor in a quickly expanding pool of blood. I let the mattress fall next to him and then start trying to coax him onto the bed. Olivia and I help push him so that he rolls painfully onto it. Blood soaks into the mattress and it’s immediately ruined, but I don’t care. Theo’s life is more important than a mattress.

      I put the pillows under his head and cover him with a blanket. It’s now that I get the chance to properly look at him, and he does not look good. His chiseled features now look sunken and his skin has a gray tint to it. There’s a look of pain on his face and it pulls at something in my heart. I hate to see him like this.

      “OK, we need to clean up upstairs and also someone needs to hold the towel against him. Which do you want to do?” I ask.

      “Uh, I guess hold the towel,” Olivia says reluctantly.

      “OK, but you need to hold it really tight. Try not to let anymore blood out if you can.”

      I head upstairs and now that Theo’s body isn’t covering it I’m shocked at the amount of blood that’s all over the floor. It looks like somebody was literally murdered here with an axe. I don’t have much time to think about it though because I don’t know when Alec’s mom is coming home, so I get to work.

      I find a bucket and mop in the closet, and garbage bags to throw out the blood-soaked towels. I’m not sure how long it takes me, but it feels like forever. Finally, I’ve finished the upstairs and head down. The stairs are covered as well so I start on those.

      “My hand is falling asleep,” Olivia complains.

      She’s sitting on the floor next to Theo with her other hand under her chin, looking uncomfortable and bored. I notice that Theo’s tan skin is shockingly pale and fear stabs me in the heart.

      “Is he dead?” I whisper.

      Olivia looks back at him in horror. I rush down to check his pulse. I can’t find it in his wrist.

      “Fuck,” I mumble.

      I try his neck, but it’s so muscular and thick that I can’t find the vein. I call his name, but there’s no response. He looks as still as a corpse. I’m terrified that he’s really dead, but I realize that it’s more than just not wanting to deal with a body. I don’t want Theo to be gone.

      I call his name louder and realize by the quiver in my voice that I’m on the verge of tears. He still doesn’t respond.

      “We should have taken him to the hospital.” I can tell Olivia is about to cry too.

      “Theo?”

      He lies lifeless. In a last-ditch effort to revive him, I raise my hands up and slam my fists down onto his chest.

      He coughs and sputters back to life. Olivia cheers.

      Relief floods through me like a wave and without thinking I lean down and kiss him.

      His lips are surprisingly soft for such a menacing guy. After a second, I feel him kissing me back gently. Through the smell of blood I can smell leather and cinnamon.

      A couple seconds later it finally dawns on me what I’m doing and I pull back. Theo’s eyes are still closed but I can see his big chest rise and fall with his breath, and there’s a tiny bit of color back in his face.

      Olivia looks at me like I’ve gone insane.

      “What I said before at the party, I was just trying to be mean, but… are you like actually banging all of them?” she asks.

      “No!” I protest. “I’ve only slept with one of them.”

      Her mouth drops open. “Which one?!”

      I realize I inadvertently told her more than I want her to know, but it’s too late to take it back now. “Alec.”

      “Really? I would have thought it would be Daire. You clearly like him.”

      “Oh my god, why does everyone think I like him? I don’t!”
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      We finally get a chance to look at our phones and the rest of the Vicious Crew have been messaging us, asking if Theo is with us. I text them that he is, but that they need to get here ASAP because he’s not doing so well. I then go to clean the rest of the blood off the stairs while Olivia continues to hold the towel against Theo’s wound.

      When I’m finally finished with the stairs, I’m exhausted. I head into the washroom to clean up and I’m shocked when I see myself in the mirror. I am absolutely covered in Theo’s blood. My clothes are drenched and my hair is sticking to my blood-covered skin. It’s insane to think he could lose so much and still be alive. I shiver. He almost died—and he might still die.

      I quickly shower and put on new clothes. I go back out to relieve Olivia. She’s grateful and runs into the bathroom to shower off too.

      The blood has seeped around the edges of the duct tape, but it’s definitely not as bad as when he first got here. I hold it tight against his hard side. His face is scrunched slightly in pain. His scarred brow furrowed. I wonder where he got that scar? I hope I get the chance to ask him.

      I stare at his face until I hear sounds upstairs. There’s a hard knock on the door. I don’t want to leave Theo, but Olivia is out of the shower so she jogs up the stairs and lets them in.

      The other three members of the Vicious Crew swarm around Theo immediately. Brax is swearing, Alec is leaning down next to me to inspect the amateur job I did of dressing the wound, and Daire is on the phone.

      After a couple quick words, Daire gets off the phone and tells us that a doctor will be here in twenty minutes.

      “What happened?” I ask.

      Alec tells me that Theo was coming here to bring Olivia and I more supplies, but he must have gotten ambushed on the way. My blood runs cold as he says it.

      “So they know where we are?” I ask.

      Alec looks at Daire warily. “We aren’t sure. Only Theo would know and he’s not really in a position to tell us at the moment.”

      “Even if they do know, we can’t leave Theo,” Daire adds. “We’ll have to stay here until it’s safe to move him.”

      “He was really insistent on not going to the hospital,” Olivia says.

      Alec explains that the whole city is corrupt. If Theo went to the hospital, the EMs and the East Marters would have known he was there within the hour. He explained that all the gangs have their own doctors they use when someone gets hurt. No hospitals.

      We wait in tense silence until the doctor finally arrives. She takes one look at Theo and immediately rushes to work on him. We all move to the couches to wait. The three other guys are too anxious to sit and keep pacing.

      Finally, she calls us over and tells us that Theo is in a really bad place. She says he’s lost a lot of blood and if he’d lost much more he would have died. She says he was lucky in that the bullet passed all the way through and didn’t hit anything major.

      “I’ve sewn up the wound as best I can, and dressed it, but the rest is just a waiting game. If we were at the hospital, I’d give him a blood transfusion, but I don’t have any on hand. I can try to get some but it’s very hard to steal,” she says. “Whoever did this make shift dressing with the towel, I’m impressed. If it wasn’t for that he would have lost a lot more and would probably be dead right now.”

      “It was Addison,” Olivia says.

      “Well, good job, Addison,” the doctor says before turning to Daire. “I have to get back to the hospital, but I’ll be back to check on him later this evening. Keep him comfortable and call me if anything changes.”

      Daire nods and then walks her up the stairs. Brax and Alec are staring at me, looking guarded but grateful when they thank me. Daire comes back and gruffly thanks me as well.

      “Why did you do it though? Thought you hated us?” Daire asks sarcastically.

      “I couldn’t let someone die.” I shrug. But that’s not the whole reason.
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      From that point on, there’s always at least one of the Vicious Crew at the house to watch Theo. Olivia loves it because there are finally other people to talk to besides me. Theo stays unconscious for several days. The doctor comes each day and tells us that if nothing changes soon then he’s probably not going to make it.

      Daire and Alec end up sneaking into the hospital and steal a couple bags of blood—I don’t know how they manage to do it, but they do. After Theo receives a transfusion, he opens his eyes for the first time in days. All of us are so relieved it’s like a massive weight that was crushing the basement is finally removed and we can all breathe again.

      Once Theo regains consciousness, I’m placed on unofficial nurse duty. The other three guys have to go deal with stuff in Marter and start leaving us alone again. From what Olivia and I are able to get out of the guys we find out that the town is basically on lockdown. Most students have stopped going to school, and the streets are even more deserted than normal.

      The Vicious Crew tells us that not a lot has happened yet. Both sides are waiting to see what the other does, and tension is insanely thick. Theo being shot was the worst thing that’s happened so far. Alec told me that Daire wanted to go after the East Marters for what they did to Theo, but that his dad told him it wasn’t time yet.

      “Does Daire always listen to his dad?” I ask. I find it hard to imagine someone as dominant as Daire taking orders.

      Alec looks at me like I’m an idiot. “Everyone listens to Daire’s dad. The man is powerful. He runs this region’s branch of the mafia. He could have any of us wiped out in the blink of an eye.”

      “Oh.”

      Olivia and I both agree there’s something off that we don’t understand. None of them will explain why they care so much about protecting us. They offer weak excuses like they feel obligated to make sure nothing happens to us because we live at Brax’s place so we are kind of his responsibility—which we both know is bullshit. There’s something they aren’t telling us.
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      I’m redressing Theo’s wound one day when suddenly he says in a thick, croaky voice, “Thanks, Nightingale.”

      I look up at his face, startled. My hands are still on his thick torso. His skin beneath my palms is now warm, whereas a few days ago it was cold to the touch, and I enjoy running my hands along it as I take care of him.

      “Hey, Theo,” I say softly. “How are you feeling?”

      He opens his mouth to speak but then a series of deep coughs comes out instead. He lays back, completely spent from the effort. His chest rattles disconcertingly.

      “I’m ok,” he says weakly. It’s a weird sight to see such a strong man look so weak.

      I then realize what he said when he first woke up. “Nightingale. I’m surprised you know that reference.”

      “What? You think I’m an idiot?” he says with a laugh, but that just causes him to have another coughing fit. I hate watching him like this.

      When he finally settles back down, I say, “No, I just didn’t think a lot of people knew that, and you don’t really seem to be very into school so I was surprised you knew.”

      “I like to read.” He shrugs very slightly, but that’s still enough to make him wince—and I subconsciously wince too.

      “I wouldn’t have guessed that about you. Alec likes to read too.”

      “Yeah, when we are stuck on long stakeouts together that’s what we talk about to pass the time. He gives good book recommendations. I wasn’t really into reading until he got me into it. My whole life everyone told me I was dumb, so I never bothered doing stuff like that. Thought it was a waste of time because I wouldn’t be able to understand it anyway.”

      “Who told you that?” I feel a sudden surge of protectiveness towards him.

      “Family. School. Everyone.” He shrugs again, forgetting about the pain then wincing.

      “Well, I don’t think you’re dumb,” I say honestly.

      He looks at me and his gray eyes, which usually look so cold and distant, look almost happy. I realize this is the most he’s said since he was shot and I want to keep talking, but I don’t want him to use up all his strength.

      “Do you need anything?” I ask, breaking the moment between us.

      His eyes revert back to the closed-off look they normally have and I regret ruining it.

      “No, I’m all right.”

      I finish wrapping his wound in new gauze and then say, “Ok, get some rest. I’ll check on you in a bit.” I turn to leave, but then pause for a second. “Sorry for making that assumption about you. That was wrong of me.”

      “Don’t worry about it, Nightingale.”
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      “How’s our patient?” Brax asks when he comes over that evening.

      “I think he’s doing better. He was talking more today. I think he’ll be fine eventually, just might take a couple more weeks,” I answer. “He’s sleeping right now.”

      Brax nods. “Well I won’t wake him up then. Just came to give you guys some stuff.”

      He hands over a couple grocery bags full of food and medical supplies. He then turns to go.

      “Wait,” I say and he pauses. “Hang out with me for a bit?”

      His eyes narrow in suspicion. “Why?”

      I throw my hands up in exasperation. “Fine. Whatever. Don’t hang out with me if you don’t want to. It’s just that I’m going crazy down here. I haven’t been outside in days and I pretty much only have Olivia to talk to—who is also driving me crazy. We are just waiting down here and we don’t understand what’s going on and we know there are things you guys aren’t telling us. Do you know how frustrating this all is for us? I just need someone to talk to to keep me sane—but that’s fine. If you don’t want to hang out with me, I’m not going to force you.”

      “Are you kidding me?” And I’m surprised by how exasperated he sounds. After days of showing no emotions except for concern for Theo, it’s shocking to see. “You’re the one who blew me off after we kissed, Highness. I kept trying to talk to you but you didn’t want anything to do with me. Turns out it was a good thing you blew me off, but still…”

      “Why was it a good thing?” I ask.

      He waves me off dismissively. “Nothing, never mind. I gotta go.”

      He turns and walks up the stairs and out the door before I can even react.

      I snap into action and chase after him. I’m not letting him get away with hiding anything from me anymore. I’m tired of living in the dark. I need to know.

      I barge right past Alec’s mom who’s standing in the hall.

      “Who the hell are you?” she screeches at me, but I ignore her and storm out the front door after Brax.

      “Talk to me!” I yell and he stops halfway to his car. His entire back is tensed up. “Why was it good that nothing else happened between us?” I stomp up to him. “Why did you all stop talking to me all of a sudden after forcing me to hang out with you for so long? Why are you guys protecting Olivia and I? Why aren’t you telling us anything?!”

      Brax turns around and his dark eyes are like ebony fire. All the emotions he’s been holding back are clearly evident on his handsome, angular face.

      “Because you fucked Alec.”

      I’m caught off guard and I stop short a couple feet away from him.

      He rakes his fingers angrily through his silver hair.

      “You knew I liked you,” he says.

      “I didn’t,” I say quietly.

      “Well then, you’re fucking oblivious. I liked you. I like you—and that’s a problem. Because I’m not the only one.”

      I’m dumbstruck.

      I just stare at him open-mouthed and he throws up his hands in exasperation.

      “Are you serious? Are you really that clueless? I’ve never seen Daire act this way about a girl before. I don’t want to be in a fucking—fucking—love triangle.” He says “love triangle,” with true disgust like he can’t believe he even has to say something so lame. “Again!”

      I’m too shocked to say anything.

      “And you fucked Alec! You kissed me and then went and fucked him. Why?”

      He doesn’t let me answer, but I don’t think I could form words at this moment anyway. He looks so hurt it makes my heart ache.

      “It doesn’t matter,” he continues to rant. “Do you have any idea what happened between him and me last year with Cherry? It almost destroyed the crew. I almost lost my best friend—I almost lost all my best friends. I’m not letting you get in between us.” He says the last part as if he’s trying to convince himself. “I hate what you’re doing to us.”

      He storms off down the driveway, but then stops. Without turning back around he adds, “We were ordered not to tell you, but I think the crew is falling apart anyway so I’m just going to fucking say it because I feel like shit about it.”

      “What?” I ask in a whisper. I can barely form words.

      “Your dad hired us to protect you and your sister.”

      I need to sit down.

      Brax slowly starts to walk down the rest of the driveway and gets on his motorcycle. In a few seconds he’s speeding down the road and out of view.
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      I feel so numb. I don’t know how long I’m standing there for but I can barely feel my body when I walk back into the house. I barely hear Alec’s mom asking who I am. I just walk right past her and downstairs, locking the door behind me. I barely hear her pounding on the door.

      Olivia is sitting in the main room, texting. She looks up when I come down and says, “Hey”, before turning back to her phone, but then she does a double take when she sees my face.

      “What the hell happened to you? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

      In a voice that sounds very far away even though it’s my own, I tell her that I just found out our dad hired the Vicious Crew to protect us.

      “What?!!” she shrieks, and Alec’s mom pounds harder on the door at the sound.

      She asks me about a million follow-up questions but I say I’ve already told her everything I know. We talk about it for a bit, but I’m a million miles away, thinking about the other stuff Brax just told me.

      Olivia and I can’t figure out how my dad was able to ask the Vicious Crew to protect us. How did he even know them in the first place? How did he know we’d end up at Marter High? And if he knew all this—and he cared enough about us to want us safe—then why didn’t he and mom take us or give us money or something?

      Neither of us can figure it out and Theo is asleep so we can’t ask him. Olivia wants to text Daire or Alec and demand answers. Maybe they know where our parents are? But I don’t want to text them because Brax wasn’t supposed to tell us. He only did it as a favor and I don’t want to get him in trouble for doing the right thing.

      The whole time we are talking about him I can’t stop thinking, “Daire likes me.” I never would have guessed it. He acts like such a dick to me all the time—he even told me he hated me—so I still find it hard to believe that he likes me. Brax must be mistaken—but Brax knows Daire better than almost anyone.

      I feel so lost. This was all too much to process.

      We end up talking for a long time, but I eventually look down at my phone and that’s when I see I’ve got a text from a number I don’t have saved in my contacts. Immediately, for some reason I can’t explain, I get a bad feeling and dread fills me.

      I open it and I feel like my heart stops.

      There’s a blurry picture of a guy tied to a chair. There’s a rag in his mouth and blood running out of his nose. One of his eyes is purple and swollen. His black t-shirt is ripped. His combat boots are tied tight to the legs of the chair. His heavily tattooed arms are tied behind him. He’s staring at the person taking the picture with a mixture of fury, defiance—and clearly pain.

      It’s Brax.

      The text beneath it says, “Give us Olivia and Addison otherwise we kill him. You have 24 hours.”

      

      To be continued…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thanks for Reading!

          

        

      

    

    
      Seriously, thank you so much. If you liked the start of Addison’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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      Cruel Riches (The Kings of Crestmoore, Book 1)

      They have all the power in the world, and they are using it to make me suffer.

      My best friends are dead. They’ve been replaced with these cruel, gorgeous monsters.

      Archer, Brett, and Grayson—I don’t recognize them anymore.

      Powerful. Rich. Vicious.

      They rule the school and everyone in it. Everyone except me.

      I didn’t want to come back here. They didn’t want me to come back either and are determined to make my life hell until I leave.

      But I can’t. To save my mom I need to get close to them again. I need to find out what secrets they are hiding. I need to betray them.

      Dean is the only one keeping me from going insane but I don’t know how much more I can take.

      They want me to break.

      They want me to run.

      They want me.
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