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      My heart hadn’t slowed down since the gun went off.

      My ears rang with the echo, and even when I closed my eyes to block out the world around me, I could still see him. Flint, his eyes wide, face drained of color, his mouth slack-jawed. Blood spattered across the gravel of an alley I’d had no business being in.

      Breathe, Cora. Just breathe. It’s over. It’s done.

      I’d been repeating those words on a loop in my head for the past hour, trying to regain my footing on a world that suddenly tipped and tilted under me, threatening to send me spinning off into space.

      Let it go. Stop thinking about it.

      But I couldn’t just get over it, could I? How was that possible when I could still feel Flint’s hands on me, when I could still see the expression on Kace’s face when he’d looked the grungy, grizzled man in the eyes and murdered him?

      Why wasn’t I more regretful about that? Why wasn’t I sorry he was dead?

      What did that say about me?

      In, out. In, out.

      I sucked in a raspy breath as I sat on a chair in an abandoned old office building the boys had driven us to. The electricity had been turned off in the building, and it was drafty and cold. Orange streetlights flickered low outside the dusty windows, and noises from the world outside infiltrated the space—sirens in the distance, car engines rumbling, the occasional shout or raised voice. This part of Baltimore was run down and sparsely populated, and few people were out at this time of night, but every sound from outside put me on edge anyway.

      My fingers felt stiff, and my skin felt almost numb, like I’d been outside in the cold for too long. Vaguely, I knew I was in shock, but I couldn’t quite get that thought to mean anything.

      Whispered voices on the other side of the room rose over the random noises from outside, and I blinked, glancing toward the shadows where the Lost Boys stood in a huddled circle.

      “We need to do something about Flint without Nathaniel hearing about this.”

      “We get rid of the body. It’s not like Nathaniel will have any witnesses saying they saw us around the fucker.”

      “Yeah, but you know he’s got eyes everywhere.”

      Nathaniel Ward… Their boss.

      He was a local crime lord who had his fingers in several different kinds of illegal dealings. The Lost Boys had been working for him for a while, doing relatively low-level tasks in his operation. Flint had been one of Nathaniel’s right-hand men, the liaison between him and the Lost Boys. What would Nathaniel do to the three boys if he found out they’d killed someone important to his organization?

      Fuck. This is all my fault.

      “Just dump him in the ocean. I mean, even if he gets found, it ain’t like they’d be able to pin it on anyone, and ain’t no one gonna be sad to see him gone.”

      “Water will wash away all the evidence—fingerprints and shit.”

      “Someone needs to pull the bullet from his head then.”

      Kace’s comment came with no emotion, and bile burned its way up my throat. I couldn’t even guess how he was feeling, or whether he felt anything at all. His nickname at Slateview High was Reaper, but I hadn’t known how accurate that name was until now.

      He’s not a killer though. That’s not all there is to him.

      No matter how much Kace might try to convince himself of that, no matter how much he might try to turn off his emotions and see the world through cold, emotionless eyes, I had seen another side of him. A part that cared deeply and loved fiercely.

      But maybe that was the part that had pushed him to squeeze the trigger.

      The boys went back and forth, talking in low, urgent voices, and I tried to get my own head together—tried to think of my own suggestions to make. I wanted desperately to be of some help since I had caused this problem to begin with. Kace had been the one to shoot Flint, but he’d only done it because the lecherous man had been threatening me.

      I had made a stupid, desperate decision that had almost cost me my own life.

      “We better do this now,” Bishop said, nodding decisively. “Come on; Kace, you come with me. Misael, stay here.”

      “No problem, Bish.”

      Something clicked as I registered movement in the shadowy room, as I focused on my surroundings and truly thought about what was going on around me. Bishop was moving. Kace was nearing the door. Misael was beside me.

      No. This isn’t right.

      I needed to do something.

      “Wait—” My voice cracked as I spoke. It was the first word I had truly uttered since the attack.

      All three of the boys paused, their broad shoulders bunched with tension. Kace’s light blond hair stood out in the dark room, and his eyes glittered as he turned back to me. Bishop’s face was set in a grim mask, and although he’d hesitated at the sound of my voice, I could see him practically vibrating with energy, with the urge to stride out the door and get moving.

      To take care of this.

      To fix this, like he always did.

      “I can help,” I said, the plea in my voice settling thick on my tongue. “I can help, or explain—it wasn’t your fault. You wouldn’t have done it if it wasn’t for me. If I hadn’t—”

      My muscles protested the movement as I surged to my feet, and Misael reached me in two long strides, wrapping his arms around me to keep me upright as my legs threatened to give out. He pressed a hand to the back of my head, smoothing down my wild blonde hair and turning us slightly to look toward the other two boys. Bishop’s gaze shifted from Misael’s face to mine, then he gave a nod.

      “We’ll be back soon, Coralee. Then we’ll talk.”

      It was Kace who lingered even as Bishop left. There was a stricken pull to his face—a regret so deeply embedded in his expression that it pained me. He said nothing as he turned away and followed Bish out the door.

      My heart, which had been thudding hard against my chest like a trapped bird, suddenly seemed to slow to a crawl, hesitating between each beat as if it was about to give out. I slumped against Misael, my head spinning and my chest aching.

      “I… I’m sorry…”

      “Hey.” Misael kept his arms around me, as much to comfort me as to ground me. His addictive, musky clove scent tickled my nostrils as his breath stirred my hair. “Hey. You don’t have to apologize for anything. You did nothing wrong—”

      “Yes, I did.” My voice was still raspy, but it gained strength as my self-recrimination sharpened my focus. “God, I was so stupid. I thought he might be able to help me, but he couldn’t, he wouldn’t, and now…”

      “And now, we’re making sure we take care of you,” he murmured, sitting back down on the rickety metal chair they had deposited me on when we’d first arrived in the room. He brought me with him, settling me onto his lap with his arms encasing me, making me feel small and protected.

      “We’re always going to do that,” he added. “Alright?”

      I wanted to cry. I felt the tears sting at the corners of my eyes. Even after my reckless stupidity had gotten the three boys into this mess, here Misael was, comforting me. It made my heart swell with emotions, gratitude and guilt warring inside me and making it hard to breathe.

      He held me, letting the warmth of his body bleed into mine, until I stopped shaking. I could feel his heart beating evenly in his chest, and the steady rhythm comforted me as much as his touch did.

      Finally, I pushed against his chest lightly, and he loosened his hold, gazing down at me with serious dark eyes.

      “Is there somewhere I can clean off?” I asked, my voice gravelly. “I… I think I just really want that right now.”

      He nodded and took my hand, helping me to my feet. This building, like the old warehouse that was the boys’ favorite haunt, was completely out of use. The electricity was off, but the plumbing still seemed to work just fine, as Misael brought me into a bathroom that had warm, clean running water.

      “We kinda just use this building as a place to lay low if we need it,” he explained as he wet some paper towels and knelt before me.

      He carefully brushed them over my scraped and crusting knees, making sure to be slow even with the sting. He cleaned dirt and grime—and blood—away from my pale skin. My leggings had torn in broad swaths, leaving large patches of my legs bare.

      I held onto the sink with one hand and his shoulder with the other, letting the softness of his touch warm my numb body.

      When he moved up toward my thighs, where the scrapes were intentional, he looked up to me.

      I nodded. “It’s okay.”

      As calmly and carefully as before, Misael cleaned where Flint’s nails had dug. I kept my breathing steady, focused on how much I preferred Misael’s familiar, careful, tender hands to Flint’s violent grip. The panic raging through me began to wane beneath his touch, more so when he stood and dabbed away the blood that had crusted at my nose with a fresh paper towel.

      He tossed the bloodied towels in the metal trash bin before threading the fingers of one hand through mine. Then he looked back at me, his gaze tracking over my body before moving up to my face.

      “There,” he said with a soft smile that didn’t quite hide the pain in his expression. “All better.”

      He pressed a kiss to my forehead, then brought me to a lounge-like room that had plush chairs and a couch. It wasn’t high-end, but it was comfortable. He settled me on the couch and sat beside me, letting me lean on him as he stroked my hair.

      We sat close to each other in stillness, our breath slowly falling into sync, and with his comforting arm around me, I let my eyes drift closed.

      Part of me thought I would never sleep again, but with Misael’s warm body beside me and his protective embrace holding me close, blackness stole me away.
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      My dreams were disjointed and vivid, flashes of sound and color that made terror choke my chest. It was as if the events of the night were a puzzle, the pieces scattered all over, and my mind was slowly putting them back together to create a complete picture.

      It wasn’t a picture I wanted to see though.

      Even in my dreams, I tried to change the outcome, tried to warn myself to run from Flint before it was too late. I tried to grab the gun from Kace’s hands.

      But the sharp sound of the gunshot split the night air over and over. No matter how hard I tried, I could never stop it.

      I jerked awake when I heard the comfortingly familiar voices of Kace and Bishop.

      “Cora? Misael? Hey, where you at?”

      “In here.”

      Misael’s voice rumbled in his chest, and I stirred in his hold, blinking away the last vestiges of my horrible dreams. I must have slept hard.

      “Bishop?” I muttered, my voice still thick with sleep.

      A hand fell on my shoulder as Misael and I sat up.

      “Yup. Kace and I are done.”

      He didn’t elaborate as he and Kace sat down in the seats across from the couch Misael and I occupied. A dozen questions hovered on the tip of my tongue as my gaze darted between the two of them.

      Did everything go as planned? Did anyone see them? What would they say to Nathaniel if this came up? What was going through their heads after disposing of the body of a man they had killed?

      I was tempted to let all of those thoughts pour out in a torrent, but I was calmer now, and with that calmness came a clarity. Those questions could wait. There were other things to worry about first.

      “I’m glad you guys are back safe,” I said quietly. “I… I was worried about you two.”

      “Yeah, well, we always know how to get ourselves out of trouble.” Bishop shrugged. His hazel eyes had been soft as he looked at me, but now they hardened like glass. “Which brings me to what the fuck you were doing with Flint in the first place, Cora. How’d you even get in touch with him?”

      I averted my gaze, unable to bear the weight of his heavy stare. My own guilt was sitting on my chest like a slab of cement already.

      “How did you find me?” I answered instead. “You showed up at just… the right time.”

      Just before I was raped and probably killed by the man I went to for help.

      Bishop was silent for several long moments, and when my gaze flicked back to meet his, he was staring at me with an unreadable expression. I almost expected him to not answer.

      Finally, his voice cut through the quiet, still air of the abandoned office. “We look out for what’s ours, Princess. Haven’t I made that clear enough?”

      “I know you do.” I swallowed. “But how—”

      Misael’s fingers slid gently over the bracelet the three boys had given me at the same time Bishop’s gaze shifted down toward the silver band on my wrist.

      I glanced down, my brows drawing together. What did my bracelet have to do with them knowing where I was?

      Then it hit me in a rush, I jerked my gaze back up to Bishop. With trembling fingers, I pulled the bracelet off. It was one of those kinds that had a hinge, letting you snap it shut to keep it safely on your wrist. The silver band was thick, and I held it up in the dim light, gazing hard at the smooth surface.

      “The GPS is inside,” Misael said in a low voice. “It’s not meant to come out.”

      My heart stuttered in my chest.

      A GPS. A tracker.

      The gift the boys had given me had been about so much more than just a simple piece of jewelry.

      I blinked up at Bishop, a dozen different emotions tearing through my chest. I didn’t know whether to be outraged or grateful—but the honest, unavoidable truth was, this gift had saved my life.

      “You were… spying on me?” I asked, stumbling over the word.

      “Why were you meeting Flint?” Bish repeated. “How did you manage to get in contact with him?”

      His voice was blunt. Not angry, but there was a tension there that I couldn’t place.

      I bit my lip, gathering my thoughts and my courage.

      Then I explained everything. From the happenstance of seeing Flint’s number on Bishop’s phone, to having the back and forth in my mind about whether or not I should meet with him. I explained how it all stemmed from overhearing a damn name and wanting to follow a lead.

      The boys listened, never interrupting. I could tell all three of them wanted to say something, but they let me speak until I was finished. And when my words finally ran out, we sat in a prolonged silence.

      Eventually, Bishop spoke up.

      “Why didn’t you tell any of us about wanting to do this?”

      “Because I knew you would’ve tried to stop me if I had,” I said. “You would’ve said ‘no’ at the first hint that I wanted to—”

      “For a good reason, Cora.” His sharp voice cut me off. “Flint—fuck, he’s not, he wasn’t a good person.”

      “You worked with him.”

      Bishop’s expression hardened, his eyes glinting in the dim glow of the streetlights from outside. His lips pressed together, and he shook his head. “Yeah. Because we had to. Because he worked for Nathaniel and so do we. It’s totally fucking different, and you know it, Cora. You know what would’ve happened to you—”

      “Well, clearly nothing would have happened to me, since you were watching my every fucking move!” I snapped the bracelet back on my wrist, waving it in his face.

      Bishop frowned. “We weren’t watching your every move, Cora. We were taking care of you. We were making sure you wouldn’t end up in the exact situation you did with no fucking backup.”

      “Well, you should’ve told me about it! Not just put a tracker on me without my knowledge.”

      “Yeah? Like you should’ve told us about your plans to meet up with Flint?”

      Fuck.

      I sank back onto the couch, the hot flare of anger draining out of me. He was right. They’d kept something from me, just like I’d kept something from them. And although it hurt to think they hadn’t been honest with me—that their sweet gift had held an ulterior motive—they had done it to protect me. They had known, in a way I had refused to admit, how out of my depth I was here.

      “Hey… why don’t we take Cora home and cool down?” Misael suggested, glancing from me to Bishop, and then to Kace, who had remained completely silent through this entire exchange. “I don’t think anyone called the cops—in that neighborhood, nobody really bats an eye at a stray gunshot. You guys got rid of the body, so there’s not much else to be done tonight. Let’s just take a break and figure things out from here, okay?”

      “Yeah.” Bishop answered Misael without looking away from me. “Yeah, okay.”

      The expression he wore let me know that this conversation definitely wasn’t over, but when he pulled me up from the couch and brushed my hair back from my face, his touch was tender. He stared down at me for a long moment, as if trying to convince himself I was really okay, that I was really still alive, still here with them. Then he kissed me once, palming the back of my head and pressing his lips hard to mine.

      When he drew back, I glanced over at Kace. A muscle in his jaw twitched as he gazed back at me, and for a moment, I was sure he was going to walk over and tug me from Bishop’s arms and kiss me too.

      I hoped he would.

      I needed him to.

      But instead, he just dipped his chin in a nod. “Yeah. Let’s go.”

      Misael kept my hand in his as we headed out to Bish’s car. The cold night air nipped at the bare skin of my legs, and Bishop cranked the heat in the beat-up convertible as we made our way down the streets of Baltimore. The boys all lived close to the small house Mom and I rented in a run-down neighbored that was a far cry from the community of gated mansions I’d grown up in.

      Thirty minutes later, I was home—though as I looked up at the squat little house, the feeling of “home” rang hollow.

      It was the middle of the night by now, and I noticed a strange new car parked in our driveway as Bishop pulled up. New, as in brand new. My brow rose as I peered through the passenger side window at it, fogging the glass with my face pressed so close to the cold pane.

      Does Mom have someone over?

      I had no idea who that might be. Almost everyone from our old world had abandoned us after Dad was arrested for fraud. They didn’t care that he insisted he was innocent. No one wanted to be associated with a criminal, so our entire family was cut out of the world we’d once belonged to.

      Leaving the boys with a quiet “good night,” I pushed into the house, looking around. No one. Odd.

      “Mom?” I called.

      “Back here.”

      She’s in her room? Does she have someone back there?

      My exhaustion gave way to confusion, but I walked down the small hallway to her bedroom at the back of the house, only to find my mom alone, going through her closet. She was pulling clothes out of her closet and sorting through them. I was surprised she was still awake, and more than a little relieved to see that no one else was in the house.

      “Hey… I thought someone was here. There’s a car out front…?”

      “It’s mine,” she said simply. She didn’t even look at me.

      My brows furrowed, and a little surge of adrenaline made my heart beat faster. We didn’t have the money for something like that. Not even for a used car, and certainly not for a brand new one. “Yours…?”

      “That’s what I said, Cordelia.”

      A million questions flooded my mind. I went for the most obvious one.

      “How did we get a brand new car?”

      The money we had was enough to cover our living expenses—nothing more than that. Had she used what little money we had left for a car? Why would she do that?

      “It’s nothing you need to worry about, Cordelia,” she told me. “I took care of it. Who’s the parent here?”

      She finally glanced up at me, red dress in her hands, with an expectant raise of her brow. There was something she wasn’t telling me, and I was too tired and emotionally drained to press for a better answer. Instead, I nodded.

      “Okay. Sorry. Just curious.”

      Without another word, I turned and left. In my curiosity about the car, I’d forgotten that, despite Misael’s careful ministrations, I still looked worse for wear. My scrapes were clean, but they still stung, my hair was a wild mess, and my clothes were ripped and dirty. Mom had barely looked at me, so she hadn’t even noticed, but if I had stuck around too much longer, she probably would have.

      In the safety of the small bathroom, I undressed and stepped into the shower, turning the water on as hot as I could handle. It made my cuts and scrapes sting even worse, but I ignored the pain, scrubbing at my skin with soap as if I could wash the entire night off of myself.

      When the water began to run cold, I stepped out and wrapped a towel around myself, padding to my bedroom to put on sleep clothes. A loose shirt and clean underwear. My lids were heavy and my body was more so as I fell into bed, crawling up the mattress and pulling the blanket over me like a protective shield.

      But it didn’t work.

      It was far too flimsy and soft to protect me from all the dangers of the world—dangers I had stirred up by my foolish actions.

      Everything seemed to crash over me all at once.

      The sob came before I could stop it, my hands flying up to my face to stifle the sound. I cried into my palms, the tears streaking down my face in hot lines.

      I cried for the fear that hadn’t truly hit me until now. The realization that I could have—would have—died if not for the Lost Boys. I cried for the loss of one more piece of my innocence as I realized what kinds of monsters existed in the world. But most of all, I cried for the three boys who had irrevocably altered the paths of their own lives to save mine.

      I cried until there was nothing left. No more tears to spill, no more air left in my lungs. As my sobs subsided, I lay alone in the dark, gazing up at the cracked ceiling.

      On the other side of our small house, my mom was probably asleep by now, blissfully unaware her daughter had almost been raped and had witnessed a murder in the same evening.

      What would she have said if I had told her? Would she have been able to talk me through what I was feeling? Would she have comforted me? Or would she have blamed me? Told me it was my fault?

      Thoughts tumbled round and round in tumultuous and chaotic circles in my head, and I didn’t notice my window opening until a waft of cold air hit my skin. I blinked my tear-swollen eyes as my head turned sharply to see a large body crawling through the window frame.

      Dim moonlight shone off short-cropped light blond hair, highlighting the strong, broad lines of Kace’s face. Without speaking a word, he joined me on my bed, kicking off his shoes and lifting the covers to slide in next to me.

      Warm arms wrapped around me, tugging me close to his broad body, and the soft scent of sage made fresh tears leak from my eyes. It was a scent that I would always and forever associate with safety. With being utterly protected.

      “Kace…”

      My voice was small and raspy, the word muffled by his chest. There was so much I wanted to say.

      Apologies. Worries. Words of regret. Words of gratitude.

      Words of love.

      But they welled in my throat and stayed there. It was too much; I didn’t even know where to start. How could I possibly get through all of these emotions in one night?

      But Kace just pulled me closer, until his large body seemed to envelop mine. I felt him shudder once, as if the entirety of the night was finally hitting him too, but his hand was steady when he reached up to stroke my hair, pressing his lips to the top of my head.

      “Don’t think about any of it tonight, Princess,” he said. “Just sleep.”
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      I woke to an empty bed, but the scent of Kace lingered on my pillows, making me lie there a little longer before I finally dragged my sore, still exhausted body out of bed. I could’ve sworn that maybe, just maybe, I had dreamed him up, but there was no dreaming the warmth that lingered in the space beside me.

      I wish he’d stayed.

      It meant more to me than I could possibly tell him that he’d come to me, and I knew his presence had been the only thing that allowed me to sleep without overwhelming nightmares. But I wished I could’ve comforted him the way he did me, wished I could’ve helped him process what had happened—even if I wasn’t sure how to do that myself.

      All three boys had claimed me at the beginning of the school year, but Kace had been the most stand-offish at first. He was quieter than the others, a boy of deep feeling encased in a hard shell of violence. He had allowed me to see so much more of him as we’d grown closer over the past months, but I knew there were still parts of himself he kept hidden.

      I wanted to see them all though.

      Even the parts that scared me.

      And I wanted him to know that, no matter what, I would never be afraid of him.

      The house was chilly, and I shivered as I slipped into the bathroom to shower again—I wasn’t sure I could ever get clean enough after having Flint’s hands on me. I dressed quickly, and as I gathered my backpack and textbooks, I could feel my nerves ratcheting up.

      I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to behave for the day. I knew changing our routine out of the blue was out of the question. It was a school day, and no matter how much I dreaded it, the four of us had to go to Slateview, sit through all our classes, and eat the horrible cafeteria food as if nothing had happened. As if it were just any other day.

      Maybe that was just my own personal paranoia more than the reality of the situation, my fear that changing form would end up looking suspicious, but I didn’t want to chance it—paranoia or no. The Lost Boys didn’t seem to be interested in breaking form, anyway. They arrived right on time to pick me up, and there was no mention of ditching school.

      I slid into the front passenger seat, glancing over at Bish beside me before peeking at Kace and Misael in the back, each in their usual seat.

      It was routine. It was familiar.

      The quiet tension in the car, however, was not. I couldn’t stand the silence, and when we were halfway to Slateview, I finally spoke.

      “Is… everything okay?” I asked, keeping my gaze trained straight ahead. I didn’t mention Kace’s impromptu visit the night before. It wasn’t like the other boys would resent him for spending the night with me, but it felt like something intimate between the two of us. Something maybe he’d needed as much as I had. “After yesterday. No news from Nathaniel?”

      There was another brief silence. Not even the radio played this morning to fill the quiet air.

      “Well. We haven’t heard anything,” Bishop said evenly. “And Flint probably didn’t bother to tell anyone he was meeting you anyway. Most likely, he didn’t want anyone to know. Eventually someone will start to wonder where the fuck he is. Until then, nothing to do about it.”

      Nothing to do about it.

      The words seemed to land on my heart like weights, and I clenched my hands into fists, my nails digging into my palms. He was probably right, but I hated it. I wanted a plan, I wanted to do something. To run away to Mexico or something, to get away from the danger I could feel lurking on the horizon. To flee while we still could.

      But Bishop didn’t deviate from our usual route as he drove to school. And no one else had anything to add to what he’d said.

      It was harder to concentrate than I expected when we got to school. The longer I was left to my thoughts, the more the logistics of the situation kept falling apart at the seams. Even if Nathaniel didn’t care about or find out about what happened to Flint, who was to say the police wouldn’t? Who was to say they wouldn’t investigate Flint’s actions and whereabouts that day? That they wouldn’t be led back to the diner, to the fact that Flint had met briefly with an unfortunately recognizable face and wasn’t seen again after they left together?

      How would Flint’s death not lead back to the Lost Boys?

      If someone connected it to me, it would be an easy jump to connect it to them. Everyone at Slateview knew I belonged to them, and Bishop had told me himself—they protected what was theirs.

      I barely paid attention to my classes, and by the time lunch rolled around, my stomach was so unsettled that I didn’t think I’d be able to eat anything. I’d skipped breakfast too, and I felt a little shaky and weak, but the thought of food made my stomach flop over like a dying fish.

      But as I approached the cafeteria, all thoughts of food slipped from my mind. My footsteps slowed as shouts and yells rose up ahead of me.

      The cafeteria entrance was blocked by a logjam of students, all craning their heads to peer over and around each other as the sounds of a fight spilled out from inside the large room.

      Fuck. This is the last thing the Lost Boys need today.

      The three boys were the unofficial rulers, leaders, and peacekeepers of the school, keeping a tight rein on everything that went on between these walls and dominating anyone who stepped out of line. Fights in the halls weren’t all that common, and whenever they did spring up, the Lost Boys usually intervened quickly to shut that shit down.

      I jostled my way through the press of bodies, my gaze already scanning the faces around me, searching for the Lost Boys. But when I finally forced my way into the cafeteria and caught sight of the spectacle everyone had gathered to watch, my heart froze in my chest.

      Kace was at the center of the crowd, exchanging blows with another student.

      What the hell?

      This was nothing like the day he’d punched a boy to break up a fight. That had been controlled, calculated—intended to stop the fight in its tracks and show the other boy who was in charge.

      This? This was pure, chaotic violence.

      The crowd was yelling, urging the two boys on as they went at each other with everything they had, and adrenaline spiked in my veins. Bishop and Misael were nowhere to be seen. The lunch period had just started, and they were probably on their way here. They’d be here soon.

      But that might not be good enough.

      I elbowed my way past the few people who still stood in my way, darting forward.

      “Kace!”

      He either didn’t hear me, or he ignored me. His arm cocked back, fist smeared with bright red blood, his face full of fury. His nose was bloody; he’d taken a few good blows himself. But I knew Kace, and I knew his nickname—Reaper—and for a moment, fear that he was going to take this too far flashed through me. The look in his eyes… I’d seen it before. It was the same look he’d had right before he’d pulled the trigger on Flint.

      I rushed up, possibly a little out of my mind, considering no sane person would get in the way of two big guys throwing fists at each other. But I didn’t care. Kace needed to stop this.

      “Kace!” I repeated his name, grabbing his arm as he drew it back to swing again. He startled, rounding on me, raising his other fist as a snarl contorted his bloodied face—

      Then he blinked.

      Recognition flashed in his wild, moss-green eyes. Then something like shame, and a deep, soul-crushing pain.

      He stared at me, fists still raised, frozen in space. His nostrils flared as he breathed deep, his chest rising and falling.

      But he’d stopped. That was all I’d wanted.

      We held eye contact, and I stepped toward him tentatively, like someone approaching a feral animal. But at that moment, the other boy used the distraction to land a heavy blow against the side of Kace’s face.

      “Fuck you!” the guy grunted, and my stomach clenched with fear as I watched darkness overtake Kace’s expression.

      Shit.

      Maybe that idiot boy didn’t know it, but he was playing with fire. Signing his own damn death warrant.

      Kace’s eyes flashed again, and he rounded on the guy, his entire body seeming to swell with rage. I threw myself toward him, ready to do whatever I could to stop him from fighting, as useless as I knew my efforts would be.

      But arms wrapped around me from behind at the same moment Bishop stalked forward, hauling Kace away from the other boy. As soon as Misael was sure I wouldn’t move, he let go of me, stepping up to put his body between Kace and the boy he’d been fighting.

      “E-fucking-nough,” Bishop growled, his voice low, meant only for Kace. “Get your shit together, dude. Now.”

      Kace struggled, rage making him wild, and for a second, I thought he might take a swing at Bish. My stomach dropped like a rock, and I stepped forward again, my breath so shallow from fear that it was hard to speak. But I forced the words out anyway, finding the wild boy’s gaze as I spoke

      “Kace. Please…”

      He looked to me, that same pain and regret flickering in his eyes, before he pulled his arm from Bishop’s hold. He stalked away, and the crowd parted for him like a wave, none of them eager to end up being the new target of Kace’s anger.

      Bishop sighed, and the other guy took a step back from Misael.

      “Your boy needs to rein himself in,” he huffed, putting a hand to his bloodied face. “He fucking bumped into me and then decided to start swinging for no damn reason at all.”

      Bishop just looked at him with a dark, steady gaze. When his complaint got no response, the guy scoffed and left, elbowing his way through the crowd and leaving little droplets of blood on the cracked linoleum of the cafeteria floor.

      My heart was still beating too hard and fast, and I bit my lip as I stared in the direction that Kace had gone. Last time he’d gotten hit in the face, I had taken him into the bathroom to clean the blood from his face… and had ended up on my knees in front of him, his cock between my lips.

      I had a half-formed impulse to go to him again, to offer him whatever comfort I could, in whatever form he would take it, but before I could move, Misael took me by the shoulders, checking me over to make sure I hadn’t gotten hit by a stray fist.

      “I’m okay,” I muttered, still looking distractedly over my shoulder.

      “You gotta wait for us next time, Coralee.” Misael shook his head, worry reflecting in his dark eyes. “Don’t go running into a fight like that.”

      “I—I won’t,” I said, turning back to him as the crowd around us began to disperse.

      It was a lie, and I was sure he knew it. My actions hadn’t even been a conscious choice at the time. They’d been born of nothing but a desperate impulse to keep Kace from letting the rage inside his heart destroy him.

      Regular conversation slowly resumed around us, and Bishop and Misael led me to a table. They sat close to me, one on either side, nudging me to take bites of my food every now and then as I pushed it around on my plate.

      Kace’s fight was the talk of the school for the rest of the day, though I didn’t see him in the halls after. It worried me—a worry that was only eased when I made my way to Bishop’s car after school. The broad-shouldered blond boy leaned against it, idly digging the toe of his shoe into the gravel of Slateview’s shoddy parking lot. When I approached, he looked up, and his light green eyes were clearer than they had been at lunch.

      Misael and Bish were already in the car, and as I stepped up to Kace, I reached out and brushed my fingers down the back of his hand, briefly tangling them with his. I saw his whole body tense, then his hand gave a small squeeze back.

      “You okay?” I asked softly.

      “Yeah.”

      I almost believed him. He was better than he had been at lunch, but “okay”? Definitely not. He was more in control, his emotions more contained again.

      But he was stressed. We all were.

      We probably would be for a while, until we were certain where this path was going to take us.
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        * * *

      

      The one person who didn’t seem stressed was Mom, ironically.

      Music played through the house as I stepped inside after the boys dropped me off, loud and echoing off the walls. She was singing.

      “You’re home, Cordelia,” she said, humming as she… cleaned?

      Confusion pulsed through me even more strongly than the beat of the music she played while she moved about, sweeping and dusting, of all things. I had never seen my mom clean anything in my life.

      I set my school bag down on the table, blinking at her slowly.

      “Yeah… what are you doing?”

      “Oh, you know. Just getting the place tidy.” She waved her hand. “A good mood will do that to you, Cordelia.”

      I had no idea where this new attitude came from. First, the car, now she was singing and cleaning?

      Better than being depressed and ODing on sleeping pills, I guess.

      I couldn’t begrudge mom her good mood. I had wanted her to try to find the good in this new life we’d been thrust into, to look on the positive side and take control of her life again—and now she had. It wasn’t her fault I couldn’t share the good mood with her, and I couldn’t bring myself to tell her about what’d happened with Flint.

      There was so much about my life she didn’t know these days. She didn’t know I was falling in love with three beautiful, dangerous, wild boys. She didn’t know I had almost lost my life last night.

      And she could never find out.

      As much as I loved my mother, I couldn’t trust her not to turn the Lost Boys in if she got even the slightest hint of what’d happened. She’d made her dislike of Bishop quite apparent, being rude and cold to him when he’d come to the house—and that was when she knew nothing about him. I was sure anything I might tell her now would only solidify her opinion of him as “trash.”

      So I didn’t say anything. I didn’t question her good mood. I put a smile on my face, trying to make it appear as authentic as possible.

      “Hey, how about I help you?”

      She smiled at me, seeming thrilled at the idea. “Of course, sweetheart. That would be wonderful.”

      No. It won’t be.

      That thought made my smile flicker, almost extinguishing it entirely.

      It wasn’t what I wanted, and the realization that what I wanted—what I needed—right now was a mom that I could turn to for help and support, stung me. Even if I could tell her about everything without risking the boys’ safety… I wouldn’t. I had never even spoken to her about the innocent crushes I’d had on boys in middle school. There was no way I could tell her about the feelings growing inside my heart now.

      She knew so little about me, and I so little about her, that even something as simple as helping her clean the small house we shared felt hollow.

      Because it was a lie.

      All of it.
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      “Hey.” Jessica threw a small, wadded up piece of paper at me. “Has Mr. Tyson seemed weird to you guys lately?”

      I sat on her floor, textbook on her coffee table, notebook and pen out, taking notes and answering some study questions for an upcoming quiz for history. My mind went to the last time the history teacher had spoken to me directly.

      I shook my head.

      “No weirder than usual for a teacher at Slateview, really,” I said with a shrug.

      We were studying as early afternoon sunlight cut through the streaked windows. Jessica’s mom was pulling a double at the diner she worked at, since Sunday was their busiest day.

      Jessica and Liam kept up good grades, working their asses off, which had surprised me at first, although it shouldn’t have, honestly. Nothing was ever as it seemed. And although I had found the classes at Slateview pretty easy compared to the curriculum at Highland Park Academy, I’d let my grades slip a bit as I had gotten distracted by other things.

      So the study sessions were a welcome chance to focus back on school.

      She’d invited the boys over too, and they were sprawled around the small room, quiet and mulling over their own work—though whether that was because they were actually interested, or because it was better than entertaining other, more tumultuous thoughts, I wasn’t sure. In Misael’s case, he wasn’t even doing homework. He was just doodling in his notebook.

      Still, it was the most normal things had been for any of us all week.

      Jessica laughed, pulling my attention back to her. “Fair. He’s just been… I dunno… hovering more than usual.”

      Again, I thought about my conversation with him when he’d asked me to hang back after class that day. The advice he’d given me to stay away from the Lost Boys.

      Does he know…?

      I shook the thought from my mind. If Mr. Tyson knew anything about anything, we’d definitely know about it, wouldn’t we? And if he knew that the Lost Boys worked for Nathaniel Ward, he would’ve reported that long ago.

      “Hey, can you help me with this question?” Jessica asked, scooting off the couch to sit beside me on the floor.

      “Sure, what is it?”

      I leaned closer, peering over her shoulder at the calculus equation she was trying to solve. I was grateful for the distraction, and only too happy to let the subject of Mr. Tyson drop. I didn’t know what his deal was, although after our conversation, I’d sort of gotten the impression that he saw himself as one of those teachers who could save his students from themselves if he just tried hard enough.

      That was all well and good, and admirable in its own way. But I worried about what he might consider “saving.” If he found out about the Lost Boys and turned them in, he might tell himself it was something he did for their own good. I would have to make it a point to be extra careful what I said around him going forward, and to make sure I kept up the pretense that everything was normal.

      As I finished helping Jessica work through the equation, Bishop’s phone rang, making me jump. His brows furrowed as he answered, but his voice was steady.

      “Hey, Nathaniel.”

      The world seemed to freeze.

      I sucked in a breath and hid it behind a well-placed cough. Bishop stood, going to a different room—not that he needed to hide who he was talking to. Jessica and Liam both knew about the boys’ arrangement with Nathaniel.

      Kace and Misael maintained their casual, relaxed poses, and I drew in a slow breath, struggling to do the same. Their two friends knew about Nathaniel, but they didn’t know about Flint or how he’d died, and it would be better for everyone if they never found out.

      Trying to act like nothing was amiss, I tilted my head slightly, straining to pick up Bishop’s voice in the other room. I could barely hear him—just enough to know he was speaking, but not enough to know exactly what he was saying. My nerves spiked even higher when Bish raised his voice to call Misael and Kace into the other room with him.

      They emerged a few moments later, their expressions frustratingly blank.

      “Gotta meet up with Nathaniel to discuss some work,” Bish said as Jessica and Liam looked up.

      A strange, almost giddy sensation flooded my body, a combination of adrenaline and fear. I was terrified of what Nathaniel might say, what he might know—but at the same time, the anticipation had been killing me. At least now we’d find out.

      I closed my history textbook and started pushing to my feet, but a low noise from Kace stopped me.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Bishop asked.

      Glancing up at the three of them, I blinked in confusion. “I’m coming with you, aren’t I?”

      It seemed so obvious. It felt so obvious. If they were being called over by Nathaniel of all people, then…

      But I couldn’t voice that. Not in front of Liam and Jessica. The boys would understand why I wanted to go with them so badly though, and I stared Bishop straight in the eye, hoping he would cave.

      It was a stupid choice. I should’ve picked Misael.

      Although, judging by the look on Misael’s face, this would’ve been one time that the soulful, caramel-skinned boy would’ve denied me what I asked for. All three of the Lost Boys were a united front as Bish shook his head.

      “Nah. Not this time, Princess. Work is work.”

      I wanted to protest, but Jessica tugged me back down to sit with her.

      “More time for us girls to bond then,” she said with a wink. “Liam has to leave soon too. Let the boys go off and play rough and tough. We’ll have more fun than them anyway.”

      A small laugh huffed out of me. Something about Jessica was so disarming… even with my stomach in knots like it was. I looked to Bishop, who gave me a nod before he, Misael, and Kace headed out.

      I wished they had all kissed me, but a part of me was glad they hadn’t. It would’ve felt too much like a goodbye, and I couldn’t stand to even think of that possibility.

      Sighing, I sat down. Jessica, Liam and I went back to our homework, but concentration became harder than ever. I couldn’t stop thinking about the boys, couldn’t stop wondering and worrying and playing out dozens of scenarios in my mind. I was still staring at the same damn sentence when Liam stood to leave ten minutes later.

      Jessica walked him to the door, and I tuned out the sounds of their heavy make-out session, threading my fingers through the roots of my blond hair as I rested my elbows on the coffee table, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “You got something on your mind?” Jessica asked when she returned a few minutes later, her cheeks slightly flushed. She rested a hand on her hip as she stared down at me, her eyes narrowing.

      I shook my head, forcing a smile to my face. Then I sat back from my open textbook, stretching my arms over my head.

      “Just not really in the studying mood, I guess.”

      Jessica laughed, tossing her dark hair over one shoulder. “Ugh. Tell me about it. My brain is on the verge of turning into mush.”

      She settled back on the couch behind, and we were quiet for a moment before she poked me with her toe.

      “Tell me about being rich.”

      That surprised me enough to drag me out of my worried thoughts, and I turned toward her, raising my brows. “What?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve been curious ever since you came to Slateview, but there’s never been a good time to ask you about it—and I mean, part of me wondered if it was rude, but whatever, we’re friends now. So if I piss you off or whatever, you can just tell me.”

      I looked to her, head tilted. I couldn’t tell if she was asking because she actually wanted to know, or if she was making fun of me. Pretty much everyone at Slateview hated me for who my family was—or who we’d been anyway.

      She grinned at me. “Well?”

      She looked genuinely interested. Or maybe she could just tell something was wrong with me, and she was trying to distract me. Honestly, I didn’t care what the reason was, I was just glad to have a distraction, period. I certainly needed it, given the fact that I was pretty sure the guys would be gone for a while.

      And until they came back, the knot of worry in my stomach wouldn’t unclench.

      “Okay. What do you want to know?”

      The question opened up a floodgate. Jessica, it turned out, was actually very, very curious about what my life as a “rich girl” had entailed. I told her about the parties—and then described about twenty different types of appetizers served, along with how my mother would make sure there were proper wines and champagnes to complement every single one served. I told her about our house, with its grand ballroom and sweeping staircases to the indoor, heated pool in the back. I told her about my old classmates—people I’d thought were my friends, although they hadn’t spoken to me in months and probably never would again—and I told her about Ava, who I still missed dearly.

      “You know, I used to think it was all… perfect and wonderful,” I confessed. “But now I wonder how much of it actually mattered. I mean… it was all just stuff, wasn’t it? Stuff is just stuff. It seems so unimportant now.”

      “I dunno about that.” Jessica was lying on the couch with one leg propped up on the back cushions. “I would love to have five hundred different rooms in my house.” She laughed. “But then I’d have to clean all of them.”

      I chuckled. “A house that big, you don’t clean anything yourself—you’d have a housekeeper. Several, probably.”

      “Holy shit. You guys had more than one maid?”

      “Yeah. We had like an entire staff of people who basically ran the house. Technically, Ava was one of our housekeepers… though she felt more like family to me than someone who was just an employee.”

      Jessica rose onto one elbow as she pursed her lips, considering that. “Do you know where she is now?”

      “Probably working for another family,” I guessed. “Hopefully. Mom wrote her a good recommendation after everything happened, and we realized that we wouldn’t be able to keep the house, and that meant that we wouldn’t be able to keep her employed.”

      “Man, that sucks. Well—if everything ever goes back to normal, I bet she’d come back to work for you.”

      If things go back to normal…

      What the hell did that even mean anymore?

      I smiled, a small, sad thing. “Yeah. Yeah, maybe.”

      She flopped back on the couch again, gazing up at the ceiling as she peppered me with more questions. A few hours passed, and once Jessica got her fill of hearing about my “fancy-ass rich life,” she told me more about her own.

      Apparently, she hadn’t lived in Baltimore all her life. Her father had been in the military, and as a kid, she’d moved around a lot. But after her parents divorced, her mom got custody of her, and they moved here.

      Jessica’s voice softened a little when she talked about her mom, insisting that she’d done the best she could as a single mother while admitting that a lot of the child support checks that came in ended up going toward things they shouldn’t. There was a reason there was always so much booze available at Jessica’s parties.

      I felt for her, and it was… nice that I was able to talk to another girl about something that had nothing to do with the insanity otherwise going on in my life. It was freeing. It felt like what having a real friend should feel like. We spoke and listened to each other without judgement, something I’d never really been able to do with the girls I’d once called friends. In my old world, any sign of weakness had been an open invitation for an attack.

      We were packing up our books several hours later, having finished all of our homework, when the front door opened again. The Lost Boys strode in, and my heart leapt as I lurched to my feet. I scanned each of them for any sign of injury, but they didn’t look beat up. They didn’t look like anything bad had happened to them. If anything, they looked… happy.

      “Hey,” I said, trying not to seem too eager to see them again. Jessica had already figured out I was on edge about something; I didn’t need to give her any more reasons to be curious about what was going on. “How’d it go?”

      “Hell of a thing.” Bishop shook his head, scrubbing a hand over the back of his neck. “We got a promotion.”

      I blinked.

      “A… promotion?” That was the last thing I’d expected to hear.

      “Yup.” He looked over my shoulder, nodding to Jessica. “Hey, we’re gonna take Cora and bounce. Gonna get some dinner. See you at school?”

      Jessica waved her hand, absorbed in a text message that was probably from Liam and was probably filthy as hell.

      “Yeah, definitely. Congrats on your promotion, ya big shots.” She glanced up quickly and grinned, then shifted her focus to me. “Study session again next weekend?”

      “Sounds good.”

      I flashed her a quick smile before she went back to her phone, then gathered up my things in a rush. I was teeming with questions, but if Bishop was anxious to get out of here, it meant there was more he wanted to talk about than just the promotion from Nathaniel.

      Had Nathaniel asked them about Flint? Why had he promoted them?

      I couldn’t contain the questions crashing around in my head by the time we got out to the car.

      “What happened?” I blurted immediately. “Obviously things didn’t go too badly. God, I was worried as fuck about you guys. What did he say? Do you think he knows?”

      Bishop started up the car, shaking his head as he glanced over at me.

      “Well, he knows something’s up with Flint. He hasn’t reported to work in a week, and nobody’s heard from him. But I don’t think Nathaniel’s been able to track down more info than that yet. Flint deliberately chose a place outside of Nathaniel’s territory when he met up with you, someplace he knew he wouldn’t be recognized.”

      “So Nathaniel doesn’t know he met with me?” I asked, my heart thudding hard in my chest.

      “We don’t think so. If he did, he’s playin’ it super close to the chest.” Misael shrugged, a look of concern flitting across his face.

      “How did you…” I shook my head. “Why did you get a promotion?”

      “Because Nathaniel’s preparing for the possibility that Flint’s either dead or has turned on him and gone into hiding,” Bish said flatly.

      “The fucker used to do a lot of shit for Nathaniel,” Kace grunted. “So with him out of the picture, there was slack that needed picking up.”

      “He asked us to keep our ears to the ground, see if we can pick up anything about Flint’s whereabouts.” There was a note of dry humor in Bishop’s voice, and my head whipped toward him, my eyes going wide.

      “He wants you to investigate Flint’s disappearance?”

      “Well, I’m sure we’re not the only people he told to keep an ear out. But you can sure as hell believe we’re not gonna tell him we found anything.”

      I settled back against the seat, gazing out the window as I tried to sort through the implications of everything they’d just said.

      If Nathaniel didn’t know yet what had happened to Flint, that was a good thing. He wasn’t stupid, so of course he suspected some kind of foul play, but it seemed that his suspicions were focused outward—probably at a rival gang member or something.

      “So… that’s good, right?” I asked, hardly breathing, hardly daring to let myself hope. It was only hitting me now just how stressful this past week had been. It had felt like trying to go about my regular life with a massive snake wrapped around my body, slowly squeezing the breath out of me.

      “We think so,” Misael said, finding my gaze when I turned around to peer into the back seat. “And the promotion is good for us. We just need to make sure Nathaniel never finds out. Flint was a bastard, and everybody knows it—but bastard or not, he was one of Nathaniel’s, and nobody kills one of his men without paying for it.”

      A cold surge of fear flooded me, and I gripped the car door tightly.

      Right.

      Flint’s death had been justified, as far as I was concerned. But for Nathaniel, any attack on one of his people would be considered an attack on him, and he couldn’t let that stand, regardless of the reason for it.

      At the moment, he wasn’t sure Flint was dead, and he had no reason to suspect the Lost Boys of killing him.

      But I could never let myself forget the danger we were all in.

      We balanced on a knife’s edge, and there was no safety on either side.
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      Despite the knowledge that we weren’t out of the woods yet, a strange sort of calm permeated the rest of the week, and bled into the next. Knowing that Nathaniel wasn’t suspicious that the boys had anything to do with Flint’s disappearance eased a little of my worry—but it didn’t stop my nightly, terrifying dreams in which Flint’s body turned up, setting Nathaniel against my boys, or in which Flint himself returned from the dead and came after all of us with vengeance in his eyes.

      In my waking hours, I tried not to think about it too much. If I let my mind focus on it, then I would start to think far too much about the fact that the tide could, at any point, wash up a body with a bullet in its head and rouse Nathaniel’s interest over who in the world might want to remove one of his people from existence. It set off my anxiety when I let it settle in my mind too much, so I threw myself into school with as much energy as I could muster, spending hours studying to distract myself.

      I had plenty of time to do it, because the promotion Nathaniel had given the Lost Boys kept them incredibly busy. We had less time to hang out together after school or on the weekends, and aside from just missing them, I worried like hell every time they were called away to do something, usually spending most if not all of the evening gone—or in the case of the weekends, the entire day.

      They were happy about being given more responsibilities for Nathaniel, but I knew they missed me too. When we did manage to see each other, we were all over each other, hands and mouths and teeth devouring me in an almost violent clash. Even at school, they were with me as often as they possibly could be, and they found little ways to constantly touch me or be near me.

      It was sweet, and it fed something primal inside me—a need to be close to these boys. To claim them over and over as my own, and to give myself to them as theirs.

      There was an element of raw fear that infused every kiss and touch, but I tried not to think about that either. I tried to ignore the fact that every time they kissed me or fucked me, part of me wondered if it would be the last.

      I considered begging them to stop working for Nathaniel, but it wouldn’t do any good. This was the life they had chosen, and they were in too deep to walk away now. It might only make Nathaniel more suspicious, honestly. And besides, if he did find out what’d happened to Flint, it wouldn’t matter if the Lost Boys worked for him or not—his wrath would fall on them just the same.

      So I just held my breath every time they went to see the crime lord, and clung to them even more tightly every time they returned.

      And, for better or for worse, there was one other thing that helped distract me from my worries about Flint, Nathaniel, and the boys.

      Mom.

      The situation with her was completely confusing. Ever since I’d come across her going through her closet and then witnessed her strange cleaning binge, she was never at home anymore. The car Dad’s lawyer, Isaac, had gotten for us to replace the one that’d been destroyed by the Slateview students during my first week of school was gone. That car had been sensible and obviously used, although it’d been in decent enough shape for our purposes.

      But the new car I’d seen in the driveway the night Flint died was not only brand new, but an expensive model. I’d asked a few more times, but Mom still wouldn’t tell me how she’d gotten it, other than to say that it was “taken care of.”

      She’d spent most of our first two months here refusing to leave the house, barely even making it out of bed some days, but now, it was like she’d done a complete one-eighty. She never seemed to want to be at home. She would dress nicely, do her hair and makeup, put on jewelry that I could’ve sworn she said she’d sold, and wouldn’t come back until late in the evenings, when my homework was long done and I’d put away the leftovers from dinner.

      When I asked her about where she was going, what she was doing—and even once asked if we could spend a day together—she brushed me off entirely.

      “Oh, it’s nowhere you would be interested in going, Cora. Why don’t you spend time with your little friends?”

      The fact that she was encouraging me to hang out with the Lost Boys, after the way she’d treated Bishop when she’d first met him, raised more red flags than I could count, but it also wasn’t like I could really do much about it either. She was the adult, and she could do whatever she wanted. And she had been in a better mood lately, so between her extended absences and her cheerful demeanor when she was home, at least the pall of sadness no longer hung over the place.

      At this point, I would take any scraps of good news I could get.
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        * * *

      

      Later in the second week following the boys’ promotion, another new thing cropped up, this time in the form of a new student by the name of Eli Parks.

      Slateview High didn’t get a lot of new students—because what kind of transfers were happening in an inner city school? His arrival was greeted with whispers and rumors, and half the female population of the school eyeing him like he was a juicy steak. I caught sight of him in the hall on his first day, and I had to admit, he was attractive. Tall and well-built, dark eyes and light hair, and a tan that said that he did more than just stand around and look pretty for school girls.

      He was put into Mr. Tyson’s sixth period US History class, and he strode in just before the bell, casting his gaze around the room before settling into the free seat beside mine.

      Mr. Tyson gave him a brief introduction, then began the lecture. I dug out my notes and textbook and tried to focus on what Mr. Tyson was saying, but my attention kept wandering. A couple of times, I caught Eli looking at me, his gaze intense and piercing in a way that felt oddly familiar.

      It was kind of like the way the Lost Boys unapologetically set their gazes where they pleased, simply because they could.

      I had to admit, it raised the hairs on the back of my neck, for reasons I couldn’t quite place. After class, I hefted my backpack over my shoulder and made a beeline for the door, anxious to escape the strange tension that seemed to hover in the room.

      Students jostled each other in the halls, laughing and joking loudly, as I headed to my locker to get my books for my next class. Before I could slam the locker door closed, a new awareness prickled up my spine, and when I looked up, I saw Eli leaning against the locker beside mine.

      “Hey. Your name’s Cora, right?”

      My brow rose, and I closed my locker slowly before turning to face him. His expression was impassive, his arms crossed over his chest.

      “Does it matter?” I asked coolly.

      No matter how intimidating he seemed to be trying to be, I didn’t have to answer to him. My days of answering to anyone at Slateview were long over, and this boy—this stranger—might think he needed to build himself up a reputation, but I wasn’t going to entertain that kind of shit.

      To my irritation, he smirked.

      “It was just a plain question, but that answers it just as good as a ‘yes’ would,” he said. “You’re feisty. I like it. I was just wondering—”

      But whatever he was wondering, I never got to find out. He stopped speaking suddenly, looking over my shoulder. A lazy grin tilted his lips, and his head tilted with a nonchalance that was mildly irritating.

      “What do you want?” a voice behind me growled.

      I peered over my shoulder, a surge of relief filling me. Bishop came to stand right behind me, giving Eli a hard stare before he looked down to me.

      “Everything alright?”

      “Of course it is. I was just asking Cora if she’d like to chill sometime,” Eli said, answering before I could even open my mouth.

      My head whipped back toward him, my jaw dropping in surprise. That’s what he’d been about to ask?

      Irritation spiked in my veins. He was speaking for me as if I wasn’t even here, and the vaguely taunting tone in his voice made me want to punch him. “Excuse me—”

      “The answer’s no,” Bishop said flatly.

      “I think a lady can answer for herself.” Eli grinned. “Unless you’re worried about what she might say? Maybe she’s looking to branch out?”

      “The lady has the same answer,” I said before Bishop could say anything more. Seriously, what was this guy’s deal? This was the first time anyone at Slateview had been so blatantly… antagonistic toward Bishop. Maybe it was because he was new. He’d only been here a day—maybe he didn’t know that Bishop and the Lost Boys had control of Slateview High.

      Or maybe he did, and he didn’t care.

      He smirked a little, dragging his gaze away from Bish to look back at me, the smug expression still on his face.

      “Shame. So I guess the rumors are true. Y’know, it’s healthy to spread your horizons about a little bit.”

      Eli reached out, intent on brushing a bit of my hair behind my ears. I jerked back, but before he could touch me, Bishop’s large body was between us, muscles seeming to pulse and swell with anger.

      “Listen up, fuckhead,” he grated in a low, dangerous voice. “I’m only gonna say it once. You’re new, and that’s the only reason you get a pass. But around here, I run shit. Me and my boys do. And Cora? She’s. Off. Limits.”

      The same infuriating smirk remained on Eli’s face, even as Bish spoke. He seemed completely unaffected by Bishop’s words, by his strength and bulk, or by his dominating presence.

      It was unnerving.

      “Oh… Oh, I see. You ain’t heard yet.” Eli shrugged. “Listen, I already know who you are, Bishop. And I know that the ‘Lost Boys’ run interference around here. But you’re not the only one working under a big name here, and the only person I answer to is Luke Carmine. Ya feel?”

      My spine straightened as the words fell smoothly from Eli’s lips. The name didn’t sound familiar, but it didn’t sound good either, and even though I couldn’t see Bishop’s face, I knew he’d been taken off guard too. The tension that went through his shoulders was visible, and his silence and lack of answer for a few moments spoke volumes.

      What the hell is going on?

      “Is that a fact?” Bishop finally asked, his voice even and measured despite the tension still choking the air.

      “It is, in fact, a fact,” Eli said easily. “So maybe keep that in mind while you try to lord over this school.” He leaned to one side, cocking an eyebrow as he glanced at me over Bishop’s shoulder. “Be seein’ you around, Cora.”

      With that, the new boy turned and strolled away, leaving Bishop and me behind. There was a strange silence before Bishop turned to me.

      “You alright?” he asked, clearly trying to force calm into his voice. I nodded.

      “He didn’t do anything to me. He was just annoying and inconvenient.” I settled my hand on his chest. “Are you alright? What’s going on? He works for Luke Carmine? Who is that?”

      “No one we’re gonna talk about here, but he’s not a friend of ours.”

      There was a finality in his voice that told me Bishop was done talking for the moment. Whatever this was about, it wasn’t something he could discuss openly at school—just like the boys never discussed Nathaniel here. Jessica and Liam knew, and I was sure some other students had figured it out, but no one ever mentioned it.

      I nodded, shoving my things into my locker. “Okay. We’ll talk later?”

      “Yeah.” A muscle in Bish’s jaw twitched, but he threaded his fingers through mine, lifting my hand to his lips to kiss my knuckles. “Come on, Princess. I’ll walk you to your next class.”

      “Thanks.” I tightened my grip on his hand, letting his touch soothe me.

      As we headed down the hall, I noticed Mr. Tyson’s door close softly, the latch clicking into place with a dull snick.

      A little bubble of concern rose in my chest.

      If it were any other teacher at Slateview, I wouldn’t worry about it too much. But like Jessica had said, Mr. Tyson was more invested and observant than most of the people who taught here.

      My head turned slightly as we walked past, trying to peer through the small window in the door, but I couldn’t catch sight of him.

      Shit. How much did he hear?
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      As soon as we left school that day, Bishop explained to me that Luke Carmine was a rival of Nathaniel’s. They each controlled about the same amount of territory in Baltimore, and generally speaking, they stayed out of each other’s way. But the relationship between them was definitely antagonistic, and knowing that one of Luke’s lackeys was at Slateview seemed to put all the Lost Boys on edge.

      The drive back home was tense, and I wished there was something I could do to ease the lines of stress etched into their faces. On top of everything else that’d happened, on top of worrying about Flint’s death being discovered, they didn’t need another thing to worry about.

      But I didn’t know what I could do to help. I was in over my head in all of this, treading water and slowly learning to swim in this strange, vast ocean I’d been thrust into.

      I was barely keeping myself from drowning, but I sure as hell wouldn’t let the Lost Boys go down either.

      My hand found Bishop’s on the center console, and I squeezed it once before reaching for the door handle. “I’ll see you later?”

      “Yeah. See ya later, Coralee.”

      Some of the tension melted from his face as he gifted me with a smile, and I glanced into the back seat to say my goodbyes to the other boys before slipping out of the car and heading inside the house.

      I dropped my school bag on the couch and headed into the kitchen for a snack, but my footsteps slowed before I could reach the fridge.

      “What the hell is all of this?”

      My voice rang out in the empty room as I stared at the small pile of envelopes on the kitchen table. They all bore the same return address: the state prison where my father was incarcerated, waiting for his trial. All had been opened, rather messily.

      Sinking down into one of the wobbly wooden chairs, I picked up several of the letters and read through them. They were all from Dad, and the tone of each letter seemed to grow increasingly irritated. There had been several times that he had tried to have visits organized, and it sounded like every one had fallen through.

      This was news to me. Mom hadn’t said a word.

      “What was that, Cora?”

      Mom emerged from her room a few minutes later, proving that she had, in fact, heard my question. She had a slightly annoyed expression on her face, and she cocked one brow at me. It was perfectly penciled in, which meant she had spent some time doing her make-up today, which meant she had plans.

      My jaw set. Why was nothing around here making any fucking sense anymore?

      “What are these, Mom?” I picked up the small stack of letters, waving them in the air.

      She glanced at the table and shrugged.

      “Oh. I was just about to toss those out,” she said dismissively. “Just some updates from your father.”

      “They say that he’s been trying to make visits happen?” I dropped all but one of the papers and rose to my feet, pushing my chair back. “But you haven’t been returning any correspondence. Why didn’t you say anything? I went once a while ago, but we could have gone again. Maybe there’s something he needs to tell us—”

      “If your father needs anything important relayed to us, he can tell Isaac, who can tell us. There haven’t been any updates, Cordelia, and I don’t know why you’re in such a state over this. I let you go see him once. Do you want to spend more time in prison, surrounded by a bunch of criminal thugs?”

      “No, but—”

      “Then we’re not going to continue this conversation,” she said. I watched as she scooped up the letters, plucking the one that was in my hand from between my fingers, and tossed them into the garbage bin.

      “Please take that out before the evening is over, Cora. It’s about to overflow.”

      She flashed me a brisk, dismissive smile, then turned and headed back to her bedroom.

      Half an hour later, she emerged and slipped out of the house, waving goodbye as if she didn’t have a care in the world.
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      Whatever Mom’s reasons were for not wanting to see Dad, I decided that I wanted to visit him again.

      Well, wanted wasn’t the right word. It was more that I felt like I needed to.

      My meeting with Flint had gone horribly sideways so fast that he’d never actually given me any of the information he had promised me about my dad—if he’d even had it to begin with, which I was beginning to seriously doubt. But speaking with him, even if I didn’t learn anything new, had been enough to make me realize I needed to confront Dad about the things I did know.

      Or—the things that I had been told.

      I needed to be able to look him in the eyes and see for myself what he said about the things Bishop and Kace and, hell, most of the people at Slateview seemed to know about my father. Whether or not Mom cared about it, and whether or not she cared about seeing my father, wasn’t my concern. I was sure she had her reasons.

      Just like I had mine.

      On Saturday, a few days after finding his letters, I headed to the prison for my arranged visitation with my father. I dressed a little more conservatively this time. At least, as conservatively as I could.

      I’d only been to visit him once before, but the routine was already slightly familiar, so that helped. I took the bus early, got there early, went through security, and was then escorted to the back so that I could speak with my father.

      I braced myself, but I was calmer than I had been the first time. I had been through worse things at this point than spending time in a prison, and I knew that being here was more important than clinging to some kind of false sense of innocence that I knew I no longer had.

      Not after meeting the Lost Boys, and certainly not after the incident with Flint.

      Dad looked worse for wear than the last time I’d been here. His eyes held lines in the corners, the wrinkles etched deeper than I remembered. The bags underneath them sagged low and dark. What’s more, he was thinner, as if stress was literally eating away at his body.

      I swallowed hard as I looked at him, feeling a wave of pity rise up in me. This was not at all the man I knew, and it hurt my heart to see my father reduced to this. But I clung to the reason for my visit, steeling my nerves. I needed to be direct with him when I asked him questions—I needed to get some damn answers. Finally.

      “Cordelia.” He spoke into the phone receiver on his side of the glass partition between us as he sat down, and I could hear the heaviness in his voice. He paused as he sank onto the seat, looking around almost expectantly before frowning and leaning forward. “Where is your mother?”

      Good goddamn question.

      “She wasn’t feeling well,” I lied. “So I decided to come instead…”

      A small line appeared between his brows, and his lips pressed together. “She must not have been feeling well for a while now. She hasn’t returned my calls or my letters.”

      He’s been calling too?

      I didn’t tell him about the letters, didn’t mention the fact that I’d salvaged them from the trash before hauling the bag out to the curb, and I didn’t tell him that mom was probably avoiding his calls too. That seemed like a needlessly cruel thing to do.

      “She’s just been working hard keeping everything together at home,” I said quietly. “It’s been a lot. She sends her love, though.”

      It wasn’t a complete lie. I was pretty sure Mom had picked up a job, which was good, considering the fact that she’d started spending money like we actually had it again. I figured maybe that was why she was so hesitant to talk about where she went when she left the house—for someone who hadn’t worked for as long as I’d known her, it was probably hard to admit to needing a job like every other person in our new neighborhood who struggled to make ends meet.

      My words seemed to placate him. He nodded, settling back.

      “Well. Good. How is everything?”

      “Good.” I nodded awkwardly. “I wanted to see how you were. And… um. Well actually, I had some questions.”

      His brow rose. “Questions? What could you possibly have questions about? If it’s about when I’ll get out, Cordelia, I have no idea when. Damn system is so incompetent, it’s a wonder anything gets done around here.”

      “No, it’s not that. Remember the last time I was here? And I asked you some about… I guess things that you did for work?”

      He gazed at me through the glass with narrowed eyes.

      “Yes. I remember.”

      “Well… there was something else I wanted to ask you about. A few years ago, there was a clinic. The one that you took over in this area. The non-profit?”

      He shrugged, adjusting the collar of his jumpsuit the way he used to adjust his tie. It was a habitual gesture that apparently he hadn’t lost in prison.

      “What of it?”

      “Well… I’ve heard a few things. About how it ended up being inaccessible to a lot of people after you took it over, and that there were a lot of people who were affected by it. I know that you aren’t a bad person, but maybe there’s some reason for why you were targeted and taken into custody, and I just, I might be on to something—”

      “Cordelia.” He stopped me in my tracks, holding up one large hand. “You know I’ve never done anything that I didn’t need to, in order to take care of you, your mother, and my business.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed. “I know—”

      “And you know that whatever I’ve done, whatever the results, there was always a reason. A good reason. Whatever these… people have said, you can’t please everyone, Cordelia. And you can’t trust everyone. There are people in this world that will hold a grudge for anything.”

      “But, Dad—”

      “Cordelia did you come here just to interrogate me?” His voice turned cold, dripping like ice water down my spine. “Did you come here to insinuate that it was my own actions that put me here—that there’s some cosmic, karmic reason the world is punishing me? Is that what you think?”

      Despite all my previous resolve, I found myself shrinking back into my chair, guilt and shame burning through me. This man had raised me. He’d taken care of me my whole life, given me everything I could’ve ever asked for and more. And beneath the chill and the anger in his voice, I could hear the barest hint of something like pain.

      My father was a proud man, but I was sure it stung to have his daughter insinuate that she, too, thought he was guilty—if not of the crime he’d been accused of, at least of other bad dealings. Of being a bad person.

      “No.” I softened my voice, gripping the phone harder. “That’s not it at all, Dad. I’m just trying to figure out why all this is happening. That’s all.”

      “Well, I’ll tell you why it’s happening.” He was sitting ramrod straight now, his jaw set and his brows pinched. “Because there are people out there in the world who hate to see other people succeed, and they’ll do anything to make sure people who are on the top of the heap fall—no matter how innocent they are. Do you know how much money my businesses have pumped into this city? How much economic growth, gentrification, and fucking job creation can be attributed directly to me?”

      I was quiet. My stomach twisted and churned as if I’d swallowed a snake, and I couldn’t bring myself to look at him.

      Father never swore. Not to me, anyway. I’d heard him talk like this behind the closed doors of his office from time to time, when a deal was on the verge of going sideways. But he’d never talked like this to me before.

      “All my life, all I’ve done is work. I’ve provided everything you have, Cordelia. Do you think, after all this time, that there’s something wrong with the privilege you’ve had? With the things I’ve given you and your mother? While I’m here, behind bars, and the two of you are out there, do you think this is somehow deserved? Do you think I deserve this, Cordelia?”

      I didn’t know how to answer. I believed Bishop, and Kace, and Misael, and even all those other voices at Slateview that had hated me because they had hated my father. I understood now why they hated him. How could I not, knowing what I did?

      Still, how could I say my father deserved to be where he was? He insisted he was innocent of the crime he’d been accused of, and although I’d always known him to be a hard-edged businessman, I had never thought he was a liar or a cheat. How could I lose faith in him when I knew him in a way that no one else did?

      Then again… if any of what I had been told about my father was true, did I truly know him?

      Eventually, I swallowed and shook my head.

      “No, that’s not what I think. I don’t think you deserve to be here, Dad, of course not. I was just—I just want to help and figured if I understood what was going on, it would help.”

      His stiff demeanor shifted a little, his expression softening. He cleared his throat the way he always did when he was trying not to show too much emotion, then he lifted one hand to the glass.

      “There’s nothing that you need to be doing other than keeping yourself out of trouble, Cordelia,” he said quietly, his voice rumbling in my ear. “That’s all I need from you.”

      “I’m trying.” Tentatively, I reached out to press my palm against the glass where his was.

      “I know.”

      His shoulders dropped, and for a moment, I was looking at my father the way I remembered him in my fondest memories. The man who had put business calls on hold to lift me onto his knee when I was little, who had looked down at me with such love and pride that I felt like the most special daughter in the world.

      “Cordelia, I am trying.” He sighed and withdrew his hand, adjusting his collar again. “I did not commit the fraud I’ve been accused of, but I will admit that my time here has given me time to consider how I’ve run my business. And you’re right. Perhaps I’ve prioritized some things too highly over others. Once I get this mess straightened out, once I get our lives back on track, I’ll take a closer look at things like that clinic.”

      “You will?”

      I bit my lip, a swell of emotion rising inside me. It was hard to be grateful that my father had ended up in prison, but maybe this time had been good for him. Maybe it had given him a chance to consider the plight of those he had dismissed before.

      “Yes, I will.” He nodded solemnly. “I know your mother is struggling. And I know you are too. But I promise you, I will do everything I can to fix this. To fix all of it.”

      Thoughts of Mom flashed through my head again, and I thought about telling him everything that’d been going on around the house—how strange and unpredictable she’d been all semester. But if I opened that floodgate, I was worried what kinds of truths would come out. Dad didn’t know about the Lost Boys, the deal I’d struck with them, or anything about Nathaniel Ward.

      It was better that he didn’t.

      “Someone set me up.” Dad dipped his head slightly to meet my gaze, his expression serious and intent. “Someone targeted me. I’ve dealt with plenty of ruthless people in my business, but whoever did this crossed a line too far. I want to get out of here, Cordelia, so I can make things right.”

      I nodded, my chest aching. This was only the second time I’d seen my father since Mom and I had moved out of our old mansion, and it was like getting a glimpse into a world I barely remembered.

      I had missed my dad. We had never been exceptionally close, but I believed him when he said he’d dedicated his life to taking care of me and Mom.

      And I wanted to take care of him too, in this moment when he needed help the most.

      My fingertips brushed the glass again, and I gave him a small smile, pulling in a deep breath. “I love you, Dad. I believe you.”
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      The ride home was quiet. The bus wasn’t crowded, so I ended up in a row of seats in the back all by myself, gazing out the window as the streets of Baltimore slid by outside.

      I was grateful for the peace. It allowed me to think.

      What Bishop had told me likely wasn’t a lie. And yet, I couldn’t help but think that my father hadn’t intended to ruin people’s lives like he had—that he’d truly believed his actions were right at the time. My father was a good man. I couldn’t recall a time that he had ever done or said anything malicious about someone that was less than us, that came from less than us.

      The heavy tone in his voice and the look in his eyes when he spoke about wanting to make changes if he ever got out of prison... they seemed to come from a genuine place.

      And why shouldn’t they?

      Since moving to our new neighborhood and starting school at Slateview, I had changed more than I could even begin to comprehend. I was nowhere near the same girl who had showed up on the first day of school. So was it really a stretch to imagine that my dad’s time in prison had made him reflect on how he had conducted his business?

      I wanted to believe in him. I wanted to give him a second chance.

      Which was why I was more resolved than ever to get to the bottom of things.

      I knew the Lost Boys wouldn’t approve. Especially not after Flint. Bish had been quietly furious when I had admitted why I’d risked my life to meet with the lecherous, violent man. Only his relief at the fact that I was still alive had kept him from flying off the handle, but I had seen the frustration and fury in his eyes. He didn’t think my dad was worth a drop of effort, and certainly not worth risking my life for.

      But this time, I wouldn’t risk my life.

      I would be smarter and more subtle.

      Flint may not have known who framed my father, if anyone had, but he had known the name Abraham Shaw. He had referenced that name in the same sentence he’d said Nathaniel’s name, which meant that Abraham was somehow connected to Nathaniel—or to someone else in Baltimore’s underground.

      When I finally got off the bus and made the long walk home from the bus stop, mom wasn’t there. I didn’t know where she was, and I almost didn’t care. Wherever she was, whatever she was doing, I found myself less impressed with the idea that she was finally piecing herself together and more irritated that her piecing herself together seemed to come at the expense of her family. Did she even care?

      Even if she’d found a job to help us get by in this new world, why couldn’t she just tell me?

      Pushing thoughts of my mom aside, I made my way to the bathroom and shucked my clothes before stepping into the shower. Thoughts spiraled through my head like the water circling the drain, but I did my best to empty my mind as the hot droplets sluiced over me.

      When I was done, I threw on some comfy pants and a soft t-shirt and padded into the kitchen to make some food. I was getting better at cooking, although I was far from a master chef.

      Silence filled the house as I sat down with a full bowl of warm, fresh Hamburger Helper. Silence was something I was slowly getting used to, but I couldn’t tell if that was a good thing or a bad thing. If it meant that I was getting used to the feeling that came when no one else was around, to the feeling of loneliness, I wasn’t sure that was preferable.

      Pushing my empty bowl away, I glanced up toward the front door, which was visible from the small kitchen.

      Maybe I should go see if Bishop is home.

      The guys had been busy with work for Nathaniel all weekend, and I missed them with an acute pain that seemed to sit behind my heart at all times. I wasn’t sure when and how I had gotten so attached to them, but being around them made it easier to breathe somehow.

      Almost as soon as the thought hit my mind, a knock sounded at the door. My heart leapt, and I pushed back from the table, nearly sprinting to the door before yanking it open. A wide smile bloomed across my face when I saw who was there.

      Not just Bishop, but all three of my boys.

      They grinned right back at me, and the sight was so damn breathtaking that I couldn’t help myself. I stepped forward into Bishop’s arms, wrapping around him in a tight hug. There was something so reassuring about seeing the three of them just show up, right when I needed someone around.

      Bishop chuckled. “Hey there, Coralee. Miss us?”

      “A little bit. I guess,” I said softly, poking his ribs. Then I stepped back, reluctantly leaving the perfect safety of his arms. “Come in.”

      I let them in, closing the door behind them. I probably would have felt a little awkward about having them over any other time—worrying over what Mom would think, how she would treat them, how she would react to them being in her home. Those concerns were gone now, however, and I couldn’t care less about whether or not she would want three strange boys in her home.

      If she couldn’t be bothered to actually be at home, then she didn’t get a say. This house had started to feel more like mine than like hers, or even ours.

      And I wanted the boys here more than anything.

      We settled on the slightly lumpy couch in the living room, me sandwiched between the three of them.

      Bishop stayed close to me on my right, his hand settled on my thigh, with Misael and Kace staying close on my other side, like they could sense that I needed the comfort of their proximity. Or maybe they needed the comfort of mine.

      “What are you guys doing here? I thought you had work?” I hedged around asking for details, knowing that it was unlikely they would give them to me. That was okay though; maybe all four of us needed a break from thinking about any of this.

      “Got out early,” Kace explained. He ran a hand through his short hair, his demeanor as tense and on edge as it’d been for the past few weeks. He hadn’t gotten into any more brawls at school, but I could tell memories of Flint still haunted him. “Fucking nice too. Nathaniel runs us all over town.”

      “Which is why—” Misael grinned, sitting forward on the couch a little as he reached into his pocket. He pulled out a sizable baggie filled with chunks of dried green buds and several small, white pieces of paper. “Which is why we’re gonna have some fun. Everything’s been a damn mess lately. I say, fuck that.”

      I peered at the bag, my brows drawing together. I wasn’t so innocent that I couldn’t guess what it was, but I’d never seen marijuana up close before. “Is that… weed?”

      Kace snorted, a small smile playing over his lips. It made my heart jump in my chest, and I wished I could make him do it over and over again.

      “You never smoked a joint before, I bet. Huh, Princess?”

      I shook my head. “No. Can’t say there was ever an opportunity. I mean, I know some kids at my school did, but I was usually too busy with after school stuff or my parents’ cocktail parties to do any of that. Is it—I mean, is it safe?”

      I felt a bit silly asking the question, but I figured that by this point, the guys knew how un-worldly I was about some things. They wouldn’t mock me for asking.

      Misael chuckled as he skillfully arranged the little buds on the paper and rolled the joint.

      “Yeah. ’Course it’s safe, Coralee. We wouldn’t bring you anything that wasn’t, would we?”

      I eyed the joint as he carefully licked the paper, then glanced up to meet his gaze, feeling myself fall into the warm pools of his irises. They were a deep, rich brown, like melted chocolate, and they shone with such care and protectiveness that a smile rose to my lips before I could stop it.

      “No,” I murmured. “You wouldn’t.”

      There had been a time when all three of the boys, Bishop especially, had wanted to take out their anger at my father on me, had wanted to punish me for his sins. But things were so different now that it was hard to even remember those days. The Lost Boys were still controlling and dominant, still sometimes emotionally closed off. But I never questioned that they cared about me. And I never doubted that they’d take care of me.

      Kace pulled me onto his lap, bringing me closer to Misael, who sat on his other side. His voice rumbled in his chest, vibrating against my back as he spoke, his arms looped around my waist.

      “This’ll help you relax, Princess. You’ve been too tense lately.”

      I could’ve told him it took one to know one, but I was sure he already knew that. Instead, I leaned back against his chest, craning my neck a little to look up into his eyes.

      “You’ll smoke too?”

      “Yeah.” His hands slide down to rest on my hips, and for just a moment, the taut lines of his face softened. “Yeah, I will. We’ll show you how.”

      I relaxed against him as Bish moved closer on our right side, closing the gap that’d been left when I’d moved onto Kace’s lap. With the three of them surrounding me, their scents mingling in my nostrils and their warmth enveloping me, I honestly didn’t even think I needed the weed. I felt more relaxed than I had in days, content in their arms.

      But by now, I was curious. I hadn’t ever smoked before, and the Lost Boys had been my introduction to so many new things—I wanted them to be my firsts for this too.

      Misael dug a lighter out of his other pocket, igniting the tip of the joint while he took a deep inhale.

      They showed me how to do it, and although the initial drag burned down my throat, I got used to the feeling on my second and third tries. Soon, there was nothing but an easy, calm bliss that wove its way through my veins.

      I lay on my side across Kace and Bishop, my upper body in Kace’s lap and my hips resting on Bishop’s. Misael sat on the floor in front of us, leaned back with his head resting against my stomach.

      It felt perfect. Comfortable. Safe.

      It also reminded me vividly of the first time the guys had all touched me at once. We’d been on this very couch, and Kace and Bish had each kissed me, their hands running all over my body, while Misael had made me come on his tongue.

      Nothing in my life up to that point had ever felt so good. I hadn’t known my body would react like that to being touched by the three of them, but they had taken me apart at the seams and rebuilt me into something new.

      Something better.

      Something stronger.

      The memories flashing through my mind began to make heat build low in my belly, and I couldn’t help wriggling a little. The fingers of one hand made their way to Misael’s soft hair, running through the strands, while I ground my ass back against Bishop and shifted on Kace’s lap, trying to absorb more of his strength and heat.

      All three boys let out low sounds that walked the line between contentment and agony, and I bit my lip to hide my smile.

      I knew that feeling well.

      When I pressed my ass against the growing hardness in Bishop’s jeans again, his hand landed on my hip, squeezing the soft flesh in a tight grip.

      “You need something, Coralee?”

      His voice was teasing, with just an edge of darkness to it, a hint of desire.

      “Yeah.” I rolled over onto my back, still draped over his and Kace’s legs, my breath coming a little faster. All three boys were looking at me, their attention burning little trails across my skin, and my core clenched, my clit already aching for their touch.

      “What do you need?” Kace murmured roughly, tilting his head to look down at me.

      My gaze shifted from him to Misael to Bishop, and I didn’t even try to disguise the naked desire in my voice as I spoke.

      “You.”
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      It was the magic word.

      No sooner was the single syllable past my lips than all three boys moved, converging on me like they’d been starving, dying for a taste of me all day.

      Kace looped one arm under my upper back, lifting me like I weighed nothing and crashing his lips against mine in a brutal, hot kiss. Misael knelt on the floor by the couch, shoving up the fabric of my shirt to allow him access to the skin of my stomach. He nipped and licked and kissed his way across every inch he could reach while Bishop’s large hand moved between my legs with no preamble.

      Since Kace was only lifting my top half, my ass was still resting on Bish’s lap, giving him perfect access to what he wanted. His hand slid over the spot at the apex of my thighs, working my clit through the fabric with his palm, making me arch my back and gasp into Kace’s mouth.

      “Fuck, yes, Princess.”

      The words were muffled by our kiss as Kace’s other hand came around me too, holding me right where he wanted me as one hand moved upward to thread through my hair, fingers gripping the strands tightly.

      With their hands on me, my body partially suspended in space, and the weed still infusing my system, I felt completely weightless, like I was floating on air. My body relaxed completely, giving in to them and trusting them to hold on to me and keep me safe.

      I gasped breathlessly as Kace continued to devour my mouth, and the sounds mingled with the low noises each of the boys made as they felt my reaction to them. Misael shoved my shirt up even higher, latching onto my nipple through the fabric of my bra, and Bish ground the heel of his hand hard against my clit, making jolts of sensation burst through me.

      Fuck. I’m gonna come already.

      Ever since the first night Bishop had snuck into my room and ripped an orgasm out of my shocked body, these boys had possessed that kind of power over me. My body responded to them like it’d never responded to anything else, and when all three of them worked together, I was powerless to stop the sensations flooding through me.

      But I didn’t want to come yet.

      I was wearing way too many clothes for that. I wanted to feel one of them inside me when I came, wanted to feel my walls clamp down around him.

      “Clothes!” I gasped, tearing my mouth away from Kace’s. “Off!”

      They’d reduced me to single-word sentences. It was all my brain could handle.

      But it was enough.

      The three of them worked quickly, moving together to tug both my shirt and pants off. As soon as Kace unhooked my bra, I scrambled off the couch, ending up on my knees almost exactly where Misael had been. The boys before me tugged their shirts over their heads as Misael came up behind me, still on his knees, peppering kisses along the line of my shoulder.

      His hands snaked around to cup my breasts, and for a second, I let my whole body lean back against him, allowing him to support me as my head rested on his shoulder. Kace and Bishop watched with glittering eyes as their friend massaged my breasts, rolling and pinching my nipples between his thumb and fingers.

      “God, you’re fuckin’ gorgeous.”

      Bishop’s eyes were dark with lust, but the smile that tilted his lips was almost sweet.

      I forced my body to move, leaning forward even as Misael kept his hands on me. Using one hand for each of the boys in front of me, I fiddled with the buttons on their pants until they popped up, then worked their zippers down at the same time. They both let out low noises, and when I tried to tug their jeans and boxer briefs down, they each moved quickly to help me, lifting their hips and shoving the fabric down their legs.

      My fingertips danced over their cocks at the same moment Misael’s hands left my breasts, skimming over my stomach to hook the sides of my panties.

      “Fair’s fair, right, Coralee?” he murmured into my ear. “You get them naked, I get you naked?”

      Fire licked along my skin, trailing down from the place where his nose brushed against the delicate curve of my ear, and I whimpered. “What about you?”

      “Way ahead of you, Princess.”

      He chuckled, then showed me exactly what he meant, moving even closer to me so that we were pressed flush together, letting me feel that while I’d been distracted, he’d already gotten rid of his clothes.

      His cock was hard against my ass, and when he pulled back a little, I leaned forward, presenting more of myself to him, silently begging him for more. My hands had faltered in my distraction, but the two boys in front of me didn’t seem to care. They were watching me and Misael with sinful interest, and when I licked both my palms and wrapped my hands around their shafts, they shifted their hips, thrusting up into my touch.

      I was kneeling on the floor in front of them, jerking both of them off, as Misael slowly fisted his own cock, sliding it between my legs, dragging it through my folds. He groaned.

      “You’re so fucking wet already. Is that for us, Princess?”

      My head bobbed in a desperate nod, and he pressed himself just inside my core, his hands moving up to massage the round cheeks of my ass.

      “Do you want me?” he murmured. “Are you ready for me?”

      I nodded again, drawing my bottom lip between my teeth as I worked Bishop and Kace in my hands, focusing on their pleasure to keep myself from flying off the cliff. The snake tattoo on Kace’s arm seemed to ripple and move as his muscles flexed, his hands bracing on the couch cushions as his abs contracted.

      “Fucking hell,” he grunted, and it was as if those words snapped the last thread of restraint any of us possessed.

      Misael slid into me in one long thrust, burying himself inside me as my walls stretched around him. I rocked forward on my knees but managed to keep my grip on the two boys before me, and I felt their cocks swell and twitch in my hand in response to the noises pouring from my mouth.

      I muttered half-formed words and guttural sounds as Misael began to thrust into me from behind, in and out and in again. My head dropped, my cheek resting against the couch cushion as my hands continued to work, gliding over velvet covered steel.

      “Do you like this, Coralee?” Bishop’s voice was soft and low, the tone a mixture of tenderness and dominance. “Does this turn you on?”

      My entire body was starting to shake, pleasure radiating from my core to fill every inch of me.

      “Yes,” I gasped, turning my head to bury my face in the couch cushions as sensation threatened to overwhelm me.

      Vaguely, I was aware of the fibers of the carpet digging into my knees, of Bishop’s hand resting on the back of my head, grabbing a loose fistful of my hair. But the only things I could focus on were the drive of Misael’s cock filling me up and the two boys in front of me, slick and hard in my grasp.

      And then, suddenly, I became aware of one more thing.

      Misael’s hand released my hip, sliding down over my stomach until his fingertips found my clit, drawing rough circles over the little bud. He thrust harder and faster, driving into me until my world exploded into a million shards of light.

      My body jerked and shuddered as pleasure tore through me, and I felt Misael thicken inside me as he bottomed out one last time. He kept working my clit, although he gentled his touch as my orgasm peaked, coaxing a few last tremors from my body.

      For a moment, we all went still. My fingers remained wrapped around the two boys in front of me, but I couldn’t even get my limbs to move. The only sound that filled the living room was ragged breathing.

      “Jesus fucking Christ.”

      Kace’s words came out on a choked sound that was almost a laugh, and when I finally lifted my head from the couch cushions and peered up at him through a curtain of blond hair, I saw him shaking his head in disbelief as he stared down at me.

      He reached out to brush my hair out of my face, the muscles in his neck standing out starkly as he swallowed.

      “That was the hottest thing I’ve ever seen, Coralee. You on your knees for us, Misael behind you. Fuck.”

      His cock pulsed in my grip, and he wrapped his hand around mine, his larger fingers dwarfing mine as he moved his fist up and down, using me to jerk himself off. His breath hitched, and I could tell he was close. He hadn’t been kidding. Watching me come like that, watching me now with Misael still buried inside me, was about to push him over the edge.

      But that wasn’t what I wanted.

      I rocked forward on my knees, sliding off Misael’s cock. His palm gave my ass a light squeeze as he pressed a kiss between my shoulder blades, and that simple, sweet gesture bolstered my confidence.

      Usually, when it came to sex with these three boys, I followed their lead—let them take control. But when I pulled my hand out from under Kace’s and crawled up onto his lap, he didn’t try to stop me.

      His face grew still, his moss-green eyes watching me carefully as I moved to straddle him.

      “You promised,” I murmured, dropping my head to brush my lips over his. I could feel wetness dripping down my thigh as I maneuvered myself into position, feeling the broad head of his cock nudge my entrance. “You promised one day you’d all stuff me full of your cum. You promised I’d feel all of you everywhere on my body the next day.” I nipped at his lips, just hard enough for him to feel the challenge in the gesture. “You promised.”

      Bishop let out a low noise, and I heard Misael groan behind me, but Kace was completely silent. The hand that’d been fisting his dick moved to my hip, his fingers digging in so hard I was sure I would feel it the next day. I kept my gaze on him, my chest rising and falling as I breathed deep.

      Then his grip tightened even more, and he brought me down hard on his cock.

      It walked the tightrope between pleasure and pain, the intrusion so sudden and deep that it felt like he might split me in two. My body was already worn out from Misael, but I was still wet, so wet, and so needy. A loud cry fell from my lips, but I didn’t let Kace stop. My hips rolled against his, trying to find a rhythm, to discover what felt good for both of us in this position.

      I had never had sex like this before, and I found that I liked it. I liked the feeling of power it gave me, how it allowed me to be the one in control of our movements. I liked seeing Kace, who was always so powerful and dominant, fall apart beneath me.

      Of course, I wasn’t in control for long.

      Kace’s features contorted with desire and determination, and his fingers dug into my hips again, holding me steady as he fucked me from below, thrusting up into me with hard strokes. My head tipped back, and all I could do was hold on as he used me for his pleasure, grunting out my name as he came inside me.

      Still buried to the hilt, he wrapped his arms around me, dropping his head to lick and suck at my breasts, grazing his teeth over my nipples as if he’d never get enough of me. As if he wanted to eat me alive.

      My head was still tipped back, and one large palm came up to cradle it, tilting it so he could look me in the eyes.

      “Is that what you wanted, little Princess? To take my cum?”

      I nodded blearily, my body worn out and my brain fuzzy from an overdose of sensations.

      His cock twitched inside me, and it looked like he was considering going another round right fucking now. But instead, he sat up a little straighter to claim my lips in a possessive, greedy kiss.

      “You want more?” he muttered when we broke apart. “You want Bishop to fuck you too? You think your tight hole can take all our cum?”

      Heat bloomed in my belly at his words, an insatiable craving that I wasn’t sure I’d ever fully understand.

      I nodded slavishly, breathing hard. “Yes. I can take it. I want it.”

      The grin that spread across his face was one of the most beautiful sights I’d ever seen. It was sin and salvation all wrapped into one, darkness and light and fierce pride.

      His hand moved around to grasp my face, his large fingers splaying over my jaw. “Good girl. So fucking good.”

      I grinned at him, then leaned forward to kiss him again, drawing his bottom lip between my teeth and biting hard enough to sting, just to make sure he knew I wasn’t that good.

      Misael and Bishop laughed, and the boy on the floor stood to help me to my feet as I slid off Kace’s cock and rose on shaky legs, cum slipping from my core as I did. He brushed my wild hair back from my face, and then we both turned to look at Bishop. He was gazing up at us, his hand wrapped around the base of his cock in a tight grip, as if making sure he lasted long enough for me.

      I understood the feeling. I’d already come hard, but my body was humming with adrenaline and desire, and I could feel my clit pulsing, demanding another release.

      “Come here, Coralee,” he said softly.

      His cheeks were a little flushed, his hazel eyes warm and half-lidded, and I moved toward him without hesitation.

      I was about to crawl onto his lap like I had Kace’s, but he stopped me before I could, taking hold of my hips and spinning me to face away from him. Craning my neck to look back over my shoulder, I shot him a quizzical look.

      He chuckled, the sound rough and deep.

      “Oh, I still want you on my lap. Sit down, baby.”

      Oh.

      Oh.

      I bit my lip as a flare of nerves rose up in me. I’d never had sex in this position either, and I was sure I was about to make a fool of myself trying to do it gracefully.

      But of course, I shouldn’t have worried. Misael and Kace both moved to help me, holding me steady and as I sat on Bishop’s lap with my back to his front. My legs splayed on either side of his, and as his hard length slid inside my tight core, I let out a groan, letting my head loll against his shoulder. I was sore, but something about the feel of him inside me, about knowing that all three boys would come inside me tonight, pushed the bite of pain into something like pleasure.

      No.

      Something more than pleasure.

      Something I couldn’t even name. Ownership and satisfaction and ecstasy all wrapped into one.

      I’d thought we had all already claimed each other, but as I began to roll my hips, riding Bishop backward as the other two boys watched with greedy eyes, I realized we were about to cross a new line I hadn’t even known existed.

      This was it.

      It was forever.

      These boys were all I would ever want, and although someone older and wiser might insist I was too young to know that for sure, I didn’t care what anyone else thought.

      I would crave these boys until the day I died, and I would never want anyone else.

      They had ruined me for anyone else.

      And I wanted to be ruined.

      “Fuck, Cora,” Bish breathed in my ear, thrusting shallowly as our hips found a rhythm together. “I didn’t know. I knew I wanted you from the first second I saw you, but I didn’t know it would be like this.”

      I shook my head, unable to find the words to respond. But he’d spoken my own thoughts aloud. He knew exactly how I felt.

      His arms banded around me, one hand moving to my breast to tease and massage the soft flesh while the other moved down to find my clit. He worked slow circles around it as he fucked me slowly, gently even, as if he knew my body couldn’t handle anything more right now.

      I could still feel Kace and Misael in me, could feel their cum leaking from the place where Bishop impaled me, could feel the way my body had stretched to accommodate them.

      That thought made me groan, and when Bishop sped up the pattern of his fingers, my legs locked up and my back arched as I came hard, squeezing his thick length as my core convulsed around him.

      “Fuck. Oh, fuck.”

      He grunted out the words as he swirled his hips against my ass, thrusting as deep as he could as his cock jerked and swelled inside me.

      My body went completely boneless, and I could feel him relaxing beneath me, both of us completely spent. My head tipped back, my eyes closing as I lost myself in the echo of sensation.

      “Holy shit,” Misael muttered. He had knelt on the floor a few feet away as both he and Kace watched us, and I could hear a rasp in his voice that sent a pleased little shiver up my spine. “I think I’m fuckin’ addicted.”

      I lifted my head, shifting my gaze from him to Kace before tilting my head to press a kiss to Bishop’s sweat-dampened neck.

      “Good,” I murmured.

      At least I’m not the only one.
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        * * *

      

      We ended up in my room afterward, snuggled together in a tight pile on my bed. It was a snug fit, the four of us on the full-sized mattress, but there was something… reassuring about it.

      In the middle of the night, I stirred when I heard the front door open and close softly. Quiet footsteps went down the hall, passing my bedroom door on the way to the back of the house. Blearily, I disentangled myself from the boys—all three of whom remained sleeping quietly where I left them. I trekked with light feet toward my door and peeked out. Mom had ducked into her room by then, but her door was slightly ajar, and dim light spilled through the crack.

      Part of me wanted to go to her, to confront her and demand to know what had kept her out so long. I wanted to ask her where the money was coming from, where the new clothes and car and jewelry had come from. I wanted to ask what she’d been doing lately that kept her out of the house more often than she was in it.

      I had been telling myself that maybe she’d found a job. It could explain most of her odd behavior lately, and justify why she was gone so often. It was the most harmless explanation I could think of, and I hoped to God I was right.

      But the honest truth was, even though dozens of questions beat against my rib cage, demanding to be let out, I wasn’t prepared to ask her any of them.

      Because I wasn’t ready to face the truth.
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      “Think we can pick up some grub before we head over to Jessica’s?”

      We were in the car, heading away from Slateview after school had let out. We were going to have another study session at Jessica’s and possibly head over to the warehouse to hang out after.

      “Grub” sounded amazing; I hoped that it was burgers.

      Bishop chuckled at Misael’s suggestion. “Yeah, sure. We’ll pick some up for Jessica and Liam too. They’re probably already at her place since they don’t take forever getting out to their car.” Bishop raised a brow, looking back at Misael.

      “Hey! I had to grab a bunch of shit since we’re doing this whole study thing, okay?”

      “Don’t see why it matters. All you do is doodle anyway,” Kace pointed out.

      “Not today. I’m taking a—what do they say?—leaf outta Jessica and Cora’s book and gonna do some actual studying. Mostly ’cause I’m tired of bein’ called out because math is dumb.”

      I laughed. “It’s not dumb. It’s only because your teacher is a bit of an asshole, from what I hear.”

      He belted a laugh, grinning widely. “Ha! Princess usin’ uncouth terms.”

      My brow rose. “Uncouth?”

      “Learned it in English Lit.”

      I chuckled, sitting back easily and relaxing into the seat. It had been a good day. All things considered, I had nothing to complain about. Eli, for all the bravado he’d come in with on his first day, hadn’t openly antagonized the Lost Boys since then.

      Following the example set by their respective bosses, Nathaniel and Luke, the boys and Eli left each other alone. That didn’t stop the new kid from strutting around the school like a damn peacock, and heavy tension hung in the air anytime he or one of the boys passed each other—but luckily, there hadn’t been a repeat of the incident on his first day.

      Since our altercation by my locker, I had avoided him as completely as I could, even going so far as to arrive late to US History to make sure I could choose a desk that wasn’t next to his. He’d never approached me again, but I couldn’t help but feel that a lot of the time, he was watching me. There was definitely something unnerving about it.

      I was so lost in my thoughts that I almost jumped when Bishop’s cell rang. He kept one hand on the wheel while he swiped his screen with the other and brought the phone up to his ear.

      “Yeah. This is Bish.” That was all the greeting he gave, then he listened intently for a few moments before nodding. “Yeah, sure. We’ll head over soon.”

      I looked over to him, head tilted, as he hung up and dropped the phone in the cupholder in the center console.

      “What’s up?”

      “Nathaniel wants us in on another job,” he said tersely. I could tell that, even though they were getting more money for the work they were doing, the amount of pressure was causing a bit of a strain. I couldn’t tell if it was just because they were taking on more demanding jobs for Nathaniel, or because they were waiting for someone to uncover information about Flint. Maybe it was a bit of both. Except for the night we’d all spent together the previous weekend, I still wasn’t sleeping very well, my dreams still constantly overtaken by nightmares.

      I frowned a little, looking back to the other two before glancing at Bishop.

      “Can I come with you?”

      Bish actually hit the brakes hard, jolting us before continuing on smoothly and pulling into the Burger King parking lot.

      “Fuck no,” he said immediately.

      “I want to come,” I insisted.

      “Why?”

      “Just to see.”

      Bishop’s brow rose, and he shot me a quelling look.

      “I don’t think so, Cora.”

      “It does sound like a bad idea,” Misael threw in, poking his head between the seats from where he sat in the back. “I mean, it was one thing when it was Flint coming to the warehouse and all, but after everything that went down… We need to keep you and anything that has to do with Nathaniel as far away from each other as possible.”

      I sighed. Of course none of them wanted me to come. They all wanted to protect me, and the easiest way they could think of to do that was to keep me far away from the world they’d become a part of.

      But what they didn’t understand was that the idea of losing them, of any of them being in danger, hurt worse than the thought of my own death. They were trying to protect my body, but I was trying to protect my heart.

      “Please, let me,” I insisted. “I just… I don’t know. I think it will set my mind at ease a little if I just meet him and see that’s he’s not a bad man.”

      Bishop turned to me, a deadpan expression on his face. “He’s literally the leader of a criminal ring and orchestrates illegal activity.”

      “Yeah, and you work for him, yet I can see past that to who you are as a person. I know you, and I care about you and trust you,” I countered. Then I softened my voice. “Please? Just this one time?”

      Bishop considered this, and I could tell an internal debate was raging inside him. I peeked into the back seat and found Kace and Misael with similar expressions on their face. None of them wanted to let me do this, and I could understand that. But there was an inexplicable need burning in my chest, one that had been growing in me ever since their promotion.

      A little voice whispered in my mind that if I met him, put a face to the name that had been haunting my dreams, it would put my mind at ease. Then maybe I would be able to trust that, at least for now, they were safe in Nathaniel’s hands.

      After a long, quiet moment, Bishop sighed. Kace grunted, and Misael reached through the seats to brush his knuckles down my arm. My gaze bounced between all three of them, ending on Bish—none of them had spoken, but as if they’d all communicated telepathically, they seemed to have come to the same conclusion.

      “Fine. You can come.” Bishop shook his head, his grip tightening on the wheel. “But I’m gonna regret the fuck outta this.”
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        * * *

      

      We got our food and ate on the way, and a little under an hour later, we were in a… surprisingly nice part of Baltimore. I didn’t know the area, but the sights that surrounded us were more familiar to me than those I saw in the neighborhood Mom and I lived in now.

      We drove up a street bordered by posh houses and manicured lawns, and my head swiveled back and forth.

      It honestly surprised me. I wasn’t sure why, but I had almost expected Nathaniel to operate out of someplace shoddy, maybe an abandoned warehouse of his own. The image I’d had in my mind was based on the way Hollywood tended to portray the lairs of criminal masterminds, all low lighting and dingy, run-down buildings.

      “I thought Nathaniel was a crime lord?” I asked quietly, leaning over and craning my neck to stare at a particularly large house as we passed by.

      “Yeah, well, he’s been doing this a long time,” Bishop said. “Crime pays if you do it as well and as long as Nathaniel has. But make no mistake, he’s nothing like the kinda people you’re used to. Don’t let all the finery fool you.”

      To be honest, it made me a little more relaxed, but I said nothing of the sort to Bishop as we pulled up to a gate. Bish leaned out of the car, pressing one of the buttons to speak into the intercom.

      “Bish here. Nathaniel wanted to see us.”

      There was a slight moment of silence, followed by static and then an answer.

      “Yup. Roll on in.”

      The gate parted with a creek, and we were on our way in. The drive was long, lined with perfectly clipped hedges, not a leaf out of place. At the end of the drive was a fountain, behind which sat a huge, dark red-brick manor.

      It reminded me a lot of home, and there was a pang in my chest as we got out of the convertible. I couldn’t help but wonder what had become of my family’s estate as we walked up the paved path from the horseshoe drive to the front door.

      Had it been sold already? Was there someone living in it now? Had they changed it in any way? If so, what had they done?

      Those thoughts cluttered my brain as Bishop knocked on the door, delivering three hard raps before standing back. We waited a few moments in silence, and my heart beat a little faster when the door opened.

      A statuesque man in a crisp suit stood before us. His silver hair was slicked back, and he gave a slight bow.

      “Mr. Ward is waiting for you,” he said.

      I should have been used to the opulence by now, but I hadn’t expected there to be an actual butler here. It was one thing for Nathaniel to use his money to buy himself a big house; another entirely for all of… this. I supposed that it should have made me feel comfortable, but all it did was raise the elevation of my heart.

      How much crime had paid for all this?

      I was given an odd look by the man as he led us in, but he said nothing about my being there. He brought us through the entryway, and I got a good look at the space. Everything was done in beautiful mahogany, understated filigree trimmings along the floors and ceilings. It was a strange juxtaposition, seeing the beauty and opulence of the house while knowing how it had been accumulated.

      I stayed close to the boys as we were taken upstairs. We weren’t the only people here, and I got the sense that this place was more than a house—it was a headquarters. A group of men in their early twenties stepped out of a room, conversing in low voices amongst themselves.

      They cast gazes toward us, lingering a little on me, but not in the same way that Flint looked at me. There was a measure of recognition in one man’s eyes, and curiosity in the others’.

      I didn’t say anything, but I didn’t shy away from the stares either. If they knew who I was, then so be it. I wasn’t a shrinking violet. Not anymore.

      We were brought to a large double door, and the man leading us knocked.

      “Mr. Ward.”

      A heartbeat later, the door opened.

      Nathaniel Ward, much like everything about this estate, was not what I expected. He stood tall and was well dressed, in that kind of way where it felt effortless, but you could tell every piece of clothing from the black jacket to the wine red shirt underneath had been chosen intentionally. His slacks fit him well, and his dark hair was cropped close to the sides of his head, the hair at the top longer, slightly curled, and brushed back. He looked to me with interest, brown eyes gleaming in the warm light. Then he chuckled, looking to the Lost Boys.

      “I didn’t know you were going to be bringing a friend,” he said, his voice a deep rumble.

      “Is that a problem?” Kace asked, a little guarded, somewhat caged in his answer. I could see his fingers twitch slightly, as if he was just barely holding himself back from clenching his hands into fists.

      A flicker of worry flashed through me.

      Shit.

      Maybe this hadn’t been a good idea. Not for the reasons the boys had thought, and not because it would be bad for me to meet the man they worked for. But because Kace was still on edge after Flint’s shooting, as if that night had stirred something up inside him, a ghost that haunted him and refused to settle.

      He hadn’t gotten into any more fights at school, but he seemed to live on a hair-trigger these days, ready to leap to my defense if anyone so much as breathed on me wrong.

      Nathaniel shook his head, either not noticing or ignoring the note of challenge in Kace’s voice.

      “Of course not. But we have business, and the little lady will have to wait out here.” He gave me a nod, then gestured behind me. In the area just outside the room, there was a small sitting area. “You can make yourself comfortable.”

      He shifted his focus to the boys again and gave a slight jerk of his head, summoning them into the large room behind him. Before they followed, Kace squeezed my hand, his fingers rough and calloused against mine.

      “Be good, Princess. Yeah?”

      I nodded, and Misael and Bish both gave me lingering looks before the three of them disappeared into the room. I bit my lip as I watched them go, and the moment they were inside, the door snapped closed behind them.

      When I turned around, the man who’d led us upstairs gestured to the small sitting area. “Miss.”

      It was part invitation and part command, and I didn’t waste a second in complying. I sat down on a small ottoman, legs crossed at the ankles. He regarded me for a second, as if trying to ascertain whether I’d stay put, then he nodded politely and turned to disappear down the hallway we’d come from.

      Silence fell around me. I could hear voices from the other side of the door, but not exactly what they were saying.

      Nerves rolled through me, making it hard to stay still. I had at least seen Nathaniel’s face, but it hadn’t given me quite the reassurance I had hoped for. I wanted to know more, to understand what the Lost Boys were doing for him, I knew that trying to discretely listen at the door would end up getting me into more trouble than I could afford.

      But I couldn’t stay still.

      After several long minutes, I rose to my feet and began to pace restlessly. I peered down the corridor we’d entered from and saw a large arched doorway leading to another room—I had thought it looked like a library when we’d passed by earlier. Shooting one last glance at Nathaniel’s office door, I crept down the hallway and into the library. It was large and bright, with shelves lining the walls, filled with leather-bound books. One wall was taken up by an enormous bay window.

      “Oh, wow…”

      I walked in, glancing around. There had been a more lavish library room in my family’s mansion, but I still found myself stunned by what I was seeing. It was just so different from my expectations. Where were the shady hideaways? The men walking around with weapons drawn, smoking cigarettes and cursing? Every preconception I’d had about Nathaniel was whisked away as I browsed the shelves and eyed some titles that I had read before.

      Just as I reached out to brush my fingers over the spines of the books, a soft, feminine voice spoke behind me.

      “Enjoying yourself?”
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      I jumped at the sudden voice, whirling on my heel as my hand flew to my chest.

      At the door stood a woman, tall and elegant in the way she carried herself. Her thick, dark hair was French-braided back, the length of the braid falling over trim shoulders. The plum-colored dress she wore fit the curves of her body perfectly. She had a regal bearing and was probably close to my mother’s age, but I wouldn’t have guessed that at first glance. I could see the age in her eyes but not anywhere else.

      She walked in, stepping smoothly. She moved like a cat, with all the grace of a predator, and yet for some reason, I didn’t feel scared of her. Something about her was captivating.

      She stopped in front of me and smiled, tilting her head to one side. “I hope I didn’t scare you?”

      I cleared my throat, shaking my head.

      “Sorry. Um. No. I was just… looking around.”

      I didn’t know who this woman was, but my instincts told me she was important. The only people I had seen walking around were men who very clearly didn’t live here. She looked like she fit into this place like a well-made glove fit to a hand.

      Immediately, my curious poking around felt like an intrusion. She clearly felt comfortable here. Her presence filled the room entirely.

      Still, she smiled, her head cocked to the side as though she were amused.

      “You don’t have to be frightened. I saw you come in with the boys. You’re a friend of theirs?”

      I flushed. “Yes. We’re all… friends. I go to school with them. We were all out together when they got called in.”

      “And they brought you with them?” Her eyebrows rose slightly, and her gaze became a bit more assessing. “You must be someone special.”

      “Oh, not really.”

      The woman chuckled and walked past me, sitting down on the plush window seat in the bay window. She patted the space beside her, and I followed, only hesitating for a moment before taking a seat next to her.

      “I’ve known those boys for a few years now,” she said, a note of affection in her voice. “They never bring girls around here. I’m Josephine, by the way. Nathaniel’s wife.”

      I couldn’t stop myself from gawking a little.

      “You’re… Nathaniel’s wife?”

      She smirked. “I know. He’s lucky, isn’t he?” Then her smile faded as she focused on me again. “And you? Your name?”

      “I’m Cordelia Van Rensselaer,” I answered.

      “Cordelia. What a beautiful name, for a beautiful girl.” Her face turned a little serious. “Such a surprising thing, though. I assume you’re aware of what the boys do?”

      It was a simple enough question, but I hesitated. I wasn’t sure if I should answer honestly, but decided that I’d fare better speaking the truth than by lying.

      “I do,” I said. “But I don’t talk about it or say anything to anyone. I know why they do things like this, and I know who they are as people. It doesn’t make me care for them any less.”

      Josephine’s brow rose, the seriousness in her face softening after a moment.

      “Oh, believe me, I understand. If that’s the case, then they’re truly lucky to have you.”

      I flushed.

      That was the first time anyone had ever said those words to me, and I was surprised how much they affected me. My relationship with the Lost Boys had come to mean more to me than almost anything. I knew they were right for me, even if the rest of the world saw three boys who had once bullied me and hated me, even if no one else understood how I could care about all three of them equally. How I could want them to share me.

      But this woman seemed to.

      I didn’t know her at all, but her approval actually made warmth spread through my chest.

      It struck me how ironic it was—Josephine was the embodiment of what my mother could have been. An elegant woman with money to her name, power and wealth at her fingertips. Yet she spoke with an understanding that my mother had never had—not now, and not before Dad’s arrest. I would never have been able to have this conversation with my own mom.

      “Well… I think I’m pretty lucky to have them,” I said, my voice low and almost shy as I spoke the truth that had been sitting in my heart for weeks.

      She nodded, smiling gently. “Few people truly understand what it’s like to be at the sides of men like my husband or your boys. I would ask why you’re here right now, but I imagine I already know. Have there been times when they didn’t bring you somewhere, and you were beyond worried sick?”

      “More times than I want to admit to.” I let out a shuddery breath, biting my lip.

      God, she really does know.

      I had no idea how she’d so quickly pieced together that I was with all three of the boys. But she seemed to have absorbed and accepted that information without a moment’s pause. And sympathy on her face as she took in my expression made me feel like she had once been exactly where I was.

      “I wish I could tell you it gets easier,” she said softly. She glanced out the window to the cloudy sky beyond, her gaze going a little unfocused as she got lost in her thoughts. “It truly doesn’t though. It just becomes… different.”

      “Different, how?” I leaned forward a little, desperate for some glimpse into the future, for some hint of what loving people who lived in this world truly entailed.

      “You get used to the fear, a little.” She glanced back at me, dark blue eyes clear and open. “But you don’t stop being afraid. Or at least, I didn’t.”

      “Oh. Great.”

      I couldn’t keep the disappointment out of my voice, and Josephine chuckled.

      “You learn not to live in that place though. You’ll have to.” She patted my knee gently. “Instead of spending every day fearing what I might lose, I spend every day appreciating what I have. Because that’s all I have. Today. The future isn’t guaranteed for anyone, Cordelia. There is no amount of money or power that can protect a person from heartbreak or death. We just live closer to that truth than most people.”

      Her words struck a chord with me. I knew how true they were. I had seen my father and mother’s carefully constructed life come tumbling down, and I had spent the past several months trying to crawl out from the rubble of that wreck.

      “That—that makes a lot of sense.” I gave her a tentative smile. “Thanks. I hope it’s okay that they brought me here. I didn’t mean to impose or interrupt your day or anything.”

      “Nonsense. I’m glad I was able to meet you. I’m sure you know that your boys have been stepping up to take on more responsibility. They’re important to my husband—he doesn’t place his trust easily, and when he does, he invests in people.”

      The warm feeling in my chest died as my lungs seemed to freeze solid.

      Fuck.

      I’d gotten so comfortable speaking to Josephine that I’d forgotten how dangerous the world she lived in was, and how dangerous her husband was. How dangerous he could be to the three boys I was falling in love with if he discovered the truth.

      Thankfully, Josephine misinterpreted my sudden silence as general worry for the boys, and not worry that her husband in particular might wreak vengeance on them. She squeezed my knee, taking in a deep breath as she straightened her spine.

      “I’ll tell you what. How about you give me a call if you ever need it?” she offered. “You and those boys clearly care about each other, which means you’ll likely be a regular fixture around here.”

      My eyes widened a little as her words threw me for another loop. I hadn’t expected such an offer. She smiled and stood, going to a large desk in one corner of the room. She pulled out a small piece of paper and a fountain pen, scrawling across it easily before she handed the paper over to me. It was thick, like cardstock, and her handwriting was in elegant swirls with her name and number printed on it.

      I pocketed the paper, trying to get my equilibrium back. I’d bounced back and forth between fear and ease so many times since the Lost Boys and I had arrived here that I was liable to get whiplash.

      “Thank you.” My fingers brushed over the edge of the paper I’d just stuck in my pocket. “I—”

      “Ah. There you are.”

      Nathaniel stood in the doorframe of the library, the boys just behind him. He went to Josephine, moving with the same effortless grace she had, before putting his arm around her to pull her to him. He pressed a soft kiss to her temple.

      The gesture was gentle. Loving.

      It was so intimate for just a temple kiss that it almost felt inappropriate to watch.

      “I was just talking with Cordelia about our boys.” Josephine smiled wryly, wrapping her arms around her husband in return. “And what a nuisance they are sometimes.”

      She chuckled, sinking deeper into Nathaniel’s embrace, her body melting against his as if she gained strength from being near him. I understood that feeling all too well.

      “Oh? Shocking that my own wife would think I’m a nuisance.” He chuckled warmly, a teasing glint in his eye. Then he gave her another kiss and looked to me. “I’m sorry we didn’t get to meet properly. But maybe next time the boys swing around, they’ll bring you.”

      His voice was pleasant, and there was nothing in his tone that suggested anger, but I could hear the echo of power in his voice. I got the distinct impression that it was less of an invitation and more of a statement that it would happen.

      Regardless, I gave him a polite smile.

      “Of course. It was nice meeting you. And you, Josephine,” I added, looking to her. “Thank you for talking. It… helped.”

      “I’m glad. I hope I’ll see you again soon, Cordelia.”

      Her smile beamed at me, and no matter how hard I searched, I couldn’t find the lie in it anywhere.
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      The boys couldn’t tell me too many details of what they’d met with Nathaniel for, and as they drove me back home, I found that I didn’t want to tell them every detail of my conversation with Josephine either.

      It felt like something that belonged to just the two of us.

      They each kissed me goodbye before they drove off to carry out whatever task Nathaniel had given them, and I tried to do what Josephine had said and appreciate what I had rather than worrying about what I might lose.

      It made my kiss with each of them hotter and deeper than the usual quick goodbye, and all four of us were breathing hard by the time I reluctantly stepped out of the car.

      Hmm. Maybe there’s something to this idea.

      Privately resolving to kiss them like that every damn chance I got, I watched as Bish backed out of the drive and they pulled away.

      I spent the evening doing homework, and after they returned from their job, I happily spent the night in the Lost Boys arms. Mom was gone again, so I didn’t even feel guilty about having them stay over.

      Appreciate what you have, Cora.

      It was the last thought I had before I drifted into an exhausted, sated sleep.
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        * * *

      

      For the next several days, over the weekend and even as I headed to school on Monday, I carried Josephine’s number around with me.

      It was strangely comforting, knowing that I had it with me, though I couldn’t fully pinpoint why. We didn’t know each other well, but I could tell that she… understood me. Or at least, she understood the part of me that cared for the Lost Boys, that was learning my way around this new life. She understood what it was like to not know what the next day was going to bring, if something was going to happen to them when they went out on a job.

      Of course, she didn’t know that part of my fear had to do with her husband, and that was something I would never, ever tell her.

      Still, I was tempted to call her. She had made the offer so openly and willingly.

      If she was Nathaniel’s wife, maybe she would know about Abraham Shaw. Maybe she would have information Flint either never had or never planned to share with me. But did I dare ask her?

      The fact that she was Nathaniel’s wife made the very prospect dangerous to consider.

      “You always look so pensive. Got a lot on your mind, Van Rensselaer?”

      I jumped, almost dropping the books I’d just grabbed from my locker.

      Fuck, that scared me.

      Trying to calm my rapid pulse, I looked up, grimacing as I saw Eli standing by my locker. The final bell had rung a few minutes ago, and I was getting my things so I could head out to the parking lot and go home. Eli hadn’t approached me since the last time he and the boys had a run-in. I’d hoped that he would keep to the trend, that he’d be smart enough not to start shit at school, but clearly, that was asking for too much.

      “What do you want, Eli?” I asked, closing my locker and looking up to him.

      “Just wanted to talk to you.” He held his hands up in a mock gesture of peace.

      “Well, I’m not available to be talked to,” I said shortly. “I belong to the Lost Boys, remember?”

      “You like referring to yourself as property?” He cocked an eyebrow. “As some little trinket they picked up in the gutter? Come on. You’re worth more than that.”

      Anger flared.

      Fuck this guy.

      He might intimidate other people at Slateview, but he didn’t intimidate me. He wasn’t going to intimidate me. And if I had to put up a little bit of an extra front to get that across to this borderline neanderthal, then I would.

      “I’m not a piece of property.” I took a step toward him, my lips curling back in something almost like a snarl. “But I do belong to them. Just like they belong to me. And I’m worth more than you’ll ever know, you asshole.”

      He smirked down at me, his expression haughty. Like he was somehow above me. I hated the look on his face and the smugness that he seemed to wear like an extra layer of clothes.

      “You’re pretty stuck up, considering your dad’s in jail and you’re all set to live the rest of your life like a piece of trailer trash,” he drawled. “Bit full of yourself, don’t you think?”

      My face flushed, my hands curling into fists. “What the hell is your problem?”

      He stepped a little closer to me, bringing us within a couple feet of each other.

      “Maybe you’re all full of yourself because you still think your name matters,” he mused, reaching out to tuck a piece of my hair behind my ear.

      I swatted his hand away from me. “Fuck off.”

      He grinned, seeming delighted to have gotten a rise out of me. “Oh-ho! Little Princess swears. Or—what’s it they’re calling you? Coralee? Little Coralee swears. Now, now. What would your father think? Or is he teaching you all the prison lingo, since he’s so well-acquainted with it by now?”

      I didn’t mean to do it, but the fury that cracked through me worked faster than the smarter side of my brain did. My hand cocked back and then snapped forward, my fist meeting his face with a force I hadn’t known I possessed. It stung—no, it hurt like a bitch—but the pain radiating up my forearm was worth it to see the red mark blossom below Eli’s right eye.

      My nostrils flared as I breathed hard, shaking out my hand.

      “Don’t you ever—and I mean never—talk about my father like that, ever again,” I snapped. “I don’t know who you think you are, but you can go fuck yourself.”

      Eli chuckled, brushing his fingers against the place I had punched him. Then, moving just as quickly as I had, he grabbed my shoulders and pressed me up against the locker, pinning me against the cool metal as his body boxed me in. He leaned in over me, his gaze unwavering as he stared me down.

      “I think the real problem is that everywhere you go, you think you’re protected,” he said, the cool evenness in his voice taking on an edge that made me stiffen. “Your daddy’s money protected you, and when that fell through, you found a couple of stray boys willing to take you under their wing and protect you. What’s it like, being a whore for all the men in your life?”

      Anger bloomed inside me like a fire igniting, and I shoved at his chest, forcing my hands against him.

      But he didn’t budge.

      He had to weigh twice as much as I did, and getting one lucky punch in was entirely different than having the strength to shove him off me.

      “Not so tough now, are you?”

      The words were low, his voice almost crooning, and it set off a cold fear inside me. I shoved harder against him, but he bore down with his weight, pinning me against the lockers.

      He leaned into me, and panic flared in my chest. I didn’t know what he was going to do.

      Hit me? Kiss me? Something worse?

      But I never found out.

      People had gathered around to watch our altercation, but I knew better than to assume that anyone at Slateview would help me, especially not if it meant going up against Eli. No one here bullied me anymore, but that didn’t mean they’d be willing to stick their necks out for me.

      It didn’t matter if the general population of Slateview didn’t care about me though. There were people who did.

      And one of those people was Kace Sutton.

      He shoved Eli off of me, following the action with a powerful right hook that cracked across the boy’s face, making blood spray from his nose in a wide arc.

      Eli wasn’t an easy one to take down, however. Luke Carmine had obviously picked him out for a reason. He recovered quickly from Kace’s blow, not even bothering to wipe away the blood pouring down his face before he returned a punch just as quickly. His fist bashed against Kace’s cheek, splitting the skin there.

      I watched the exchange, trying to catch my breath from the adrenaline running through me as the two continued their fight.

      I was… fucking livid.

      For the first time, I thought I might understand the rage that always seemed to pulse under Kace’s skin, barely contained by his self-restraint.

      In that moment, I wanted nothing more than to watch him destroy Eli. To watch him tear the fucker apart limb by limb.

      But I couldn’t. As furious as I was, I wasn’t willing to let Kace beat the ever-loving shit out of Eli. If he did, it would have repercussions far beyond just the three of us, far beyond Slateview, even. Eli worked for a man who was a rival of Nathaniel Ward, and if this got too out of hand, it could set off a war between the two groups. I couldn’t let that happen.

      I pushed off the lockers, my backpack in hand. I swung it hard and hit Eli in the shoulder, knocking him off balance before he could lunge for Kace again. Kace’s face still flashed with raw fury, and I vividly remembered what Bishop had said about not rushing into the middle of fist-fights.

      But I also remembered Kace stopping last time I’d confronted him. I remembered him reacting to my touch as if it’d shocked him out of the blackness that overtook him.

      Steeling my nerves, I shoved my way between Eli and Kace.

      “Enough,” I snapped, looking at Eli first. “Enough.”

      Eli had his gaze locked on Kace, and there was no trace left of the ego and amusement that had flickered in his eyes when he’d been messing with me. He looked like he was out for blood, but he stopped short of lunging again, probably realizing exactly how much shit he might get into with his boss if he kept up this fight.

      He chuckled darkly, wiping his hand across his nose.

      “You made a big mistake, Reaper.”

      Kace growled, taking a step toward Eli. Quickly, I grabbed hold of his arm, keeping him back. He glanced down at me like he was about to shake me off, his nostrils flared and his chest heaving. I shook my head at him, keeping my grip tight. I knew I couldn’t restrain him physically, but I held him with my gaze, staring up into his light green irises.

      “Enough,” I repeated, my voice softer and more intimate than it’d been before, the word halfway between a plea and a command.

      He stared back at me, the wild look slowly fading from his eyes. Haltingly, incrementally, he unclenched his fists.

      “Good thing your little girlfriend was here to save you this time,” Eli spat, bitterness coating each of his words.

      I knew he wanted nothing more than to continue this fight, but he locked his jaw and turned away from us.

      We watched Eli walk away before I shook my head. My heart was still pounding so hard I felt a little queasy, and I glanced around at the gathered crowd. Everyone looked slightly disgruntled as they dispersed, as if I’d ruined their fun by stopping the fight.

      Well, too fucking bad. They wouldn’t get their entertainment today. It wouldn’t be the last time there was a fight in the halls of Slateview High. They’d get their fix again soon enough.

      Ignoring the few lingering onlookers, I pulled Kace down the corridor before he could do or say anything else.

      Just like I had the first time he’d gotten bloodied in a fight, I tugged him into the boys’ bathroom. A junior with dark hair whose name I couldn’t remember glanced up as we entered, letting out a startled yelp as he quickly shook himself off and zipped up his fly.

      “We need the room,” I said shortly, not even bothering to look away.

      He needed to know I wasn’t fucking around—not that he was likely to give me a hard time when I had Kace with me. He looked like a damn Berserker, his face smeared with blood and his muscles still tense from the fight.

      “Yeah. Sure, whatever.”

      The boy didn’t even bother washing his hands, but his hygiene was the furthest thing from my mind. As soon as the door closed behind him, it was like he didn’t even exist. All that existed in this moment was Kace.

      I tugged the large boy over toward the sink, grabbing several paper towels from the dispenser and wetting them down. Then I reached up to dab at his face, working them over where his skin was split and Eli had bloodied him.

      “You always do this,” I muttered. “Always…”

      “Would you have rather him do whatever he was planning on doing to you?” Kace grunted, his voice harsh.

      “No.” My brows pulled together, and my stomach dropped at the thought. “Of course not, Kace. But there’s—you always go in fists first.” I shook my head. “You shouldn’t. Not for me, not for anyone. Especially not over Eli. Not when he’s someone that could actually retaliate against you. His people could retaliate against your people. It could set off a war, and over something so stupid.”

      “I don’t give a fuck about that.” His lips curled, and he winced as my fingers skated over the spot on his cheek where Eli had hit him. “I don’t sit back and watch while someone steps where they shouldn’t. I don’t let the people I care about get hurt.”

      I frowned, pausing before continuing in cleaning up his wounds. When I was done, I tossed away the dirty towels and turned to Kace.

      “Let me see your phone.”

      His head drew back, a confused look passing over his face. “What?”

      “Your phone, Kace.”

      He eyed me before pulling it out of his back pocket and handing it over to me. I shot a message to Bishop, telling him that Kace and I would be walking home together and not to wait for us. Then I handed the blond boy back his phone and leaned against the sink.

      “Why are you always fighting, Kace?” I asked. “You’re always doing it, even when you don’t need to.”

      He shook his head, something dark passing through his moss-green eyes. “I’m not always fighting. I fight when it matters.”

      I frowned. “Kace—”

      He straightened his spine, his whole body seeming to swell up again, as if the anger inside him was almost too much for his body to contain. When he stepped toward me, I swore I could feel his energy pulsing from his body like a physical force.

      “I know it was stupid, Princess. I get that. I know it could’ve fucked everything up. But what you have to understand is, I will always fight for you. I just will. And if it fucks shit up for me and my boys, I’ll fight for them too. I’ll do everything I can to keep you and them safe.” His voice dropped to a low rasp, pain and anger pouring out with every word. “But I will never, ever stand by and let you be hurt just because that’s the ‘safer’ option.”

      My heart danced an uneven beat in my chest, and I stared up into his eyes, riveted by the emotions I saw there.

      It was so much.

      Too much.

      More darkness and trauma than any boy of his age should have had to deal with in his lifetime.

      I didn’t know where all of it came from, but I knew it was what fueled his words. What made them absolutely true.

      Kace would kill to protect me.

      He would die to protect me.

      That knowledge hit me with the force of a hurricane, tearing through the landscape of my heart until every single barrier that still existed between us came tumbling down.

      Until there was nothing but the pure, raw truth of my feelings for this boy.

      “Kace…”

      I repeated his name, my voice hardly more than a hoarse whisper.

      But before I could say anything else, he silenced me, pressing forward with a kiss that I couldn’t resist.

      Not even if I tried.

      Not even if I wanted to.

      But I didn’t want to.
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      The banked fire that always smoldered between us burst into a roaring inferno, and Kace nearly bent me over backward with his fierce, consuming kiss. My back arched, my legs going weak as I clung to his shoulders to keep myself grounded. His hands skated over my ribs, my waist, my hips, twisting the fabric of my skirt as his fingers dug into the rounded curve of my ass.

      A second later, I was lifted and deposited on the edge of the sink, and the position was so familiar, so reminiscent of the first time Kace had made me come in the boys’ bathroom, that my clit throbbed at the remembered sensations.

      Then Kace settled between my legs, and all the memories fled from my mind, replaced with the visceral sensations of the here and now.

      He ground against me, his cock already hard and seeking my wet heat, his mouth devouring mine with such raw need that neither one of us could catch a full breath.

      When he finally tore his lips away from mine to trail them over my jaw and down my neck, I tilted my head back, staring up at the cracked, water-stained ceiling without really seeing it.

      Only when his hand slipped between us, shoving up my skirt and tearing at the fabric of my leggings, did some measure of rational thought return to my mind.

      We were in the boys’ bathroom at Slateview High.

      A public room with a door that didn’t lock.

      “Kace,” I gasped, my hands gripping fistfuls of his short blond hair. “Door!”

      “I don’t give a fuck,” he muttered against my skin, his breath making goose bumps rise on my neck.

      Another protest tried to work its way out of my mouth, but when he pulled my earlobe between his teeth and bit down, the jolt of sweet sensation made me forget what the hell I’d been about to say.

      Maybe I don’t give a fuck either.

      I rolled my hips against him, tilting my head to offer him more—more of anything he wanted to take.

      But he drew back, leaving me staring at him, panting and breathless.

      He gazed at me for several heartbeats, possessiveness and lingering violence swirling behind his green irises.

      “I lied,” he grunted, his expression hard. “I do give a fuck. Nobody gets to see you like this but me.”

      With those words, he scooped me up into his arms and turned, carrying me toward the door.

      I knew this from last time too, knew that he wasn’t about to march me out into the hall like this. And sure enough, when we reached the door, he set me down right in front of it, using our bodies to block it closed.

      His hand trailed down my jaw before two fingers tilted my chin up, and even that movement was infused with a controlled sort of violence, like it was taking all of his self-restraint to be gentle with me at all.

      “We won’t let them in, Princess. No one will get in here.” His eyes were hooded as he dragged his plump lower lip between his teeth. “I’ll fuck you so hard against this door, no one will ever get in.”

      Oh, God.

      My knees wobbled at the dark promise in his voice, and I felt a rush of wetness slick my panties.

      I nodded, leaning back against the door for support. We were both breathing hard, and Kace’s gaze burned into mine with such intensity it seemed to eclipse the rest of the world, erasing any lingering fears I might have about being discovered.

      None of that mattered as much as the boy before me.

      Kace released my chin, bracing both hands on the door on either side of my head, caging me between them.

      “Do you want my cock?”

      I nodded again, swallowing thickly.

      “Then take it out.”

      He shifted his hips back to give me room, and I reached for him quickly, tugging the button free and unzipping his fly to free his thick length from the confines of his boxer briefs. It was hot and heavy in my hand, and I looked down as I wrapped my fingers around it, entranced by the way his large dick made my hand seem so small and delicate.

      How does he ever fit inside me?

      How does that monstrous thing fit inside my tiny hole?

      And why does it feel so fucking good when it does?

      Kace groaned as I stroked him gently, his hips bumping against my hand as his head drooped forward. His gaze flashed up to meet mine again, and I could see him warring with himself, like he wanted more than just my hand but also couldn’t bear to let me stop what I was doing.

      “Leggings off,” he finally rasped.

      I didn’t want to let go of his cock, but the tone of his voice made me move without hesitation.

      Using both hands, I reached under my skirt to hook the waistband of my panties and leggings, shoving them all down at once as I kicked off my shoes, my hands shaking with adrenaline. One side of my leggings got caught on my foot, and I yanked desperately to tug it off before tossing everything away.

      “Good.” Kace’s entire body was taut as a wire, his muscles tense and straining. “Now lift your skirt. Let me see that pretty pink pussy.”

      Jesus. Oh, fuck.

      My entire lower body felt flushed and swollen, needy and so, so empty.

      I needed Kace to fix that for me.

      I needed him to fill me up.

      With trembling hands, I lifted my skirt, bunching it around my waist and baring myself completely to him.

      He let out a low moan, taking one hand off the door by my head and reaching down to fist his cock. Then he grabbed my hip with the other hand, pulling my lower body toward him. My gaze flew downward and my breath hitched when he rubbed the broad, smooth head of his dick against my clit, sending shockwaves of sensation through me.

      “What—what are you doing?” I stuttered.

      He didn’t answer.

      He also didn’t stop, rubbing the head of his cock up and down through my folds, gathering my arousal before returning to my clit, rubbing and massaging it until we both let out muffled noises of pleasure.

      Every time he dipped lower to slather his dick in more of my wetness, he thrust into me just the smallest amount—just enough to make my hips buck against him desperately, enough to make me feel the barest hint of what it would be like when he filled me completely.

      “Kace!” I gasped, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt.

      I wanted it off. I wanted to touch the bare skin of his chest, to run my fingers over his tattoo. But he wouldn’t let me. He wouldn’t stop what he was doing long enough for me take his shirt off, so eventually I just gave up, sliding my hands up and under the hem to trace my fingertips over the ridges of his abdomen.

      We were both slick by now, so fucking wet with each other’s arousal that his cock slid over my clit easily, and every touch made me more and more desperate.

      “You want this?” he asked roughly, dipping into my channel again, just enough to begin stretching my inner walls. They clamped down hard, trying to keep him from slipping out even as he pulled away.

      “Yes.”

      It was the truest damn word I’d ever spoken.

      “Then beg me for it, Princess.”

      My gaze, which had been locked on the place where he was touching me, flew up to meet his. His face was contorted with the effort of holding himself back, his eyes so dilated the pupils had nearly overtaken the soft moss-green of his irises.

      My heart pounded in my chest, and my tongue darted out to lick my lips as I held his gaze.

      “Please.”

      “Please, what?”

      His cock slipped the barest inch in and out of me again—so close to giving me what I needed, yet so fucking far. It wasn’t enough. Not enough.

      My eyes almost rolled back, and I whimpered breathlessly.

      “Please, Kace. Please…”

      “What, Coralee?” His voice was like sandpaper. “You have to tell me what you want. Then I’ll fucking give it to you.”

      “Please. Please. Please.” My voice got louder as I spoke, gaining strength as the last of my barriers broke down completely. “Please, fuck me.”

      His expression changed in a heartbeat, as if those words had hit him like a physical force. His chest rose and fell fast as he lifted me into his arms, holding my ass with a strong grip. The head of his cock found my entrance again, and my entire body braced with anticipation.

      “Hold on to me,” he murmured. “Don’t let go.”

      I did as he commanded, releasing my skirt and wrapping my arms around his shoulders, burying my face in his neck.

      And then he gave me what I wanted.

      What I’d begged for.

      In one swift motion, he drove into me, slamming me back against the door as he filled me to the hilt. I cried out against the warm, smooth skin of his neck, gulping in breaths of sage scented air as he pulled out and plunged in again.

      My back pressed against the door with each hard thrust, and I was sure I would bear the marks of it later, but right now, it didn’t even matter.

      This was beyond pain. Beyond pleasure.

      It was pure, raw need.

      “You’re so fucking tight,” he grunted, and even those words turned me on, making me clamp down around him. “Fuck, Princess. Goddammit.”

      He drove into me over and over, as if every bit of rage he had wanted to unleash on Eli was being channeled into this instead. As if he was purging himself of some demon inside the softness of my body.

      Noises poured from my throat, even though I pressed my lips hard against his skin, trying to keep myself silent. He fucked me so hard that for a wild moment, it occurred to me that he might get his wish. This door might not ever open again.

      Every rough thrust made sensation barrel through me, and my toes curled as I hooked my ankles together, squeezing my legs around him as tightly as I could. When he thrust one last time, slamming me back against the door and grinding his hips against mine, the feel of him pulsing inside me pushed me over the edge, hurling me into the overwhelming bliss of my own orgasm.

      He circled his hips over and over, pressing me against the door so hard it was like he was trying to meld our bodies into one, like he was trying to make this moment of ecstasy last forever.

      When he finally stopped moving, I pressed my forehead against his. We were both breathing hard, completely spent. But for the first time in a long time, I felt completely relaxed too.

      His lips found mine, and this kiss was slow and deep, as if we were savoring each other.

      Finally, he pulled out and set me gently back on my feet. He cleaned me up and helped me put myself back together, taking his time with every bit of it, as if he liked this part almost as much as the sex itself.

      Then he kissed me once more and led me from the room.

      By the time we emerged from the bathroom, the hallway had mostly cleared out. Only a few kids lingered, and when they glanced our way, Kace’s threatening expression quickly made them turn away. Strangely, I found that I hardly even cared. I was sure they knew what we’d been doing, but I couldn’t find an ounce of shame about it. Let them think whatever they wanted.

      I gathered the rest of my things from my locker, and Kace held the door open for me as we stepped out of the school building. The air was sharp and cold, but I found I didn’t mind it much as we started the walk home. I still burned hot, my body still buzzing and my blood still rushing in my ears from our encounter in the bathroom.

      We walked in comfortable silence for a while, our bodies brushing against each other occasionally, and it was so… easy that it made my heart ache with an emotion I couldn’t even quite name.

      “You never did answer my question,” I murmured, glancing up at him as we made our way down the quiet street. “I wish you would. Why do you always fight?”

      He sighed, his grip on my hand tightening a little. “Reaper. It’s my nickname, ain’t it? Should answer that question pretty well.”

      “Not really. I don’t even know why that’s your nickname. I mean, I could guess… but I’d rather hear it from you.”

      Kace stared straight ahead, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed. For a moment, I thought he wasn’t going to answer me, and frankly, I couldn’t blame him if he didn’t. We were all entitled to our secrets, and the Lost Boys in particular were very good at keeping things close to the chest. But after a few more heartbeats, he let out a long breath.

      “I told you about my mom, right? How she was hooked on drugs? That’s why I was taken away from her.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. I remember.”

      “Yeah, well. Her dealer was my father. It’s how they met. He used to knock her around a lot too. Used to use her to connect to people to sell to. Man’s willing to pay for a piece of pussy, it’s just a step below payin’ for drugs, y’know?”

      I said nothing, but the weight of his words settled hard on my chest, making my heart beat slower.

      “Anyway… he got too fucking vicious one too many times. He liked knocking her around when she started to try to come off the stuff. I think he did it on purpose. He crushed her spirit because he knew she’d go back to the only thing that would make it all numb again. She’d go back to the blow. And oh, that fucker would hold it over her head, especially when he knew she was hurting for it. She’d never been on the stuff before she met him.”

      Kace didn’t look at me as he spoke, but now that he’d started, the words seemed to pour out of him, as if they’d been kept contained for so long that they couldn’t be held in any longer. As if he’d been dying for this release.

      “So one day when it was hurting her really bad, she just… I dunno, she realized she’d had enough. She wanted to stop everything. The blow, the guys, him. He didn’t like it. Started beatin’ the shit outta her.”

      My stomach twisted, and I reached for Kace’s hand, not even sure if he would accept that gesture of support. His gaze still didn’t meet mine, but his hand was warm and solid, and he tightened his grip as we interlaced our fingers.

      “I was about nine, and I just couldn’t take it anymore. He’d been drinking, so, I dunno. I guess that made it easy to knock him down. I don’t even remember gettin’ the gun that he kept in the nightstand, but I remember tellin’ the cops that he’d come to the house and broken in, and that’s why he was there. ’Course, the cops didn’t give a shit about the how. Apparently, he had a few warrants out. They’d had eyes on him for dealin’ and pimpin’. Didn’t give a shit if he was alive or dead, as long as he wasn’t a problem for them anymore. And of course my mom…”

      I clenched my jaw, blinking hard and willing my tears away.

      “She was on drugs, so they didn’t consider her situation before taking you away from her,” I said softly.

      He nodded, one quick jerk of his head.

      “Yeah. I was put into foster care after that. No prosecutor was going to waste time and money on a poor piece of shit killing off another piece of shit, least of all when the killer was barely more than a child. But the people at the foster home knew who I was and knew what I did. Heard the social worker who dropped me off call me a ‘little reaper,’ and the nickname stuck.”

      There was a hitch in his voice that I had never heard from Kace before. A vulnerability that usually wasn’t attached to a man like him. I reached out, brushing my fingers along his cheek.

      “I hate that fuckin’ nickname,” he continued, his face contorting in anger. “But I guess it fits. ’Cause every time I see someone I give a shit about gettin’ hurt by someone—especially someone bigger and stronger than them—I can’t help but feel the way I did the night I killed my old man. I don’t regret takin’ him out. He would’ve gotten worse as time went on… I know it. I know it was the right thing. I just hate that my mom ended up suffering for it too. I hate that we got all this shit hanging over us because of Flint. I hate that goin’ up against that fucker Eli today is probably gonna blow up in my face too. But I don’t regret it. I can’t.”

      I nodded. Then I tugged on his hand as I stopped walking, urging him to stop too. When he turned to me, I wrapped my arms around him, rising up on my tiptoes and pressing a kiss to his lips.

      “I understand,” I murmured, kissing him again.

      It was just a small press of my lips to his, but I hoped it could communicate everything I was feeling.

      “Do you?” he asked. He pulled away a few inches, his hands resting on my hips, and I could see his pulse throbbing in his neck. “I killed someone. I killed my father. Ain’t like my mom was a walk in the park either, but I tried.”

      “You were a kid, Kace,” I said. “A kid who was scared and who only knew that someone who should’ve been taking care of you and your mom was hurting the both of you. You weren’t responsible for anything that happened. I’m just… sorry you think that that’s the only thing that defines you when there’s so much more to you.”

      “Is there?” He looked down at me, the question serious. “You said it yourself that I’m always doin’ this. Always gettin’ into fights.”

      “Yeah.” I grinned lightly, tightening my hold on him, emotions bursting in my chest. “Because you are. But that doesn’t mean that that’s the only thing worthy about you, Kace.”

      He laughed, and some of the harshness faded from his face. He dipped his head to kiss me so thoroughly that my knees went weak, and when he pulled back, he gifted me with a rare, soft smile.

      His eyes were still shadowed though, and I could tell that, even though he wanted to, he didn’t quite believe me.

      “I hope you’re right about that, Coralee.”
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      Despite my fears about Eli’s threatened retaliation, he did nothing following his fight with Kace. I hoped he was smart enough not to piss off his boss by starting shit with the Lost Boys, but I was well aware that logic didn’t always play a huge role in the shit that guys did.

      I kept an eye out for him anyway for the next few days. I didn’t want to let my guard down and end up being blindsided by him. Again.

      Between keeping an eye on Eli and keeping an ear out for any indication that Nathaniel had gotten wind of what’d happened to Flint, I was so distracted that it almost surprised me when finals loomed on the horizon.

      I’d always been a straight-A student. I was used to rigorous study sessions, sinking hours and hours into my studies, checking and re-checking notes, making sure I understood all the class material like I understood the ins and outs of high society.

      At Slateview, however, I found that I didn’t need that kind of intense studying. A lot of the material was stuff I’d already covered at Highland Park, and what hadn’t been covered was easy to grasp. I was thankful for that; it meant I didn’t have to juggle heavy studying with everything else going on in my life. I liked our study sessions with Jessica and Liam, but that was more about the company than the schoolwork.

      A few days before our first final, I had the boys over. Mom was out—again—having left a note on the fridge telling me she was meeting with a friend and that I shouldn’t wait up for her. I had no idea what “friend” she could be talking about. From what I understood, we were still social pariahs, and my “friends” certainly hadn’t made the effort to try to see me, let alone talk to me, since my father had been taken to jail.

      But my woes about broken friendships and my curiosity and confusion about what my mom was doing with her free time faded from my mind as I glanced contentedly at the three boys seated around the table. They had a rare night off from work for Nathaniel, and I wanted to enjoy every moment of it.

      We didn’t have our textbooks out, but rather little cups of microwave macaroni and cheese, a bag of chips, and a bag of baby carrots—which all of us were ignoring.

      “I mean, I know it’s an important class, but come on,“ Misael said, shoveling a spoonful of mac and cheese into his mouth. “I can’t spend the entirety of health class looking at weird pictures of STD junk and watching videos of people giving birth just because the teachers want to convince us we’re supposed to be scared of boning.” He glanced up, humor dancing in his dark brown eyes. “So I feel like my suggestion was perfectly fine. I mean, if they’re gonna show us that, we might as well be allowed to look at nice ones too, y’know?”

      “You told Ms. Hurston that doing a project on porn would be beneficial to the overall class experience, dude,” Bishop said. “You kinda deserved to get shut down for that shit.”

      “Yeah, well, it was worth it. Got a decent laugh.” He gave an exaggerated shudder. “Ms. Hurston could make anyone celibate just from breathing.”

      “You know, I bet she’s just had bad experiences,” I said generously. “It’s probably not a coincidence that she seems to think sex is the root of all evil. I know people like that.”

      “Oooh. I can’t tell if that was a burn or not, but I’m gonna call it a burn.”

      I rolled my eyes and nudged Misael.

      “Not a burn, just an explanation. There were tons of women like that in my family’s circles,” I said. “Women who’d had bad marriages or whose husbands cheated or whatever. So they ended up vilifying any kind of relationship because their own ended up going bad. Honestly, it’s kinda sad.” I smirked. “But, I mean, shoving STD junk in our faces is probably a little bit of an extreme.”

      “A little?!”

      Bishop rolled his eyes. “Enough talk about weird junk. I’m tryin’ to eat here.”

      Misael only protested long enough for Kace to threaten to eat his food if he was going to be obnoxious like that. He jerked his little bowl of mac and cheese back to him, looking like he would fight to the death for his meal if it was necessary.

      I laughed, shaking my head. My gaze met Bishop’s, and the warmth and heat gazing back at me made a slight flush rise in my cheeks. He reached under the table, squeezing my thigh.

      “Why don’t we get a little studying in before we cut out and go to the warehouse tonight?” he suggested. “That way this fuckhead over here actually has a chance at passing the classes he’s so against learning in.”

      “Hey—!”

      Misael put on an offended expression.

      True to Bish’s word, however, that’s exactly what we did. After spending an hour or so on homework, we loaded up into the convertible and drove to the warehouse as the sun set. The music blared from the speakers, and I sang along to songs that I had come to learn in the months that I’d been with the Lost Boys. I danced in the seat, swaying and moving my body to the beat the way Misael had taught me.

      When we got to the warehouse, we unloaded everything, bringing in a cooler with some beers and snacks. Kace had gotten ahold of some pot, and as Misael put it, we deserved a little relaxation with exams coming up.

      I plopped down onto the couch while the boys set everything up. As music started to blare from a boom box, Misael came over to me, a joint held tight between his plush lips and a smirk on his face as he took a drag. He swayed his hips to the beat of the music as he held it out to me, and I laughed, taking it from him as I stood. I moved my body like his as I took my own drag. It hit my lungs, a slight sting and a strong taste on my tongue, but I loved the feeling of being lifted… weightless.

      It settled easily and comfortably, and I laughed again, letting Misael pull me toward him to dance. I looped my arms around his shoulders, letting the music dictate how and where we’d move.

      This was my new normal. And as much as I wanted to help my father, I couldn’t help but love how good being with the boys made me feel. How effortless it was to just be with them. How… perfect it felt.

      The irony of that wasn’t lost on me. In my world, it wasn’t normal to spend time in warehouses. It wasn’t normal to smoke pot and party with dangerous, wild boys. It wasn’t normal to be shared between said boys either, and it certainly wasn’t normal to crave them with every fiber of your being.

      But I did.
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      Finals came and went in a blur. None of us were particularly worried about them, not even Misael, although he did seem to breathe easier once they were done.

      On the Friday of our last exam, the boys dropped me off at home after school since they had a job to do for Nathaniel, promising to pick me up afterward so we could all celebrate properly.

      I kissed them each goodbye in the way that had become our custom, then climbed out of the car, straightening my clothes and trying to get my breath back. Indulging in my hunger for these three boys never seemed to sate it. Instead, it just left me craving more.

      More. Always more.

      I watched the beat-up convertible disappear down the street before turning toward our squat little house. When I did, I noticed a second car parked outside our house, one I didn’t recognize. It looked shiny and nearly new, an expensive model I recognized from having seen several in our old neighborhood. Had mom bought another car?

      Fuck. What is she thinking?

      I steeled myself for that conversation as I went inside.

      But the moment I stepped through the door, I froze.

      Moans came from the end of the hall, a raucous kind that were punctuated by the sounds of rhythmic knocking. My brows furrowed, and a sudden rush of cold filled my body. I had a split second of panic that someone had broken in, that someone was attacking my mother.

      But, no…

      Those weren’t the sounds of something unwanted happening.

      My mouth dry, I walked back through the hall. My footsteps felt like lead. I felt my pulse in my ears, and the cacophony of blood pressure pounding through made me feel nauseous with each step.

      She couldn’t… she wouldn’t…

      She would.

      I pushed my mom’s door open, unable to look away at the scene in front of me. Limbs and sheets tangled together between my mom and a man who was definitely not my father. Nausea twisted my stomach, and I swallowed hard as bile stung the back of my throat.

      They didn’t even notice that I was here, too fucking wrapped up in each other to care about anything else.

      “What the fuck is going on?”

      The words burst from my lips on a hoarse croak. My throat was tight, my chest constricted. My hands unconsciously clenched into fists, but I wasn’t even sure who I wanted to hit.

      They both startled, and the man cursed as he jerked away from my mother, grabbing at the sheets to cover himself up.

      “Cordelia—what are you doing?” Mom demanded breathlessly, wrapping her bed sheets around her. Her hair was a mess, and so was the makeup on her face. Her skin was covered in a sheen of sweat. They’d been at this for a while.

      “What am I doing?” My voice was high-pitched. Strangled. “What are you doing? What—”

      And that was when I got a good look at the man that was in my mom’s bed.

      “Mr. Jemison?”

      I knew him. I’d seen him at a few cocktail parties my parents had thrown, although he hadn’t been invited to many. He was an average man, someone that people in our old circles had deemed unremarkable in almost every way. He’d probably been handsome in his prime, but those years were past him even though he was only a few years older than my father. He’d had the decency to cover himself but not the shame to get out of my mom’s bed—or even to look ashamed of himself for getting caught in it.

      “I see this was a bad time,” he said stiffly.

      “You’re goddamn right it was a bad time. What—”

      “Cordelia, dear, please. You’re making a scene.”

      “I’m making a—?”

      I cut myself off, glaring at her. My jaw was clenched so tightly it hurt, but I sucked in air through my nostrils, trying to ignore the smell of perfume and cologne and sex that permeated the room.

      I breathed in. Out.

      Then I turned, slamming the door behind me.
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      Sitting on my bed half an hour later, I listened to the muffled conversation coming from Mom and Mr. Jemison.

      They were showering. Together. As if I wasn’t in the other room, as if I hadn’t walked in on them having sex, as if this was nothing.

      My father was in jail, and my mom was having sex with a man who should be miles and miles away from us. He should be on the other side of Baltimore, with his own fucking family. He shouldn’t be in this house. He shouldn’t be touching my goddamn mother.

      As I sat there, it all clicked in my mind—everything I had tried so hard not to see, not to acknowledge for the past several weeks. Her suddenly lifted spirits. Her getting dressed up, wearing makeup every day. The days when she was out of the house for seemingly no reason, at hours that simply didn’t make sense.

      My stomach dropped. Is that where she got the car? Was it from him? A… gift?

      How could she do this? Did my father mean nothing to her? Did the fact that he was in jail, that he might not even deserve to be there, mean so little to her that it was easy to find herself in the arms of another man?

      It sickened me, made me ill and furious in a way I’d never thought I could feel toward my own mom. I wanted to scratch out my eyes, to scrub the image of her body entwined with his from my memory, but I knew there was nothing on earth that could bleach that sight from my mind. It burned behind my eyelids as surely as the sounds they’d made had seared themselves to my ears.

      Eventually, the shower shut off. More muffled voices sounded down the hall, then two sets of footsteps padded toward the front door. I heard it open and close before a car outside revved its engine and took off down the street.

      Silence filled the house. I sat still, feeling somehow both numb and angry, waiting.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      A moment later, a knock came at my door, and I looked up as Mom opened it. She was freshly showered and dressed, wearing a tasteful outfit. She didn’t look like someone who’d just been caught cheating by her daughter. She folded her arms and looked down at me, leaning one shoulder against the door frame.

      “Now, Cordelia, before we go any further, I think you owe me an apology.”

      Fury lit up my veins like a spark of fire. I straightened, nostrils flaring as I glared at her.

      “An apology? For what?”

      “For your rude behavior just now. It was entirely uncalled for. You know better than to just burst into someone’s room—”

      “You’re literally fucking someone while your husband is in jail!” My shout filled the room, echoed, and rendered my mom silent as she stared at me, shocked at the outburst. I lowered my voice to a hiss, rising from the bed to stalk toward her. “You’re fucking some other man, and the worst part is, he’s someone Dad knows! He’s someone you wouldn’t have even deemed worthy of talking to before all this shit happened, but now he’s good enough for you to spread your legs for? And you’re lecturing me on coming into your room? Are you serious right now? Please tell me you’re not serious.”

      “You don’t understand, Cordelia.” My mom’s voice was even and cold, her face an unreadable mask. “You don’t understand, because you’re still young. You still believe in fairytales, even after everything. But life isn’t a fairytale. It’s hard and messy, and you do what you have to in order to survive.”

      She came closer, putting her hands on my shoulders, holding me in place as I tried to shrug out of her grasp. I glared at her as she continued.

      “Who do you think bought that car outside? Hm? Who do you think is going to make it possible for you to start having all the things you used to before your father landed himself in prison? Everything in life comes down to wealth and status, Cordelia. Without that, we have nothing.”

      I couldn’t believe what she was saying to me. I gaped at her, honestly disgusted at what she was implying.

      “Father’s in jail, and you’re blaming him, so to… what, get out of poverty, you’re screwing someone who’s half the man he is just to get a fraction of our old life back?”

      “I’m doing this for us, Cordelia. I’m doing this for you.”

      I scoffed. It all made sense now. The heightened attitude, the way she seemed to be floating on sunshine lately. It wasn’t that she was getting better, or that she was coping with our new situation. It was that she’d found a fucking sugar daddy.

      “That’s straight bullshit, trying to make it sound like you’re doing this for us and not just for yourself,” I snapped at her. “Don’t lie to me.”

      She rolled her eyes. There was a sharpness to her expression, an almost cruel inflection in her voice that I’d never heard before.

      “And what about you, Cordelia? What about that friend of yours that dropped by? Bishop, or whatever his name was? You can’t tell me that his interest in you is just friendship.”

      My cheeks heated—but not with embarrassment. With anger.

      “That’s. Different,” I ground out. “I care about him. I care about Kace and Misael. I’m not using them. You’re a married fucking woman! You have no business screwing around on Dad and then trying to claim you’re doing it because you want to make life here better for us! That’s bullshit!”

      “Well, you can think it’s bullshit all you want, Cordelia.” She pulled away, taking a few steps back and looking down her nose at me. “But after the winter holiday, things around here are going to change for us. I’m going on holiday with Mark—”

      “Ah, so he’s Mark to you.”

      She drew in a measured breath, pressing her lips together.

      “I’ll be going on holiday with Mark. When I get back, I expect this little attitude to be gone.”

      “You’re seriously spending Christmas break with him? He has a family—a wife and kids. How do you explain that?”

      “I hardly think that’s any of your business, but I’ll be accompanying him on a business trip.” She had the audacity to sound offended that I’d even ask.

      I shook my head, stepping away from her, tears of rage gathering in my eyes.

      My mom might claim she’d been doing this for us, doing it for me, but for the first time, I could clearly see how little she cared about me. She was looking out for herself. Taking care of herself. That was all.

      I was on my own here, more than I had ever realized.

      If it weren’t for the Lost Boys in my life, I would’ve truly been alone. They were more like family to me now than my own mother was.

      “Whatever. Do whatever you want,” I finally choked out, my voice harsh and ragged.

      “I had planned on it,” she said. Before she turned to leave, she paused. “Your father doesn’t need to know about this. You understand that, right, Cordelia?”

      I sneered.

      “Sure. Why would I make the fact he’s in jail worse by breaking the news to him that his wife is sleeping with another man? That wasn’t exactly the Christmas gift I had in mind for him.”
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      Mom was gone by the time the first snow of the season hit.

      I remembered how when I was little, she, my father, and I would sit in front of the huge bay windows in our largest sitting room, watching the soft sheets of snow fall and blanket the lawn. Mom was never fond of the cold, but Dad, before I got “too old for childish things,” would occasionally go outside with me and build snowmen and make snow angels.

      It was a memory that I couldn’t help but question now. Had any of it been real? Or had it all just been the illusion of a loving family?

      Because there wasn’t a damn thing I could think of to reconcile that version of my family with the one I was currently faced with. A father in jail, a mother having an affair that she tried to justify, and me—just trying to figure out where I fit into all of this.

      I was certainly no longer the innocent little girl who’d played in the snow with her father, any more than my mom was the dutiful wife who stood by her husband’s side.

      I couldn’t stop thinking about what Mom had said, about how I was doing the same thing she was by getting involved with the Lost Boys just like she was hooking up with Mark.

      But that wasn’t true. She didn’t understand what the boys and I had been through. She didn’t understand that my relationship with them—

      Well. It had started out pretty similarly, hadn’t it? I had agreed to be theirs in exchange for protection.

      But I didn’t have a husband sitting in jail. I wasn’t doing this to make myself feel better and pretending it was some selfless act. Mom was using Mark, and he was using her right back. But the Lost Boys and I weren’t using each other. We were… giving ourselves to each other.

      What I felt for them was real. More real than anything else in my life had ever been.

      Maybe what Mom felt was real too… but it wasn’t love. She’d said it herself. It was nothing more than a need for security and wealth. An attempt to cling to what she’d once had.

      Shaking my head, I snapped the book I’d been trying to read shut. I couldn’t concentrate on fiction when my reality was already so insane I could barely handle it. Mom was gone for the winter holiday. School was out, exams over, snow was falling outside, and I was in here, moping.

      I rolled over onto my stomach and grabbed my phone off the rickety nightstand.

      ME: Hey, wanna come over? I’m bored.

      It didn’t take too long before he answered.

      BISHOP: Oh? You wanna be entertained? ;)

      ME: Hush. Just come over. Bring the guys with you.

      I pushed off my bed, fluffing my hair a little so it looked less like bedhead and more like “it’s messy because I did it on purpose.”

      It didn’t take long for the boys to arrive; they’d probably all been at Bishop’s already. I let them in almost as soon as the knock came at the door, not even caring how eager it made me look.

      “You know, I kinda half expected your mom to be here waiting again,” Bishop said lightly as they walked in, dropping a kiss to my lips. “But I guess her being MIA lately is a good thing for us. We gonna need to bounce later?”

      I hadn’t told them about my mom leaving yet, and a fresh wave of anger rose up in me as I thought about how she’d just taken off, leaving me alone for the holiday. I shook my head.

      “No. She’s not going to be a problem over break.”

      Bish raised a brow as we all plopped down in the living room. “Oh?”

      He was waiting for an explanation, but I wasn’t sure it was something he, or any of the boys, for that matter, would want to hear about. After all, drama with my mom wasn’t exactly something that most guys would want to listen to. They’d already done so much helping out after her overdose.

      “It’s nothing,” I said. “She’s just spending the holiday… away.”

      They exchanged a look. Misael poked at me from his place on the floor in front of the couch, where he rested between my legs.

      “Come on. Somethin’s obviously on your mind, Coralee,” he said. “What’s going on with your mom?”

      I hadn’t intended to tell them. I hadn’t intended to tell anyone. But with the three of them gazing at me, eyes warm and serious, I couldn’t stop myself.

      I explained everything, from what I had come home to the other day, to how my mom tried to justify it, to the fact that she was spending the entire holiday on vacation with a married man. I told them how mad it made me, how frustrated and… sad.

      “It’s like I don’t even know her like I thought I did,” I whispered. “It’s like she’s a completely different person from the woman who raised me—” I laughed bitterly. “Well. Never mind. It isn’t like she actually did much raising. Not like that matters. I just don’t know how I can look her in the face anymore. After her lies to me, her lies to my father? It’s disgusting that she would throw out years of marriage just for something like… like… like a car and a winter vacation!”

      They let me rant, and I was grateful for that. I needed it. I needed to let it out, because my argument with my mom damn sure hadn’t satisfied my need to work out my irritation with her.

      When I finally ran out of words, there was a long moment of silence. Worry dropped in the pit of my stomach, and I bit my lip.

      “That was probably a lot to take in. I’m sorry, I—”

      “No, it ain’t that. It’s just—damn, that’s real shitty, Cora.” Misael turned around to face me, sitting back on his heels and shaking his head. “I mean, what your mom is doing. What she said to you.”

      Bishop pulled me into his hold, threading his fingers through my hair. I leaned into his touch, eyes fluttering closed as he brushed through the blonde strands.

      “Y’know, when we first met you, we thought you would be like that,” he murmured. “Just using whoever you could to get what you wanted. Thinkin’ it was fine because of where you came from. But… Coralee, you’re nothin’ like your mom. We—”

      He paused, his grip on me tightening slightly, taking on the possessive edge that I loved so much.

      “There’s a lot that we coulda done different when we first met you,” Misael said, picking up the train of Bishop’s thought. “But… we don’t regret meetin’ you. And we sure as shit don’t regret having you stick around like you are. We need you. Even if you are a spoiled little rich girl.”

      When I looked down at him, he was grinning at me, the tilt of his lips boyish, teasing, and tender.

      I smiled.

      “Yeah, but I’m your spoiled little rich girl, aren’t I?”
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        * * *

      

      Christmas for the Lost Boys was as unconventional as could be expected for a group of boys like the three of them. For one thing—I learned that they didn’t actually have any plans to celebrate Christmas at all.

      It was mentioned the first night the boys stayed over at my place, just a week before Christmas. I was in the kitchen with Bishop, whipping up a positively delicious meal of pasta and chicken.

      “So, what do you guys want to do for Christmas dinner?” I asked. Buying presents was out of the question; even with Mom’s “special friend” giving her favors and attention, I knew I couldn’t spend too much extra money. But a nice, hot meal? That, I could do.

      But Bishop looked over at me, his head tilted in curious confusion.

      “Christmas dinner?” He chuckled. “I figured we’d just get, like… regular food.”

      I blinked at him, somewhat disbelieving. “Don’t you do a special thing for Christmas dinner?”

      Bishop shook his head. “Nah. Christmas has always just been another day, y’know? Sometimes we have work, but it’s never anything heavy. Pretty sure Josephine has somethin’ to do with that, to be honest. She makes sure Nathaniel takes it easy over the holiday.”

      I hummed, thinking for a moment. I liked that. It made me happy to think of Josephine making sure that even Nathaniel, a crime lord who probably knew the darker side of humanity better than most, found time for love and light. I liked how she seemed to balance him out.

      With that idea bouncing around in my mind, I stopped stirring the sauce in the pot.

      “Do you guys… want to do a Christmas dinner?” I asked. “Like, a special one. It doesn’t have to be fancy, but we can make it our own. Maybe invite Liam and Jessica over…”

      Bishop glanced over at me, smiling a bit.

      “Hey, guys!” Lifting his voice, he called to Kace and Misael, who’d been hanging in the living room. They poked their heads into the kitchen a few moments later. “Want to do Christmas dinner with Liam and Jessica?”

      Misael tilted his head, an adorable grin spreading across his face. “Christmas dinner? Like with a whole turkey and sides and stuff?”

      I laughed. “Well, maybe not a whole turkey… but, yeah.”

      Kace shrugged, his light green eyes glittering as his gaze landed on me. “If the Princess will be there, I’m there.”

      The simplicity of his answer, and the truth in his voice, made warmth trickle down my spine.

      I grinned, pleased at their readiness to indulge in something that was near and dear to my heart. My childhood memories might be based on lies, but they still meant something to me. I wanted to create new ones—ones I would be sure were real.

      Pulling my phone out of my pocket, I shot a quick text to Jessica about getting together for Christmas and doing a whole dinner with her and Liam and the boys. Jessica, social butterfly that she was, of course said yes. We made plans to get together and buy groceries the next day to make said dinner.

      For the first time, I found myself almost glad that Mom had left. If she’d been here, I was certain there would’ve been no Christmas dinner, and certainly not with the people I cared about most in the world.

      Appreciate what you have, Cora.

      Hold on to it and love it.
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        * * *

      

      I had never cooked a Christmas dinner myself.

      Mom and Dad had always had a huge list of dishes for the ‘“Christmas feast,” as they’d called it. Our cooks would go to the stores and buy the freshest meats, vegetables, and other ingredients. Everything would be micromanaged, perfect, beautiful and elegant.

      Cooking dinner this year, with six of us crammed into the tiny little kitchen over the fixings we’d managed to buy, was a far cry from a carefully coordinated Christmas feast, but it was the most fun that I’d had on a Christmas holiday in my life.

      We had a small turkey cooking in the oven, green beans with salt pork simmering on the stove—because Misael said that you couldn’t just boil green beans in water; that was blasphemy, of course—along with box stuffing, sweet potatoes loaded up with cinnamon and marshmallows, and cranberry sauce chilling in the fridge. Jessica, to my surprise, was apparently a bit of a baker and had a pumpkin pie in the oven.

      It was crowded and hot, and there wasn’t a lot of space to really do much without bumping into someone.

      Music thumped through the house from where Misael had brought the boom box that we always had at the warehouse—melodic, bass heavy music that was far from anything resembling traditional Christmas music, but it had everyone in the house swaying their hips, singing, dancing, laughing when our movements had us bumping into someone else.

      It was warm and vibrant, and in all the memories that I had of Christmases past, I couldn’t remember feeling so happy.

      When everything was finished, we all sat in the living room with plates on our laps and plastic cups of cheap booze to sip on, with the TV playing Christmas movies in the background.

      Rudolf the Red-Nosed Reindeer and How the Grinch Stole Christmas were the only two movies they’d watched in foster care at Christmas-time, Bishop explained to me in a quiet voice, making it the only Christmas tradition that any of them truly stuck with.

      Bellies full, and booze settling warm in our stomachs, we lounged in the living room with the mess of our dinner around us. Jessica and Liam cuddled up together on the floor in front of where Misael, Bishop, Kace, and I piled together on the couch, a warm bundle of mildly drunk contentedness.

      There were no servants. No fancy food or drinks. We didn’t even have presents.

      Our dinner was self-served on paper plates, and instead of a hired orchestra, we listened to radio music and watched old Christmas cartoons.

      But as far as I was concerned?

      This was the best damn Christmas I’d ever had.
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      My house, over the course of winter break, became the go-to place for the Lost Boys.

      If there was one good thing to come out of my mom being gone for the holiday break, it was that the three boys could come and go as they pleased, without needing to worry about what Mom would say. I even gave Bish a spare key so they could come in late at night after jobs without having to crawl in through the window.

      In my old life, I’d been used to a pristine house, with nothing left out of place and everything unsightly tucked away where no one could see it.

      But there was something… nice about a house that felt lived in. There was evidence of the three boys everywhere, signs that the four of us shared the space, practically living together by now.

      Ever since Christmas, I felt like I’d gained a bit of clarity.

      I couldn’t pretend that my family was ever going to go back to normal—especially not after learning what my mom was up to in her spare time.

      But that didn’t mean I couldn’t try to patch things up. That I shouldn’t try to patch things up. I wanted my father out of jail. No matter how fucked up the rest of this was, he didn’t deserve to be there, stuck behind bars while his wife cheated on him.

      I hadn’t given up on my quest to figure out what had put my father in jail in the first place. When I’d last visited him, he’d still insisted he had been set up, and I was sure if I could find out who was behind it, I could prove his innocence.

      Nathaniel wasn’t the person who’d framed my dad. I was sure of it. If the Lost Boys had been responsible for planting evidence for the Feds to find when they investigated my dad, I was sure they would’ve told me about it by now. Maybe not at first, when they’d hated me, but things had changed so much since then.

      Still, I was convinced that whoever had gone after my dad was someone who existed in the same world as Nathaniel. And that meant Nathaniel was my best lead.

      I couldn’t go to the man himself. It would be way too risky. Not because I thought he would attack me like Flint had, but because I knew he wouldn’t hesitate to take me out if I presented any threat to his organization.

      It would be almost as risky to try asking Josephine, although I considered calling her and trying to subtly shift the conversation to my father and his arrest. Ultimately, I decided against it though. She had seemed open and kind, but she obviously loved her husband. She would do whatever she had to in order to protect him, just like I would for the Lost Boys. I admired that, but it meant I could never completely trust her.

      The one thing I could do, however, was snoop.

      A week before school was scheduled to start back up, the Lost Boys left in the early afternoon to meet up with Nathaniel. I kissed them all goodbye, and as soon as the front door closed, I glanced quickly around the living room.

      They’d been spending so much time here that most of their personal effects had ended up here too. Misael’s backpack leaned against the couch, and I started there, digging through it carefully to see if I could find anything useful.

      Guilt rose up in my chest—how could I say I was falling in love with these boys and sneak around behind their backs, rifle through their things? How could I violate their trust like this?

      But I couldn’t just let Dad languish in prison without trying to help. And I knew the Lost Boys wouldn’t stand for even the mention of me wanting to poke my nose into this any further. Bishop had made it perfectly clear how he felt, and I couldn’t blame him for hating my father.

      So I would keep my search from them for a little while longer.

      There was a note stuffed into one of Misael’s textbooks with an address, a name, and a small “N” written in the corner. Probably the details of some job they’d had for Nathaniel.

      Grabbing the notes, I hopped up and darted into the bedroom, reaching under my mattress for the small notebook I kept hidden there. With the boys almost always in close proximity to me, I picked up bits and pieces about what they were doing. Names that sounded familiar, I jotted down. If something sounded like it could be a lead, I jotted that down too.

      I flipped the little book open to a blank page and copied down the information, then returned to the living room to put the note back where I’d found it.

      As I began to stuff the books back into the backpack, a noise outside the house caught my attention. A car engine cutting off.

      Footsteps.

      Fuck.

      My heart lurched in my chest, and I leapt to my feet, adrenaline pouring through me so fast that it made me feel lightheaded.

      It wasn’t my mom. It couldn’t be. She wouldn’t be home for another week.

      With shaking hands, I pushed the backpack up against the side of the couch where I’d found it, darting into the kitchen just as the door opened.

      “Hey, Coralee,” Bish called. “Forgot something.”

      Jesus. That was fucking close.

      I wasn’t dumb enough not to know what a violation of trust it was that I’d been going through their things while they were gone—and I had almost just gotten caught. Panic and guilt raged through me as I gripped the edge of the counter so hard my knuckles went white.

      “Yeah?” I called out, trying to keep my voice even.

      He poked his head into the kitchen. “Yeah. Had to circle back and pick up a payment that I need to deliver for Nathaniel. I left it in my jeans.” He grinned. “Y’know, the ones you were so eager to yank off me last night.”

      I flushed and rolled my eyes, and Bishop’s grin grew sinful before he continued.

      “Misael had something to take care of with his foster family, so we’re just gonna head out in about an hour.” He glanced around the kitchen. “Want lunch?”

      “Yeah.” I unclamped my hand from the counter, turning to face him fully. “That sounds good. I think there are sandwich-makings in the fridge.”

      “Works for me.” He rapped his knuckles once against the doorframe. “Let me just grab this envelope so I don’t forget it again, then I’ll come help you.”

      “Okay.”

      He turned to head toward my bedroom, and I moved toward the fridge, trying to get my heart to settle down as my thoughts turned to what kind of ingredients we had on hand.

      But before my hand settled on the refrigerator door, realization struck me like a bolt of lightning.

      My notebook. It was still sitting out on my bed.

      Shit!

      I wheeled, about to dash toward my room, even though I knew there was no way I could beat Bishop there, when a single word stopped me.

      “Cora?”

      His voice was sharp. Harsh. A tone I hadn’t heard in months.

      I froze like a deer in front of an oncoming truck, lips going suddenly dry. A second later, Bishop walked slowly back into the room, holding my notebook in his hands.

      I was sure I paled at the sight; I could feel the blood drain from my face. My body went cold as I watched him flip through the pages, heavily inked in my research and machinations about what I was going to do to help my father.

      A muscle in his jaw ticked, and his mouth set in a sharp frown as he read over it.

      I was silent. I didn’t know what to say, or how to justify my actions. The little black notebook Bishop was holding in his hands represented a betrayal on so many levels.

      “What is this?” he asked after a moment, his voice thick. “Cora… what the hell is this?”

      Somehow, I forced words past my rapidly closing throat. “It’s just… it’s just some thoughts—”

      “Cora, these are names you shouldn’t know!” he exploded. “Shit you shouldn’t have any idea about! These are full-blown plans to poke around Nathaniel Ward and his wife about your father!”

      His voice cracked like a whip, anger in every word, and each one seemed to hit me right in the chest.

      It was the first time Bishop had ever yelled at me. Even when he’d hated me, even when he had despised me for my father’s actions, he had spoken to me in smooth, controlled tones. The sound of his fury fixed me in place, silent and unmoving.

      But Bishop wasn’t frozen like I was. He stalked forward, his voice rising, his hazel eyes flashing.

      “Don’t you fuckin’ get it? This shit is bigger than Flint—and, hell, after everything that happened with Flint, why are you still poking your nose where it doesn’t belong? Why are you still insisting on trying to help your father? You were almost raped and fuckin’ killed—”

      “You think I don’t know that?!” I couldn’t let him keep going on. Couldn’t let him keep telling me what I already knew. “You think I don’t consider every day what might have happened to me? About what Flint would have done to me? Do you really think I’m that stupid, Bishop?”

      He scoffed, tossing the book away from him.

      “I’m beginning to question your intelligence and your sanity, given how little you seem to care about your own safety, Princess.”

      The word had the same harsh quality it’d had when he and the others had first started calling me by that nickname—back before it was an endearment of any kind.

      Anger rose up, mixing with my guilt and fear in a hurricane of emotions that threatened to drown me.

      “You have no right to tell me what to do about this,” I gritted out. “No right at all! Not when you’re running around breaking and entering and stealing and doing who knows what else in your spare time. You don’t get to lecture me about my family, Bish. Especially not about this.”

      He shook his head, the movement dangerous and slow, like a bull about to charge.

      “Cora, this isn’t a game. You seem to keep treatin’ it like it is, like if you keep pokin’ and proddin’, eventually everything is just going to fall in line for you. But that’s not how the real world fucking works. It’s not, never has, never will, and there’s nothing you can do to change that. I don’t know what the fuck I need to do to make you see that—”

      “You can’t make me do shit, Bishop Madigan!” I snapped, my emotions overriding common sense.

      He had every right to be mad at me—and he was mad, I could see it in every tense line of his body—but at this moment, I was mad too. I was angry at the whole damn world, furious at Flint for betraying my misplaced trust, pissed at whoever had put my father behind bars and set this whole fucked-up chain of events in motion.

      I was sick of feeling helpless and powerless, of going through life constantly waiting for the other shoe to drop.

      I couldn’t keep the boys safe.

      I couldn’t keep my father safe.

      I couldn’t even keep myself safe, and I hated that feeling more than anything.

      Bishop’s expression hardened, his body going too still. “You don’t think so, Princess? You don’t think I can stop you if I want to?”

      The look in his eyes ignited an instinctual impulse in me, a prey animal’s urge to run when a predator gets too close. But I fought down the urge to bolt, keeping my back straight and glaring up at him.

      “I don’t think you will.”

      With that, I moved to shove past him, but quick as a snake, his hand whipped out and wrapped around my upper arm. He pulled me back against him, the warm strength of his body overwhelming mine as my back pressed against his chest. “You’re wrong as hell about that,” he muttered, his voice dark. “Did you forget our agreement? You’re ours. That means this isn’t your fuckin’ decision to make.”

      “I never agreed to that!” I yanked my arms out of his grip, and the second he released me, I whirled on him, shoving at his chest with both hands. “I never agreed to let you run my whole fucking life!”

      “No, you just agreed to fuck the three of us and let us save your life when you threw yourself headfirst into danger,” he growled, catching me by the wrists.

      My heart stuttered in my chest, the crassness of his harsh words slicing through me like a blade. It made me think of my mother’s accusations, her insistence that my relationship with the Lost Boys was the same as her fucked up affair with Mark Jemison.

      I struggled against Bish’s hold, glaring up into his hazel eyes as I panted for breath.

      “Well, if your current acquisition is such a pain in your ass, why don’t you just find someone else to control and stop worrying about what I do?”

      “Because I don’t want anyone else!”

      The words exploded out of him, and he wrestled my arms behind my back, holding them there as he pinned me against the counter.

      We were chest to chest, both breathing hard, as the air around us seemed to pulse with electric energy.

      “How the fuck long is it gonna take you to figure that out, huh, Princess? There is no one else I want. No one but you.” Anger still colored his words, but something else infused his tone too, something that made goose bumps rise along my skin. His eyes burned like twin flames as he stared down at me, unblinking. “I. Need. You. And I need you to fuckin’ stay alive.”

      I stared back at him, rendered speechless by the look on his face. He looked… pained. Desperate.

      And terrified.

      “Fuck,” I whispered. I blinked, and in that split second, the entire encounter with Flint flashed before my eyes.

      Only this time, I saw it from the Lost Boys’ perspective.

      I saw the horrifying scene they had come upon in the alley. I saw the unerring way Kace had raised the gun and fired. I saw all three of them lay their lives on the line for me.

      Because they cared about me.

      Because they needed me.

      “Fuck.”

      My voice broke on the word, and I pulled against Bishop’s grip, reaching up to cup his face in both hands the moment he released me.

      “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Bishop. I’m so fucking sorry.”

      I had known. I had always known, in a way.

      But even as I had processed Flint’s death, even as I’d worried obsessively about the boys getting caught for something they had done to protect me, I had never let myself fully absorb the weight of what they’d done. I had never acknowledged what it meant for them.

      For us.

      Bishop froze, blinking back the emotions I could still see churning in his eyes.

      “I can’t lose you, Cora,” he murmured. He shook his head, his jaw clenching. “We can’t lose you.”

      Then he palmed the back of my head and dragged me toward him, kissing me so hard my lips banged against my teeth.

      I tasted the coppery tang of blood, but I hardly even noticed it. My tongue slid out to clash with his as I pressed up onto my tiptoes, grabbing onto his shoulders for balance.

      Our kiss was fire—fierce and painful and purifying.

      His large hands groped me everywhere as I moved against him, our bodies pushing and pulling, grinding against each other. We kissed until the world seemed to disappear around me, until my lips were bruised and numb, until I thought I might die from lack of oxygen.

      When Bishop finally wrenched his mouth away from mine, he spun me quickly to face the counter, his arms coming around me so he could tear open my jeans and shove them down my thighs. Cool air met bare skin, and I sucked in a jerky breath as I heard the rustling of fabric and the metallic hiss of a zipper behind me.

      A second later, his cock found my entrance. He let out a low noise as his shaft began to sink into my wet heat, and that was all the preamble I got before he thrust in hard, filling me completely.

      I arched my back, bracing my forearms on the counter as his hips met my ass. His upper body draped over mine, one hand massaging my breasts roughly, as he slid into me over and over, plunging deeper with every thrust.

      This wasn’t a sweet fuck.

      It wasn’t gentle.

      It wasn’t romantic.

      It wasn’t even about pleasure.

      But it was the closest the two of us had ever come to making love.

      Because whether either of us were ready to admit it or not, that was the emotion driving us as we fucked hard and fast against the kitchen counter in my Mom’s dingy house.

      It was what made my whole body convulse as I came hard on his cock.

      It was what made his fingers dig into the flesh of my hip, what made him turn my head to steal another bruising kiss as he came too, flooding me with his cum.

      When the aftershocks finally abated, we collapsed forward on the counter, still connected, both gasping for breath.

      Nothing about it was comfortable. The counter edge dug into my hip, my head was bent at an awkward angle with my cheek resting against the cool surface, and Bishop’s weight against me made it hard to move, almost hard to breathe.

      But still, when he rose up to pull out of me, my body cried out in protest, and a whine escaped my lips.

      He gave a low chuckle, then peeled me up off the counter, turning me back around to face him. His eyes were serious, the anger still present but faded.

      “You okay? Was that too rough?”

      I shook my head. I wasn’t sure how to explain to this boy that I didn’t know if there was such a thing. No matter how roughly or violently we came together, my body always craved more, as if it would never be fully satisfied until we found a way to smash our atoms together and somehow fuse our souls into one.

      “I’m okay,” I whispered.

      He dipped his head a little, studying me intently for a moment as if making sure I wasn’t lying or hiding anything. Then he nodded, satisfied. Scooping me up, he carried me to the bathroom, setting me down on the edge of the sink before grabbing a towel to clean me up.

      He helped me rearrange my clothes, then tugged up his own pants, adjusting himself and re-zipping his fly. Silence hung between us for a moment, filled with all the emotions that’d been released by our desperate, fast fuck.

      Finally, Bishop dipped his head, meeting my gaze with serious eyes.

      “Coralee. We need to talk.”
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      A flicker of worry moved through me at his words.

      We need to talk wasn’t usually the beginning of any kind of good conversation.

      But there was something in Bishop’s expression that eased some of my worry.

      The boy standing before me was controlling. Dominant. Stubborn. It bled into the way he fucked, and to be honest, I think at this point I liked fighting back. Maybe that’s why, after everything, the fighting and the fucking, it was easy to meet his gaze dead on, neither bowing to his will nor pushing back recklessly—just meeting him as an equal.

      “Okay,” I said calmly. “Let’s talk.”

      A grin stretched his lips for a second, there and gone so fast I almost didn’t see it. As if he liked this stronger side of me.

      Then his expression grew serious again, and he shook his head with a sigh.

      “I don’t know what I’m going to do with you, Coralee.”

      “You could always do what you just did and forget about the rest,” I suggested, arching a brow.

      He chuckled. “As nice as that sounds…” Then he trailed off, chewing on his lip as he looked down at me. “Is it really that important, figuring out shit about your father?”

      The question seemed like it would have such an obvious answer, I was almost surprised he’d asked it. I had to remind myself for the dozenth time—the man I knew was not the man Bishop thought my father to be. I also knew that none of the Lost Boys had ever had a positive father figure in their life. My dad, as obsessed with work and standoffish as he might be, had at least had moments where he’d shown me that he cared about me. Where he’d made me feel wanted and loved.

      The Lost Boys had never had that.

      Affection, or connection, or whatever that instinctual need to keep family together was—it was something that circumstance had beaten out of them at every turn.

      So I just nodded.

      “Yes. It is. It’s… important to me, Bishop. I know you don’t think much of him, but I have to try. Even if I get an answer I don’t like, even if I get no answer at all, I want to at least be able to say that I tried. Especially now that my mom is apparently gallivanting all over the place with some other man, just because Dad’s in prison and can’t take care of her anymore. You know she hasn’t visited him? Not even once. She said it was because prisons made her nervous, but I’m starting to think she just doesn’t care. She’s a fair-weather wife, and my dad deserves to have someone in his corner who will stick up for him when he needs it most.”

      Bishop took a step closer to me, resting his hands on my shoulders before sliding them down my arms, his touch leaving little trails of heat across my skin. His hazel eyes glittered as he narrowed them thoughtfully, like he was weighing options. He was considering it—which was a hell of a lot better than half an hour or so ago, when we were screaming in each other’s faces.

      Eventually, he sighed.

      “I don’t know why the hell it took me so long to recognize this, but you’re clearly a very stubborn woman.” One corner of his mouth tipped up slightly. “You’re not going to stop looking for answers, are you?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Right.”

      His grip on my shoulders tightened slightly, and I was sure he was considering all of his options, up to and including locking me in a closet or tying me to the bed to make sure I couldn’t go poking my nose into places it didn’t belong. Whatever answer he finally settled on, it made him step forward, pressing his body against mine and tugging me close, as if he were trying to shield me somehow.

      “Well then, the only way to make sure we don’t have a repeat of the shit that went down with Flint is to be a part of this instead of letting you scribble your ideas down in a notebook without anyone else knowing what’s going on,” he said. “So we’ll help you. But that comes with a stipulation.”

      My brows rose. “What is it?”

      “I need to head back out, drop off the payment I was supposed to make to Nathaniel before someone decided to be distracting, pick up Misael and Kace, and bring them here so you can explain to them what’s going on.”

      I frowned, my stomach churning at the thought of going through all of this twice more, with two boys who were just as stubborn and protective as Bishop in their own ways.

      “You’re doing that to punish me, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged, answering seriously even though I’d been partly joking.

      “I wouldn’t call it a punishment, but I think they’ll appreciate at least being told instead of finding it out down the line like I did. I don’t mind helping—actually, scratch that, I do mind helping, because I think this is dangerous and stupid as fuck—but I’m going to help because it’s dangerous. Make sense?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Makes sense.”

      He smiled a little, his body softening against mine. Then he dropped his head, bending down to kiss me in a way that was so soft and tender it made my heart race. When he pulled back a little, he tucked a lock of hair behind my ear.

      “I’ll be back in a little bit, Coralee. Remember… we’re here to help you and protect you.” His grip on my hair tightened, and he gave it a light tug, a little sting of pain to counterbalance the sweetness. His expression was serious as he added, “So stop trying to do shit without us.”
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      Waiting for Bishop to get back was almost more torture than the actual worry of how Kace and Misael would react to me telling them that I still wanted better answers about what happened with my father.

      I wished I could’ve told them all at once, pulled the band-aid off with all three of them at the same time, but I wasn’t so lucky as that.

      I was in the living room when they came in, sitting on the couch and scrolling idly through my phone. I looked up when I heard the latch of the front door twist, my gut twisting with anxiety.

      “Aye. Bish said something was up?” Misael looked confused as he sat down on the couch beside me. Kace stood in front of us, his arms crossed as if he was already bracing for bad news.

      It was evident that everyone understood there was something serious going on. I had asked if this was a punishment, but in a way, I was glad Bishop was giving me the chance to explain things to Misael and Kace on my own—that I was able to put it into my own words, try to make them see where I was coming from.

      Drawing in a breath, I looked up at them both.

      “I’ve… been thinking a lot about my father. I still think something weird happened with his arrest. He insists he was set up, and I want to find out if that’s true. I know you guys don’t like him, and I respect your reasons for that, but he’s still my father. And I know I won’t be able to stop thinking about it until I’ve done something—or at least everything that I could—in order to make things right for him.”

      Misael and Kace exchanged a look, their expressions unreadable. Then Kace turned to Bishop, his brows pinching together.

      “You’re okay with this?”

      Bish shrugged. “I don’t think it matters if I’m okay with it. I think what matters is this is what Cora wants, and I want to respect that.” He smirked a little. “Also, I think we have to accept that our Coralee is too fucking stubborn for her own good. She’d do something else on her own with or without our help.”

      Misael actually cracked a smile, winking at me.

      “Did you just figure that out, Bish? I’ve known she was stubborn since the first time she put your sorry ass back in line.”

      Bishop rolled his eyes, whipping out his fist to punch Misael lightly on the shoulder. Misael danced out of the way, chuckling. Then he looked to me, his expression growing somber. “Is this really what you want, Cora?”

      I dipped my chin, my fingers tangling together nervously. “It is.”

      “I don’t like it,” Kace said flatly, and my stomach sank as I switched my gaze to him. “It’s dangerous as hell. We’re already tryin’ to stay outta the shit for what happened to Flint. And I don’t think your old man deserves you wantin’ to save him. I don’t think he deserves you fixin’ his problems for him either.”

      As he spoke, I remembered everything he’d told me about his own father, and my heart clenched. Darting a quick glance toward Bishop, I rose from the couch and approached Kace, wrapping my arms around him. He was tall and broad-shouldered, all muscle and sinew, violence and rage—but it struck me suddenly that nothing about him frightened me anymore.

      I felt small and delicate next to him, soft and imminently breakable.

      But I knew, in the same way I knew gravity existed, that this boy would never hurt me.

      His muscles tightened, then relaxed under my touch, and I rested my head on his chest, listening to the steady thrum of his heart beating in my ear.

      “What you did for me, Kace—what you all did—it was more than anyone has a right to ask for. You killed someone to protect me, and that’s a debt I don’t think I’ll ever be able to repay.”

      “Doesn’t need repayin’, Princess,” he grunted, his strong arms coming around me as if he couldn’t stop himself. As if it was an instinctual reaction to my presence by now.

      I tilted my head a little, craning my neck to look up into his eyes. “I know. But I’ll try for the rest of my life anyway.” Then I pulled back just a little my fingertips splaying over the strong lines of his shoulders. “You told me you look out for people you love, Kace. Even when it’s dangerous. Even when it doesn’t make sense. Even when it defies logic and reason.”

      He nodded slowly, his light green gaze burning into mine.

      “Well,” I said softly, “I told you I understand. And I really do. Because that’s how I feel about this. I know it doesn’t make sense. I know it could be dangerous, and there’s no guarantee it’ll even work out. But for as flawed a person as my dad is, he’s still my dad. And I love him.”

      Something flashed across Kace’s expression at my words, and I couldn’t quite tell what it was—whether it came from a good thought or a bad one. He tightened his grip on me, palming my head and pressing my cheek to his chest again, like he was trying to both lend me strength and borrow it.

      Beneath my ear, I heard the rhythm of his heart shift, thudding harder and faster.

      “I don’t like it,” he said again. “But if this is what you want, if it’s what you need… There’s no fuckin’ way you’re doin’ it alone.”

      A breath I hadn’t realized I was holding fell from my lips.

      It was done. I had told them; they all knew.

      And I wasn’t alone in this anymore.
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      All three boys had agreed to help me, but I wasn’t quite sure what that meant.

      Honestly, I thought that they might drag their feet on things with my father. It was still winter break, and between homework and their jobs for Nathaniel, they had their own heavy workloads to get through.

      I was just glad that they all finally knew and had agreed to allow me to keep digging. Despite my bluster with Bish, I knew that if he really wanted to, he could stop me—or at least make things painfully difficult for me. The boys outnumbered me, they were bigger than me, and if they decided to physically restrain me from leaving the house, I wouldn’t be going anywhere.

      It was a massive relief that they all seemed to understand my reasons for wanting to look into my dad’s arrest, as misguided as they thought my sympathy was. If I had needed tangible proof that their feelings for me were as strong as mine were becoming for them, this was about the most solid evidence I could get.

      They were putting aside their old grudges—the anger against my father that had brought them into my orbit in the first place—to help me.

      Because it was important to me.

      Because they wanted to protect me.

      I didn’t exactly expect them to be champing at the bit to get started though, so when the boys came home a few days before school was supposed to start up again, saying they’d found a lead on my father, I was honestly surprised.

      “So, we’ve got some news about your old man, or at least a place to start getting actual information about him,” Bishop said, shrugging off the leather jacket he was wearing.

      It took me a moment to register what he’d said, and when I did, I blinked.

      “You—wait, what?”

      He cocked his head at me, amusement gleaming in his eyes. His lip quirked. “We may have a meeting with an information broker who has a lead about your father.”

      I felt several things at once—but mainly a rush of gratitude at the fact they had committed to helping me, and a thrill of excitement that their help had produced a possible lead so quickly. On my own, without the connections they had, I might’ve spent months or even years poking around in all the wrong places, turning up nothing useful.

      “When are we meeting with this information broker?” I asked, practically bouncing on my toes as I tried to contain my excitement.

      Misael laughed, pulling me into his arms. “Later tonight, because we knew you wouldn’t have the patience to wait. But we’re goin’ out to a club to meet with him. So you need to get ready, Princess Cora.”
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      Getting ready entailed a scorching hot shower, doing my makeup and hair, and picking out an appropriate outfit from the meager selection in my closet. There wasn’t a rush—not from the boys, at least. I felt like I couldn’t get ready fast enough. It felt like I was eating up time, even if I wasn’t. We had an in—a safe in, a meeting I wouldn’t have to go to on my own, and one I wouldn’t have to hide from the boys either.

      I styled my hair and did my makeup in the bathroom with a towel wrapped around me, then padded into the bedroom to get dressed. As I was rifling through my small closet, I heard the door open and close behind me, and a moment later, the scent of Misael’s spicy body wash filled my nostrils. The effect was like a drug, and when he came up behind me, I melted into his touch. His hands slid over my shoulders, and he pressed his lips against the nape of my neck.

      “You’re jittery,” he murmured, his lips still brushing my skin. “Relax. It’ll be alright. I promise.”

      I tilted my head to look at him, my eyelids drooping a little as warmth spread through my belly. “You really think so? I know you hate this.”

      “Hey.” He turned me around to face him, sliding his fingers through my hair as he cradled the back of my head. “That ain’t the point anymore. We’re all on board. We’re with you. And we don’t fuckin’ fail at shit we set our minds to. We get what we want.”

      “Yeah.” My voice softened as my hands skated up his stomach, tracing the ridges of his abs through his t-shirt. “I’ve noticed.”

      He made a hungry noise in his throat, dipping his head to kiss the breath out of me. His hands left my hair, sliding up my thighs and under the towel, slipping between my legs, roaming over my stomach, groping and massaging my breasts as he pushed the towel out of the way. When he finally tugged it loose from my body entirely, I drew in a sharp breath as cool air hit my skin.

      “I… have to… get dressed,” I managed to say in a halting voice, my body already sparking and coming alive under his touch.

      “I know,” he murmured. “I’m helpin’ you.”

      As he spoke, he pulled me closer and slid his leg between mine, letting me ride his thigh as he kissed me again. The pressure on my clit felt amazing, and I ground down harder on him, unable to stop myself.

      “How is this helping?” I asked, laughing in spite of the pleasure coursing through me.

      “I’m relaxing you,” he murmured into my ear, rolling his hips against mine as one hand slipped down to palm my bare ass.

      My head tipped back as I gave in to the sensations he was drawing out in me. But before things could go any further, he pressed a kiss to my throat and released me, stepping back and biting his bottom lip as he took in the sight of me, naked and flushed.

      He cocked an appreciative eyebrow, then slipped out the door.

      “I don’t feel relaxed!” I called after him, and his laughter drifted down the hall, making me grin in spite of myself.

      Trying to ignore the flush I could feel creeping across my chest, I grabbed a dress from the closet. It was one of only a few dresses I’d bothered to keep when we’d had to give up most of our possessions. I’d figured I wouldn’t need many, and I’d been right.

      This one was probably a little too classy and elegant for the type of club we were going to, but at least it wasn’t a floor length ballgown. It was a little black cocktail dress that fell to my mid-thigh and draped across my curves in a way that accentuated them without being obvious about it.

      When I stepped into the living room, the reception I got brought a pleased blush to my cheeks. Misael stared at me almost as hungrily as he had when I was naked, and Bishop and Kace both stopped what they were doing to run their gazes over me.

      “Fuck, Princess. I’m liking this plan more and more,” Bishop said, a small smirk tilting his lips.

      “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”

      Kace wrapped a hand around my wrist and tugged me toward him, resting a hand on my hip as we headed for the door. Heat reflected in his eyes just like in the other two boys’, but I could tell he was on edge, worried about how the night would go.

      I pressed a little closer to him as we stepped outside and gave his hand a squeeze when he opened the front passenger door for me.

      It took us twenty minutes to reach our destination, and I peered out the window as Bish pulled up out front.

      Spotlight was a club unlike any I had ever been to. The country clubs and smoking lounges that the Baltimore elite often attended, with their understated, minimalist but expensive décor, were a far cry from the neon fever dream that was Spotlight. Roaming beams of light shot into the night sky outside the building, with thumping bass seeping out onto the street every time the front door opened, patrons either filtering in or stumbling giddily out.

      I had to admit, a thrill of excitement ran through me as we approached the large building, not just because of the prospect of this meeting, but also from the atmosphere that bled out of the club and the patrons filtering in and out of it. Something about it was invigorating. Enticing.

      I stayed close to the boys as Bishop led our group into the club. We weren’t asked for IDs, and we didn’t even wait in the long, snake-like line that wound its way around the club building. I could only assume that the owners knew the guys or something. Maybe this information broker we were here to meet had arranged for us to be let in.

      I was left to speculate, since Bishop said nothing about it, and once we got inside, having a conversation without shouting became impossible.

      The music was deafening, a cacophony of throbbing beats mixed with blinking club lights. Hundreds of people on the dance floor swayed and moved to the pulse of the music, wrapped in various degrees of leather, lace, and sequined clothes that were as revealing as they were eye-catching. My gaze wandered over the dancers, male and female alike, with something like awe.

      “You can look all you want on the way out,” Bishop said, leaning down to speak into my ear, keeping his hands on me as he guided me through the club with Kace ahead of us and Misael behind. “Muse doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      It was the first time I’d heard our informant’s name, and Muse was certainly fitting for him. When Kace brought us to the back, into a red-walled room with black leather furniture, the man sitting in there looked like the room had been made with him in mind.

      Tall and lanky, he lounged on one of the couches with his legs stretched out and his arms over the back. Long, black dreadlocks with lots of gold accents woven into them spilled over his dark shoulders, and his chest was bare beneath a black leather vest. His jeans were well-fitted, like he’d been poured into them, and he wore leather boots. I couldn’t tell how old he was—maybe twenty?—but he carried himself with an almost ageless grace, as if he’d seen more in his lifetime than any man should.

      The Lost Boys strode in confidently, keeping me between them as they each reached out to shake Muse’s hand. I couldn’t tell quite what the dynamic between the four of them was, but it seemed like they were familiar with each other.

      “Long time no see, friends,” Muse said. His voice was deep, and he talked slowly, as if he had all the time in the world. “Hear you’re looking for some information. You know that’s the shit I trade in. Sit. We’ll get some drinks going, and then we can talk.”
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      The boys all settled onto the couches, and I followed suit, finding myself jittery as I sat between Kace and Misael. I wanted to dive into our questions immediately, I wanted to ask Muse about everything that I’d had on my mind for literal months. Kace kept his hand on my thigh though—a small, subtle sign to keep it cool and not try to jump into anything too quickly.

      I sucked in a breath, shooting him a quick look as I rested my hand on his. They’d allowed me to come with them instead of insisting I stay at home, and I wanted to prove I deserved to be here. I was out of my depth, but I was learning how to exist in this world of theirs.

      Drinks were brought around, and the boys spoke a little with Muse. Small talk. Chatter, really. Nothing that was nearly half as important as what I wanted to be talking about with him.

      I tapped my foot on the floor softly, channeling the antsy feeling in my gut into something besides hounding Muse about what he knew. Of course, as much as I thought I was being subtle in my agitation, Muse picked it up. His gaze flickered over to me as he took a drink from the glass in his hand. Amusement danced over his face.

      “You’re Cora, ain’t you?” he asked. “The one with the rich motherfucker for a dad.”

      I straightened up a little in my seat. “Yeah. I’m her.”

      The lanky man laughed. “Relax. No harm intended.”

      “Muse thinks he’s a fuckin’ comedian when he’s really just an ass,” Bishop said.

      “I think I can be both of those things simultaneously,” Muse answered with a smirk. He looked back to me. “But it was just an honest question. I swear. In my line of work, it’s always best to keep things nice and casual, you know. People get tense, they get stupid. I don’t like stupid.”

      It wasn’t a threat so much as him laying down the rules: don’t get too ahead of yourself, and don’t do anything dumb.

      Okay. I could do that. I sipped on the drink that had been brought for me, something light and fruity—sweet. I liked it. I could barely taste the alcohol in it, just a little kick at the back end, but I could feel it as it settled into my stomach, calming my nerves.

      I stopped tapping my foot and settled back a little on the seat, resolving to do this the right way—to play by Muse’s rules. With the tension in the air settling, the boys and Muse talked for a while longer about people and things I knew nothing about.

      I got the sense that maybe this was part of Muse’s payment, part of his bargain for accepting his help. And sure enough, as the conversation went on, I realized that the topics being discussed were definitely more than light chit-chat. They were offering him information in exchange for the info we hoped to gain from him.

      After several more minutes of talk, Bishop segued into questions of his own.

      “So rumor has it that you’ve been keeping a tight ear out on the elite lately. Heavy tabs.”

      Muse nodded. “Aye.” He smirked. “But you already know I keep eyes and ears out all over town. You’re lookin’ for specifics.”

      “Names,” Bishop said. “And possibly any motives that could be tied to Cora’s father, Mr. Van Rensselaer, and his imprisonment.”

      Muse stroked his chin lightly, contemplating.

      “You know that kind of information don’t come cheap, let alone free,” he said.

      “And you know we’re good for whatever information you got. We don’t stiff friends.”

      Muse laughed. “We’re friends? Ha! You flatter me.” He took another drink and looked to me. “Well. I know that the Lost Boys always pay their debts. We’ll call it a favor for information. I’ll phone it in when I need it.”

      I shifted, not knowing if I liked the sound of owing this man and not knowing just what that favor may or may not entail. But if it was for my father, I was willing to let the possibility be ambiguous for the time being. After all, once I got Dad out of trouble, I would have better resources to handle whatever came my way—even if it involved Muse.

      So I nodded.

      “Alright.”

      Muse chuckled and looked to Bishop.

      “So. You want names. There’s only one, really. Luke Carmine.”

      I blinked.

      Luke Carmine…

      My mind scrambled for a few seconds to process that information, to connect the dots and make sense of what he’d said.

      “That’s… that’s the guy Eli works for,” I said, turning to glance at the boys. That name was the reason Eli Parks strutted around Slateview as if he owned the place, the reason I’d had to hold Kace back from beating the shit out of him the day he’d gotten in my face after school.

      “Yeah.” Misael nodded, his brows drawing together.

      “Nathaniel doesn’t exactly play nice with him,” Bishop added, narrowing his eyes as he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. Muse nodded, seemingly unperturbed by this information.

      “Yup.” He chuckled, sitting back and spreading his legs. “All trails lead back to Luke. Rumor mills churn and churn, and regardless of whatever fallout there is, a couple of things are consistent. Luke wanted to take down the Van Rensselaers—” He cut his gaze to me. “Sorry, sweetheart.”

      I shook my head, more interested in him continuing to speak than in him sparing my feelings.

      He shrugged. “So Luke followed leads that were true and used those to plant falsehoods on the off chance that someone started digging a little too hard. He gave the Feds everything they needed to make their case.”

      My brow rose. “Leads that were true? What leads?”

      Muse scratched his chin. “Unethical business practices. Using loopholes to get around standard practices. Honestly, typical shit for the upper echelon. It was a good in for Luke though, and he used it to pull the right strings with the wrong people. Wham, bam, locked up ma’am.”

      I frowned. The fact that there was enough truth to make it seem convincing to whoever Luke had pulled strings with was concerning. The fact that it had nothing to do with Nathaniel was a mix of concerning and relieving. Concerning, because it put us at a distance from the person who was actually responsible for my father’s imprisonment. Relieving, because it negated the possibility that the boys would have to go against someone they worked for, someone who held their lives in his hands.

      One problem down, another comes up to take its place, I guess.

      Scooting forward a little, I met Muse’s gaze. “Is there anything else that you have? Anything else you know?”

      “You ask that like I didn’t just give you a shitload of valuable info to go off of,” he said, tilting his head. “A name means you know who’s responsible. A method means you understand the angle they were going for. Motive…” He huffed. “Well. What other motive could there possibly be other than puttin’ a rich fuck in his place?”

      I tensed a bit at the way he worded it but tried to keep any hint of anger off my face. “I see.”

      Muse leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

      “Here’s the thing,” he said. “I know Luke is responsible. I also know it was likely because your pops did something to piss him off. Luke isn’t so thorough unless it’s personal. Which means one of your old man’s operations, or ventures, or deals, probably fucked with something of Luke’s. Honey, that’s a lot of information to go off. You find the one that matches, you find what you need to fix the fuck up.” He looked to Bishop. “Not that I’m encouraging you to go poking around Luke’s stink. That’s a lot of shit to wade through, even for you guys.”

      “We’ll figure something out,” Bishop responded. “We always do.”

      Muse chuckled at that. “Well, that’s a damn fact, ain’t it? You always know how to get yourselves out of trouble.” His gaze flicked to me, and a grin tilted his lips. It wasn’t leering or lascivious like Flint’s had been, but I couldn’t exactly tell if it was friendly either. “Or into trouble.”

      All three of the boys tensed slightly, but Muse either didn’t notice their reaction or ignored it. He kicked his legs out in front of him again, crossing them at the ankle and interlacing his fingers behind his head.

      “Now that we got all that sorted out, go. Shoo.” He jerked his chin toward the door, grinning. “I’ll be in touch with you, sweetheart. I’m sure these three will know how to reach you, yeah?”

      I nodded as we all stood, and his grin widened.

      “Good. I look forward to our next chat. Now get the fuck outta here. Drinks are on me downstairs if you want ’em.”

      “Even though we’re underage?” I asked, my brows furrowing.

      I was sure the drinks he’d given us earlier had been alcoholic, but I hadn’t thought too much of it in this private room at the back of the club. I was surprised an actual bartender would serve us though.

      Muse chuckled. “Ah. Questions of the innocents. I love it.”

      It was the only “answer” he gave, and I let the subject drop as Bishop, Kace, and Misael herded me toward the door. Bish took my hand, leading us out of the VIP area and into the main section of the club.

      My mind swam with dozens of different thoughts as we began to work our way through the press of bodies filling the dark, neon-lit club. I was a little worried about turning down Muse’s offered hospitality, but I didn’t think I needed another drink right now. The first one I’d had was already working its way through my system, making it hard to focus.

      Without even realizing I was doing it, I began to sway to the beat of the music as we moved through the club. The heavy, blaring dance music was distracting—the good kind of distraction. The kind that eased worries and melted away tension, the kind that let you just… exist a little in the moment, which was something I hadn’t done, let alone done well, in a long time. I hummed to the music, trying to find the beat to a song that I hadn’t heard before.

      We were about halfway across the dance floor when a sudden awareness prickled over my skin. My hand was linked with Kace’s, and my eyes had drifted half closed as the music overtook me, but now I blinked, glancing up.

      All three boys had stopped in their tracks and were watching me, their expressions heated, their gazes hungry.

      I flushed a little, embarrassed to have been caught slipping into my own world, dragged into an almost trance-like state by the music. I stopped dancing, but before I could nudge Kace to start walking again, Misael’s hands found my hips, his body pressing close to mine.

      “What do ya know?” He grinned. “The Princess has some pretty damn hot moves.”

      Our bodies began to move together, called by the music, just like they had the first time he’d danced with me in the warehouse where the Lost Boys hung out. Only this time, there wasn’t an ounce of restraint in my movements, no hint of shame or fear. I let my instincts take over completely, grinding my hips against Misael’s, following his lead.

      The other two boys stepped closer, joining in as the beat throbbed around us.

      I had danced more this semester than I ever had in my life up to this point—not counting the ballet lessons I’d taken when I was little. School parties and outings to the warehouse had given me opportunities to dance with all of the boys, but those experiences didn’t hold a candle to the fever dream that was being in a club surrounded by hundreds of other people, hot, sweaty—drunk—grinding and gyrating to the same music.

      In the chaos that was a club dance floor, making heads or tails of the people around was nearly impossible, but that was part of the appeal of it all. Kace was dancing behind me, Misael in front. One switching with Bishop, someone’s hands on me, my hips, my curves. I felt their lips at the nape of my neck and couldn’t help but move my body more and more sinfully with every touch, every whisper of “beautiful,” every stray curse muttered in my ear as I rubbed against someone the right way.

      The buzz of the alcohol faded as we danced, replaced by something even more potent—a slow-burning arousal that grew with every song. I had never felt anything quite like this, and it drove me crazy. It drove the boys crazy too.

      The breaking point came when I was sandwiched between Bishop and Kace. Bishop was behind me, and I could feel him pressed to my backside. Kace was in front, and his own desire was evident as he ground against me. He leaned into my neck, biting down on the soft, tender skin before kissing the sting away.

      “I think we need to get outta here.”

      None of us needed to be told twice. We were all wired, wanting, and high-strung.

      We practically bolted from the club. The night air was cold against my heated, sweat-sheened skin, but it did little to cool down the heady arousal coursing through me, and it certainly didn’t quell anything the boys were feeling either.

      We walked to the car at a quick pace, laughing and breathless. There would be so much to sort through when we sat down later to consider everything Muse had told us. But for the moment, none of that mattered.

      There was just the bite of the wind on my skin, the heat burning in my core, and the three gorgeous, dangerous boys surrounding me.

      It felt wild.

      Amazing.

      Perfect.
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      We fell into Bishop’s car like we’d been blown in by the wind, and no one seemed to question it when I crawled into the backseat with Kace and Misael rather than taking my usual spot up front.

      Bishop caught my gaze in the rearview mirror as he started the car and gunned the engine, peeling out of the parking lot.

      Heat reflected in his hazel eyes as he watched Misael lean over to press kisses along my neck and Kace drop his head to my chest, trailing his lips and tongue over my collarbone before dipping down to trace the swell of my breasts exposed by the neckline of my dress.

      Not for the first time, it struck me how strange and wonderful it was that these boys could share me so fluidly. That Bish could watch his friends devour me with appreciation in his eyes rather than resentment or jealousy. That the three of them were so close they were almost like extensions of each other, and yet each boy was utterly his own person too.

      My head fell to one side, giving Misael more access, and I bit my lip as I gazed up at Bishop, not bothering to hide or try to contain my reactions—I wanted him to see just what the other two boys were doing to me, how they were making me feel.

      “So fucking sweet,” Misael murmured against my skin, and even as he said the words, I felt his hand trailing up my thigh, sliding under the hem of my dress to find the dampness of my panties.

      I moaned into his mouth, then yelped as Kace moved lower, clamping his teeth around my nipple and biting hard enough to make a shock of sensation zap through me like lightning.

      “Fuck. I have to taste you.”

      The desperation in Misael’s voice made me smile. I liked making him come a little unhinged, I liked seeing what need for me did to him—to all of them. I wasn’t quite sure how the fuck he’d manage it in the cramped confines of the car, but I should never have doubted the Lost Boys’ determination.

      Kace wrapped his arms around my waist, hauling me across the seat until I was cradled against him as he leaned against the back door on the driver’s side. My legs splayed across the worn vinyl, and Misael settled himself between them finding just enough room to drop his head between my legs.

      It was a tight fit for all of us, but any worry about whether he was comfortable or not fled my mind as he pulled my panties aside and ran his tongue up my slit, lapping and then flicking my clit with the tip.

      He wrapped his lips around me, kissing my folds and tasting every bit of me, and I reached behind me to hook a hand around the back of Kace’s neck, craning my neck and angling my head for a kiss. I kissed him just like Misael was kissing me.

      Desperately.

      Hungrily.

      Like I might never come up for air.

      Bishop steered the car into a turn, and we all shifted in the back seat, Misael’s tongue sinking deeper into my core. I undulated my hips, working myself against his face as I felt the hard heat of Kace’s cock press against my lower back. Need spiking inside me, I shifted my hips again, grinding against Kace before offering myself to Misael again, and both boys groaned.

      Misael sat back suddenly, licking his lips as he glanced over my shoulder at Kace. “Help me turn her.”

      Before I could even register quite what he meant by that, the two boys moved in tandem, lifting me and flipping me over so I was on all fours on the seat, facing Kace, who was still leaning against the door. I blinked at him, and he gifted me with a rare grin, running a knuckle over my cheekbone as Misael’s hands skated over my ass, reaching under my short dress to slip beneath my panties.

      Kace’s hands moved to unzip his fly, but before he tugged it down, he lifted an eyebrow at me.

      “Blue?” he murmured.

      I blinked again, completely lost for a moment.

      Then I remembered.

      Blue.

      The word he had told me to say if I wanted to stop whatever we were doing. He had given it to me before he’d told me to suck his cock in the boys’ bathroom at school.

      But I hadn’t said “blue” then. And there was no way in hell I’d say it now.

      The windows of Bishop’s car weren’t tinted, but we were driving on dark, nearly deserted roads—I wasn’t quite sure where we were, but I was pretty sure he’d decided to take the scenic route home.

      We could get caught. There was no denying that.

      But the wildness these boys unleashed in me made it impossible to care about that.

      Holding Kace’s gaze, I shook my head vigorously, and his smile widened as his hands resumed their motion, undoing his pants and pushing them down enough to give me access to his cock. I dropped my head to take him into my mouth at the same moment I heard another rustling sound behind me, and when Misael pushed my panties out of the way again, I groaned around Kace.

      With his body partially draped over mine, Misael eased himself inside me, and I shuddered at the feel of it as he bottomed out in one slow stroke.

      The car jerked slightly before straightening out, and Bishop cursed from the front seat.

      “Fucking Christ.”

      He sounded tortured, and I wondered if he was touching himself as he caught glimpses of the three of us in the back seat, as he listened to the sounds we made.

      I hoped he was.

      I hoped he was stroking himself, imaging himself buried inside me like Misael or thrusting his cock between my lips like Kace.

      Thinking of Bishop jerking himself off in the front seat sent a wave of heat through me, and I renewed my assault on Kace’s dick, licking and sucking and hollowing my cheeks as I bobbed my head up and down.

      Misael was sliding in and out of me in slow, measured strokes, probably realizing the precariousness of our position. The fingers of one hand played over my clit, teasing me, building me up, and when the car shifted beneath us with another turn, we all made helpless noises of approval and arousal.

      “Oh, shit, Cora,” Misael murmured, his voice rough. “Come for us. I wanna feel you fuckin’ come.”

      His fingers moved faster, pressing harder against my throbbing clit, although his strokes in and out of me stayed steady and even. I swirled my tongue around the head of Kace’s cock, my toes curling inside the heels I was still wearing.

      The blond boy’s fingers came up to tangle in my hair, taking control of my movement as I tried to relax my jaw, letting him take what he wanted. What he needed.

      He was like a caveman sometimes, ruled by the most basic instincts.

      But he was my caveman. And I fucking loved it.

      His cock thickened in my mouth, swelling and growing harder, and I arched my back, writhing in his hold as Misael buried himself inside me and froze, his muscles tightening as he let out a choked grunt. His fingers kept swirling over my clit as he throbbed inside me, and he kept murmuring in a low voice, telling me how gorgeous I was, begging me to come for him.

      The orgasm didn’t slam into me like a truck. Instead, it dragged me under like a slow rolling wave, and I let out a long, low moan around Kace’s cock.

      “Fuck. Fuck. There. Just like that.”

      He jerked his hips toward my face one last time, and a second later, he exploded into my mouth. Salty cum hit the back of my throat, and I drew back, trying hard to swallow it all. Some dribbled out and dripped back down his shaft, and I ran my tongue up his length to collect it.

      “Oh, Jesus fucking Christ. That was hot as hell.”

      Misael groaned weakly, and a moment later, he pulled out, collapsing onto the seat beside me. All three of us were breathing hard, and I could feel dampness coating my thighs. The car smelled of sex and desire, and I glanced toward the front again, catching sight of Bishop’s face in the rearview mirror again.

      “I’m regretting that I don’t have a goddamn self-driving car right about now,” he joked, his eyes gleaming with heat and amusement.

      “Did you come?” I asked, rubbing my thighs together as I spoke. My dirty talk was nowhere near on par with Kace’s, but something about saying the words out loud made liquid heat pool in my belly.

      Bish cocked an eyebrow at me. “I was tempted as fuck, with that little show you put on. But I don’t really feel like cleaning jizz off my dashboard.”

      A surprised laugh burst out of me before I could stop it, and Kace and Misael chuckled beside me. They were both tucking themselves away, tugging their zippers back up.

      An air of satisfaction filled the car, but I couldn’t just leave it like this.

      These were my boys.

      All three of them.

      And I wanted to take care of them.

      Scooting forward, I clambered awkwardly over the middle console into the front passenger seat. I was sure the action gave Kace and Misael full view of my ass, but neither boy uttered a word of complaint about that.

      When I finally settled into the front seat, Bish glanced over at me with a quizzical expression.

      “Get too crowded back there?”

      “No.” I kicked my shoes off and pulled my legs up onto the seat, going onto my knees as I leaned over the console. “You said you didn’t want to make a mess. So I’ll clean it up for you.”

      His expression shifted immediately as he grasped my words, his mouth falling open slightly. “Shit. Princess, I’m not gonna make you—”

      I leaned over to kiss his cheek, right at the corner of his mouth, stopping his words.

      “You can’t make me do anything, Bishop Madigan,” I whispered, my voice warm and teasing. “I want to.”

      Then I dropped my head, trailing kisses down the front of his shirt, lifting it out of the way so I could find the hard planes of his stomach with my lips as my fingers grappled with the button and fly of his pants. It was a little harder to get everything out of the way with the steering wheel a few inches from my head, but I managed it. Bish shifted his weight to help me, and I felt his fingers tangle in my hair as he took one hand off the wheel.

      “Oh, fuuuck,” he muttered as my tongue darted out to lick the tip of his dick.

      He was hard as steel, and beads of salty wetness had gathered near the small slit, evidence of just how turned on he’d gotten at the sight and sounds of us in the back seat.

      I wrapped my lips around him, coating him in saliva and swirling my tongue over the smooth, velvety skin as I worked my head up and down. Kace’s taste still lingered on my tongue, and it mixed with Bishop’s unique flavor in a way that had my clit throbbing hard again.

      I could never get enough of these boys.

      Sometimes it felt like I’d die trying.

      My whole body shuddered as I continued to suck and lick Bishop, and I squeezed my legs together, my hips rolling against air as arousal overwhelmed me again.

      “Touch yourself, Princess.” Bish’s voice was low, a quiet command. “I can see how fucking turned on you are. Do it.”

      Maybe another me in another lifetime would’ve shied away from the feelings raging through me. Maybe she would’ve felt a modicum of shame or embarrassment.

      But that wasn’t who I was anymore.

      Keeping one arm braced on the seat to keep myself steady, I moved my other hand between my thighs, delving into my panties to find the sensitive bundle of nerves there. My jaw was starting to ache, but I relaxed it as much as I could, bobbing up and down on Bish’s cock in the same tempo my fingers strummed my clit.

      Harsh breathing filtered to my ears from the back seat, and I could only imagine what kind of sight the two boys in back were being treated to. With my head buried in Bishop’s lap, I couldn’t see either of them, but I could feel the heat of their gazes on me, lighting up my skin like fireworks.

      Bish gave a choked grunt, his hips jerking up to meet me as his cock swelled. His cum hit my tongue, and it was like the first domino falling. My body locked up, my hips thrusting into my hand as another orgasm stole my breath. I swallowed down every drop of Bishop’s release, continuing to run my tongue up and down his length as my body finally relaxed.

      For a moment, I just stayed like that, gathering my wits about me again.

      I was draped over the center console, ass in the air and hand between my legs, Bish’s cock still held in my mouth. He’d hardly softened at all, and he twitched a little as I teased him with my tongue.

      When I finally released him, he used his grip on my hair to pull me in for a kiss, sliding his tongue against mine for one blissful second before he pulled away to put his gaze back on the road.

      I sat back in the passenger seat, buzzing with contentment and satisfaction. Tonight had been a good night.

      No, an incredible night.

      The boys had helped me uncover a huge lead, bringing me so much closer to figuring out how my father had been framed. I knew how much Bishop hated him, I was more grateful than I could say that they had agreed to stand by my side in this. To help me, despite every reason they had not to.

      The car was quiet as we all tried to recover our breath, and Bishop hit the button on the dash to turn on the radio. I ran a hand through my tangled blond locks, then flipped the visor down to try to check my appearance. There was no mirror on the back of it though, and when Bishop glanced over, he shot me a sinful grin.

      “If you’re wondering how you look, Coralee, the answer is ‘freshly fucked.’”

      I swatted at his arm, sinking back against the seat. “Huh. Wonder who’s fault that is?”

      “Dunno.” He reached over to rest a hand on my thigh, sliding it up my leg just enough to make my hips jerk a little. “Like you said, I can’t make you do anything.”

      Misael and Kace chuckled in the back, I grabbed Bishop’s hand, resting mine over his and interlacing our fingers. I wasn’t ready for him to stop touching me, even just a simple touch like this.

      I also wasn’t ready to go home, but after another few minutes, I started to recognize our surroundings, and a little while after that, Bish turned onto our street.

      When he pulled up in front of my house, I caught sight of Mom’s new car—the gift from Mr. Jemison—in the driveway.

      “Guess she’s back,” I muttered.

      “Yeah.” He squeezed my leg, probably noticing the conflicted emotions in my tone.

      She’d been gone for almost two weeks, and a part of me had missed her. But another part of me was almost sad she was back. It would mean an end to me and the Lost Boys playing house, to them spending nearly every night in my bed, to us cooking and eating dinner together.

      “Hey, Coralee.” Misael reached up from the back seat to run a hand down my arm. “We’ll still be around, ya know.”

      “Yeah,” Kace said. “And we’ll help you figure out what the fuck to do about Luke Carmine. If he’s really the one who was after your dad, maybe there’s a way to prove he worked with the Feds to frame him.”

      Bishop’s grip on my leg tightened briefly, and his expression was hard as he gazed out the window. But he didn’t contradict Kace’s words.

      “Thank you.” I craned my neck to look into the back seat. Then I turned toward Bishop again, leaning over to press another kiss to his cheek. “Thank you. For everything.”

      His expression softened a little, and he turned his head to gaze into my eyes. “For you, Coralee? Anything.”

      I kissed each of them goodnight, then slid out of the car and made my way inside the house. I had no idea if Mom was awake or not, but I didn’t bother trying to fix my clothes or makeup or get the smell of sex off me before I stepped inside.

      Honestly, I didn’t much care if she saw me like this.

      Bishop might’ve teasingly told me I looked freshly fucked, and I was sure he was right.

      But I also felt completely loved.
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      With Mom back home, the small house felt cramped and uncomfortable. Not because she took up that much space, but because of all the unspoken words crowding the air around us, stifling me and making it feel hard to breathe.

      She said nothing about the car that sat out front in the driveway on Monday morning, where the boys sat waiting patiently for me. I said nothing about who she’d spent the Christmas holiday with.

      The silence seemed to be our white flag.

      I wouldn’t argue with her about her affair, and she wouldn’t argue with me about the company I was keeping.

      It was an arrangement that suited me well enough, especially since I wasn’t planning on telling her about what we’d found out about Luke Carmine over the winter break. The less my mom knew at this point, the better. Things would come together when they came together.

      If they came together.

      The first day back at Slateview felt like settling into a well-worn routine. There was something almost comforting in the familiarity of it as we pulled into the parking lot, hopping out of the convertible, and headed into the school building together—the four of us in a tight group.

      To be honest, I was mostly taken off guard by the fact that an entire semester had already come and gone, and now, in the last half of the school year, I was finding myself more comfortable than I’d ever imagined I could be when I’d first arrived here.

      This place, these people, were all starting to feel like… home.

      For most of the day, I found myself in a lingering state of sentimentality. I stuck close to my boys in the hallways, and we sat with Jessica and Liam at lunch, joking around like we were old friends and I hadn’t just come into the picture mere months ago.

      But as we finished eating, I noticed a shift in Bishop’s demeanor, tension gathering in his shoulders. I glanced at him quizzically, and he shook his head, flicking his gaze toward Jessica and Liam. This was something he obviously didn’t want to talk about in front of them.

      I waited, my stomach tightening with nerves, until the two of them cleared away their trays. As soon as they headed for the door, Liam’s arm wrapped around Jessica, I turned to Bish. His face was set with hard lines.

      “What’s up?” I asked.

      “We’re going to talk to Eli after school.” He glanced at the other two, who nodded their agreement. They’d obviously consulted about this already. “He’s the closest person we’ve got to Luke, so he’s the best source for answers we’ve got. And he’s got no one else here in his corner. It’s the perfect time, perfect place. No one will say or do anything about it. I can have Misael walk you home if you don’t want to stick around—”

      “No. I want to,” I said immediately. “I want to be a part of this.”

      Bishop looked down at me, and I could tell he probably would have preferred it if I said I’d just go home. But after a brief hesitation, he nodded.

      “Okay. Meet us around back. The spot where we first met you when you came to school.”

      I remembered it. The little alley just off the side of the cafeteria. I nodded.

      “You got it.”

      The rest of the school day was a blur. Teachers were hard at work trying to get everyone amped up and ready for the semester, but I couldn’t focus on a single thing they said.

      Finally, last period came and went. I decided to leave my textbooks in my locker, since I was fairly certain that school supplies wouldn’t be needed for whatever was about to go down between the boys and Eli.

      I hung out in one of the bathrooms for a few minutes before heading out to where Bishop told me to meet him and the boys, waiting for the hallways to clear out. By then, most of the students had left school grounds. There were a few after-school programs, but almost no one stuck around on campus after classes got out. Besides, no one would give me shit about what I was doing even if they were around; since I’d been taken in by the Lost Boys, I could essentially do what I wanted without interference.

      By the time I showed up at the spot Bishop had mentioned, the group was already there. I didn’t know how they’d managed to get Eli to agree to meet us here, but how probably wasn’t the important part. He’d come. That was all that mattered.

      Eli leaned against the wall, looking every bit as cocky and self-assured as he ever did. Kace and Misael flanked him, with Bishop standing in front of him. When I came into view, he looked over to me and smirked.

      “Oh, hey, Coralee. You here for the party too?”

      Hearing the boys’ nickname for me on this assholes’ tongue set my teeth on edge, and my hands unconsciously curled into fists.

      “Her name is Cordelia,” Kace growled, sounding even more pissed off about Eli’s use of my nickname than I was.

      “And you’re not talking to her,” Bishop added, taking a small step toward Eli. “She’s just here to watch.”

      The new kid’s gaze flickered back over to Bishop, giving him his signature I don’t give a shit what you say face.

      “Ooh, you want me to put on a show, pretty boy? That’s kinky.”

      In a flash of movement, Bishop got up in his face. The energy in the air almost crackled, and I couldn’t help but brace myself, as if there was a storm coming.

      “You’re gonna tell us what you know about your boss and his ties to Cora’s father,” Bishop gritted out. “And if you play nice, we might play nice with you too.”

      Eli laughed. “The fuck makes you think I know shit about what Luke does in his free time? I’m just an errand boy, just like you.”

      “Bullshit,” Bishop shot back. “We do a lot more than that for Nathaniel, and I bet you do too. Ten bucks says there’s a reason you were fuckin’ sent here. Coincidence that you not only get put at the school where Nathaniel’s people run, but where Cora goes too? Just a little while after her father gets sent to jail? Nah. Fuck that. You know something.”

      Eli’s lip curled. “And what if I do know something? Why the hell would I tell you shit? You think this little pow-wow is gonna intimidate me? Nah, motherfucker. I think I’ll just keep what I know to myself. Unless you wanna pay the price for what that information costs.”

      Misael’s eyes narrowed. “What price?”

      Eli pushed off the wall, getting a little more into Bish’s space. His gaze stayed on Bishop before he nodded my way.

      “Let me bite off a piece and I’ll give you something good for it.”

      Eli was good at a few things, I was noticing.

      He was good at always pretending he had the upper hand, faking absolute confidence no matter what. And he was good at setting my boys off.

      Before the words were even fully out of his mouth, Bishop had Eli pushed back up against the wall, his hands on the blond asshole’s shoulders. I could see the tension wound tight through Bish’s muscles, and Kace and Misael both looked murderous.

      “You need to learn how to watch your mouth better,” Bishop snarled, his voice low. His jaw was set so tight I was afraid he’d crack his teeth.

      “Or what?” Eli countered. “You gonna do somethin’ about it? You gonna stop me from doing it? You think you can, tough guy?”

      Bish tightened his grip on Eli, looking like he was about to slam him through the wall. “You ever hear of a guy named Flint Gallegos?”

      “Hear the low life disappeared. What’s he got to do with anything?”

      My heart stopped.

      Fuck. No.

      The entire world seemed to slow down, time hanging suspended as Eli’s words floated on the air.

      I took a step forward at the same moment Kace and Misael stiffened, shooting warning looks at Bishop.

      But it was too late.

      A flicker of recognition ran through Eli’s eyes. He blinked, a slow grin spreading across his face.

      “Ho-ly fuck. So, that’s what you do, huh? You go around taking people out that lay a finger on your pretty little rich princess? What’d Flint try to do, put it on her? Did he do it?” Eli laughed, goading. His gaze flicked to me again, and he licked his lips lasciviously. “I bet he didn’t, the weak little shit. But lucky for her, I know how to close the fuckin’ deal—”

      Bishop’s fist connected with Eli’s mouth, driving him into the wall. Blood spurted, and Eli let out a muffled yell.

      He rebounded quickly though, his head snapping back even as a smear of red trailed from the corner of his lips. He shoved Bish away from him, taking a swing of his own, and his fist connected right before Kace and Misael joined in.

      For a moment, I thought the two other Lost Boys were going to haul Bishop away from Eli, to stop this before it got any worse. But I should’ve known better. The final thread of their self-control had snapped the second Eli had looked at me like that, and now it wasn’t just Bishop determined to bring the asshole down, but all three of them.

      The boys descended on him, shoving and punching at Eli. The blond-haired newcomer was a good fighter in his own right though, and despite the assault from three sides, he managed to stay on his feet. He took their hits, blocked, and delivered some of his own, making fear and adrenaline surge through me with every punch. He was outnumbered though, and this was a fight he couldn’t win, no matter how hard he fought.

      It was an unfair, messy thing, and I had a moment of horror as I watched the three boys I was falling in love with lose themselves to the monsters inside them.

      But maybe I had a bit of that same monster in me too—because I didn’t make a move to stop them.

      I wanted to.

      I knew I should.

      It’d been dangerous enough to poke around for information like this, hoping Eli would tell us something about my dad without Luke getting wind of it. But if we touched off a gang war on top of it, Nathaniel would be furious.

      Blood spattered across the cracked and dirty cement, and for every hit Eli managed to land, he took three or more.

      What the hell is wrong with you, Cora? How can you let this go on?

      The fight couldn’t have been going on for more than a minute or two, but it felt like hours. It felt like it might never end. My body felt frozen in place, my heart lodged in my throat.

      But before I could force myself into action, a voice spoke up from behind me.

      Older. Male.

      Full of a calm sort of anger that cut through the grunts and curses and cracks of fists against flesh.

      “Alright, boys. That’s e-fucking-nough.”

      My heart jumped, and I spun around, my eyes going wide.

      Mr. Tyson?
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      I blinked at the history teacher, trying to read the expression on his face. He didn’t wear the same beaten down, disinterested look that many of the teachers here wore, but I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

      Why was he still here? Would he call the cops? Would he report the boys for fighting?

      They’d never been called out by a teacher before. Not even by the principal or any of the school admins. Most of the Slateview staff ceded power to the boys, letting them rule the halls of the school because it spared the adults from having to do it. The Lost Boys kept peace, and no one tried to stop them.

      Until now.

      With his face set in a grim mask, Mr. Tyson made his way over to where the boys were still fighting, oddly undisturbed by the scene in front of him, as though he’d expected that something like this would happen. He grabbed Misael first by the back of his shirt and pushed him aside, and Misael almost took a swing at him before realizing just who it was. He arrested the movement of his fist, a confused look passing over his face.

      Mr. Tyson had to work to separate Kace, Bishop, and Eli, but eventually he did, shoving Eli off toward the wall and keeping Bishop and Kace away from him.

      I stayed rooted. I wasn’t sure what I should do even if I could move.

      What’s going on? What made Mr. Tyson intervene now?

      “Just what the hell do you think this is going to accomplish?” Mr. Tyson asked in a low voice, swiveling his gaze around to look at all of the boys. “You know what the ramifications of this kind of shit could be, don’t you?”

      “These motherfuck—” Eli started, baring bloodstained teeth as he pushed away from the wall, about to hurl himself toward the Lost Boys again.

      But Mr. Tyson shoved him back, taking a step toward him.

      “You need to think this through, kid.” The older man’s eyes flashed with anger. “What you’re doing right now isn’t sanctioned by Luke Carmine, I know that much. And you’re not important enough to him for him to back you up. If he decides he doesn’t want a war with Nathaniel Ward, he’ll throw you to the wolves so fast you’ll think you got sucked into a time warp.”

      “That’s—”

      “It is true. And if you don’t know that by now, you’re dumber than you look.” He shook his head, holding Eli’s gaze. “Now take a fucking breath and get the hell out of here.”

      Eli glared at Mr. Tyson. I knew he didn’t want to get the hell out of anywhere, particularly not because a teacher had told him to. I knew the look on his face. It was a look that demanded retribution, and I had no doubt in my mind that Eli had the means to try to enact it.

      But the older man’s words finally seemed to sink into Eli’s brain, and I could see his expression shift as he realized Mr. Tyson was right.

      Hocking a large, bloody wad of spit onto the ground, Eli turned and stormed off. A sinking feeling in my gut told me this wouldn’t be the last altercation we had with Eli, and it probably wouldn’t be the least bloody either.

      But right now, we had another problem to deal with.

      “You didn’t need to step in on this, Tyson,” Bishop said, wiping the back of his hand over his mouth, where a line of blood trailed from his lower lip. “This wasn’t your business—”

      Mr. Tyson held his hand up, his expression unchanged from when he’d been talking to Eli. If anything, now that the other boy was gone, he looked more tense.

      “You, stop fucking talking. You’re in deeper shit than you understand.”

      With those words, he reached into the back pocket of his slacks and pulled out his phone. My heart thudded hard in my chest.

      Fuck. Is he really about to call the police on them?

      No teacher at Slateview, and least of all Mr. Tyson, ever got involved in anything the Lost Boys did. They barely even got involved in general fights. There was no point.

      “Mr. Tyson—”

      I started to speak up, but he leveled a look at me and I fell silent.

      He’d thrown us all off balance, and none of the Lost Boys moved to stop him either as he dialed a number on his phone and pressed it to his ear.

      “Nathaniel? It’s me. Yeah. I think I finally have a lead on your Flint problem.” A pause. “Let’s just say it involves a couple of boys and a pretty little school girl.” Another pause. “Yeah. No problem. Be there soon.”

      He slid his phone into his pocket and looked to Bishop.

      “Nathaniel wants to see you. All of you. Now.”

      Bishop, Kace, and Misael all straightened, their bodies going tense as they stared at him in disbelief.

      “How the fuck do you know Nathaniel?” Bish asked in a low voice. “And why the fuck should we go anywhere with you?”

      “The answer to your first question is irrelevant right now,” Mr. Tyson said simply. His voice was still calm, but his expression was hard. “You’re not the only people in this school with connections to him. And as to why? Well, you answered that yourself when you decided it would be a good idea to get into a brawl with one of Luke’s guys and run your mouth off about shit you shouldn’t have done. Now Nathaniel wants to see you, and I don’t think I have to explain to you that not doing what that man says when he says it is a very bad idea.”

      His words landed hard, the truth of them hanging in the air.

      Shit. How much did he hear? When did he show up?

      From the sound of it, he’d heard them mention Flint’s name, and that possibility made my stomach turn to ice. It was dangerous enough for Bishop to have spoken it out loud at all, for him to have mentioned it in front of Eli, who could possibly use it against them.

      But I hadn’t expected anyone else at this school to know Flint’s name. To understand what the mention of him meant.

      None of us had.

      But we’d all been wrong.

      We were quiet for a long moment before Bishop spoke up again. He was still breathing heavily, and he didn’t take his eyes off our teacher as he spoke.

      “Fine. Let us just drop Cora off—”

      Mr. Tyson shook his head. “No. Nathaniel wants to see her too. She’s involved, and obviously if you didn’t want her involved in this shit, you wouldn’t have let her watch you beat the shit out of one of Luke’s boys. We go. Now.”

      The boys all tensed at Mr. Tyson’s command. He’d never spoken to them like that. Never told them what to do. The fact that he could now, and with such unflinching confidence, was almost more unnerving than the request itself.

      He held power. Power that he shouldn’t have.

      We couldn’t back out of it, and we all knew it.

      Without another word, Bishop dipped his head in a single nod. Not even bothering to go back into the school, he led us around the side of the building to where his convertible was parked in the usual spot in the parking lot.

      Mr. Tyson followed close behind us, his mere presence almost as potent as a gun to our heads. Even if Bishop had the thought to run instead of going to Nathaniel’s, Tyson wouldn’t be far behind. I wasn’t sure what lengths he would go to if he had to chase us, but I wasn’t eager to find out either.

      Besides, there was nowhere to run.

      When Bishop reached his car, I felt Mr. Tyson’s hand on my elbow. I jumped, my entire body going rigid with fear. But his touch wasn’t like Flint’s. It wasn’t even hard or violent. It was steady and calm, just like the man himself.

      “She rides with me,” he said softly.

      Kace’s shoulders seemed to swell, and for a moment, I was terrified that he’d lay Mr. Tyson out right here. But Bish put up a hand, holding him back, his hazel gaze hard on the man standing next to me.

      “Not without one of us, she doesn’t.”

      Mr. Tyson nodded, a slight smile passing over his lips as if he’d expected this too. “Fair.”

      Kace stepped forward immediately, and although he still looked like he wanted to beat Mr. Tyson into a bloody pulp, all he did was wrap his arm around me, pulling me protectively against his body.

      The teacher glanced at the two of us, his assessing gaze taking in the way Kace touched me, the look on the blond boy’s face. Then he nodded, gesturing across the lot.

      “I parked over there.” He looked back to Bishop. “I’ll follow you. You know where we’re headed. Nathaniel’s house.”

      Bish nodded, and the five of us split up, heading to our separate cars.

      The ride was quiet and tense. Kace sat in the front next to Mr. Tyson, and I sat alone in the back seat. I wished for the comfort of Kace’s solid, large body beside mine, but I knew he wanted to be closer to the older man in case any shit went down and he needed to fight him or wrestle for control of the car.

      We didn’t speak. I could barely breathe.

      In the silence, my mind wondered to what would happen once we got to Nathaniel’s.

      How much had Tyson heard? How much did he know?

      Would the boys be punished for what’d happened to Flint? If so, how bad would that punishment be?

      Guilt clawed at my stomach, a brutal beast. But I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t turn it off or drive it away. This was all my fault. I was the reason the boys had even put themselves in a position to kill that disgusting man. Without my choices, they wouldn’t be in this situation.

      The awe that I had felt when I’d first seen Nathaniel’s house was replaced by an oppressive trepidation as we pulled up the drive to the red-brick mansion. Both cars came to a stop, and we all piled out. When we got to the main entrance, Mr. Tyson rang the bell, and the same butler from last time answered the door.

      “Mr. Tyson.” The silver-haired man gave a deferential nod. “Mr. Ward is waiting for you.”

      The familiarity and respect in the butler’s voice caught my attention, and I wasn’t the only one. Before we could step inside, Bishop moved forward, putting himself between me and Mr. Tyson.

      “Who the hell are you?” he demanded.

      The man looked steadily at Bishop, unaffected. “I’ll leave that up to Nathaniel to explain if he sees fit. Just know he doesn’t want any trouble from you.”

      “Don’t see why he thinks there would be. We’re here, aren’t we?”

      Mr. Tyson shrugged and nodded forward. “Go on then. He doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

      We were led up the stairs, in the same direction that we’d gone when I first came to the mansion, toward Nathaniel Ward’s office. This time, my nerves were a thousand times higher than they had been that day, vibrating through me so hard that I could feel my limbs shaking.

      Those who were in the house today very clearly knew who we were, and that we were… in trouble. Their faces read like people who were watching a death row procession. I swallowed hard as we came upon the door that, previously, I hadn’t been allowed to walk through.

      The silver-haired man stepped forward, knocked twice, and waited.

      “Come in.”

      Nathaniel’s voice came from the other side, and the butler opened the door, stepping aside to let the five of us enter.

      Although every nerve in my body screamed at me to run, I forced my legs to carry me forward.

      Into the maw of the beast.
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      I had gotten the barest glimpse of Nathaniel’s study the first time I came to this house, but not enough to truly take it in. As we entered the room, my gaze darted around quickly.

      The room was, in a word, impressive. Large, and circular, with the walls lined in bookshelves much like the library that I had found on my last visit. But in the middle of the room was a large desk, behind which Nathaniel sat, and just behind him was a large bay window.

      Josephine stood just to his right, her hand resting on his shoulder. I couldn’t read her face, but when her eyes fell on me, she gave a small, almost sad, smile.

      My stomach twisted. Did she know what was in store for us?

      She’d been so kind to me last time I was here, but I knew better than to believe that would make a difference now. This was business. It wasn’t personal.

      And that was a terrifying thought.

      Nathaniel dismissed the butler with a wave, leaving only myself, the boys, and Mr. Tyson in the room. The door snapped closed behind us, and we stood in silence as Nathaniel eyed the boys. His sharp features were intense, and I couldn’t quite decipher his expression. He didn’t seem angry, exactly. He just seemed to be thinking. Considering.

      None of the boys spoke up, and I took that as a sign that I shouldn’t speak—yet—either.

      Finally, drawing in a breath, Nathaniel carded his fingers together and spoke.

      “I hear there’s a lot that we need to discuss, boys. I don’t think I need to ask the question, but I will anyway. What happened with Flint?”

      Bishop rolled his shoulders, lifting his chin slightly.

      “What do you mean?”

      Nathaniel frowned. “Don’t beat around the bush, Madigan. I’m not in the mood. I don’t like being yanked around, and you’re not old nor wise enough to do it well, despite what you might think. What the fuck happened?”

      A muscle in Bishop’s jaw twitched, and he opened his mouth to speak again, but I stepped forward, fear urging me on.

      “It was my fault!” I blurted, before a single word could come out of Bishop’s mouth.

      Three heads snapped to me, three horrified sets of eyes widening as the boys all tensed.

      “Cora—”

      “No.” I held out my hand, shaking my head as I met their gazes.

      My voice was surprisingly steady, and I realized that, although I was still afraid, it was nowhere near the same kind of terror I’d felt a moment ago. Because I knew what I had to do now. I knew the Lost Boys might never forgive me for it, but I couldn’t stand by and let them take the blame for this. If there was a life that would be forfeit, there was only one I could allow it to be.

      A blanket of tension fell over the room, but I didn’t let the weight of it stop me. Instead, I turned my attention back to Nathaniel. Gathering my courage and composure, I walked up to the desk, speaking plainly and calmly, just like Mr. Tyson had done.

      “No, this is my fault. Nathaniel wants to know the truth, and the truth is, it was my fault. I agreed to meet with Flint because he told me he had information about my father. I thought maybe he would have some information about who or what had led to my dad getting arrested, and I was desperate to help get my father out of trouble. But… instead of telling me anything, he led me away from where we’d agreed to meet.”

      My throat tightened on the words, but I forged ahead, keeping my voice cool and clinical as I described the terrifying events of that night.

      “He drove me to an alley, and I… I realized then what a stupid, stupid mistake I’d made. I forced my way out of the car and tried to run, but he came after me. He tried to rape me, and he intended to kill me. Which he would have, if I hadn’t… gotten ahold of his gun and shot him.”

      As I finished speaking, the air in the room seemed to grow so thick it was almost like a physical presence. The boys all stood stock still, staring at me with stark expressions. But I ignored them, keeping my gaze focused only on Nathaniel.

      I didn’t expect it, but as I spoke, Nathaniel’s gaze softened. There was an understanding that I wouldn’t have predicted in his eyes, and he gave another resigned sigh as he pulled out a cigarette and lit it.

      “Is that so?” he asked.

      “Yes.”

      “And you then managed to cover up the murder and hide the body, disposing of it well enough that neither my men nor the cops have found it yet?”

      My heart crashed against my ribs, but I swallowed and nodded again.

      “Yes.”

      Nathaniel took a drag from his cigarette, blowing out the smoke before licking his lips. Josephine was gazing at me with pitying eyes, and my stomach sank. She didn’t believe me. And neither did her husband.

      I refused to back down though. I’d made my choice, and I would die defending it.

      Taking a step forward, I drew in a shaken breath. “Please… If there’s anyone that’s responsible for this, it’s me. I made a mistake, and that was why Flint died. If I hadn’t agreed to meet with him alone, maybe I could’ve avoided this.”

      The softness was still in Nathaniel’s voice as he leaned forward slightly. “I know what you’re trying to do, Cordelia. But let’s give up the game here, shall we? If we’re going to figure a way out of this mess, I’ll need the actual truth.”

      “The truth is, we killed him. And we covered it up.”

      Bishop’s voice cut through the air, and my heart sank.

      No. No, no, no.

      Why couldn’t they just have let me take this on myself? They shouldn’t have had to kill Flint at all, and they shouldn’t have been the ones to deal with the body. It should’ve been me. It all should’ve been me.

      “It was my fault,” I insisted, raising my voice as I drew Nathaniel’s gaze away from Bishop. “Everything else I told you was true, sir. I found Flint’s phone number and called him. I set up the meeting. I stupidly let him get me alone. And I was trying to fight him off when the boys showed up and… and took care of him.”

      Nathaniel rested his cigarette in an ashtray on his desk, then scrubbed a hand over his chin. His eyes were a little harder now, more assessing, as he shifted his gaze between me and Bishop.

      “Well. That, at least, has the ring of truth to it. But there’s a difference between being a young girl trying to do what she thinks is right and three of my own men going off and killing another of mine. It’s not so easy to dismiss things like that, you see.”

      “We’ll take whatever punishment you think is necessary,” Bishop spoke up. “But I’m not going to apologize for handling Flint the way we did. He was a sick fucking bastard, and he deserved it.”

      Nathaniel’s head tilted sharply, his dark eyes flashing. “Maybe. But it’s not your job to be judge, jury, and executioner, is it, Bishop Madigan?” His gaze flicked to the other two boys. “Which one of you killed him? Unless you all pulled a trigger?”

      Bish began to speak again, but to my surprise, Josephine stepped forward, walking around the side of the desk to approach us.

      “That’s not the point. Only one of you did, but you all wanted to, didn’t you?”

      There was a moment of hesitation as all the boys looked at her, and I wondered how accustomed they were to Josephine speaking in these meetings. She obviously knew the ins and outs of her husband’s business and wasn’t kept in the dark or left on the sidelines—but I wasn’t sure how often she took an active role in it.

      “Yes,” Bish said finally.

      “Fuck yeah,” Misael echoed, his voice angry and fervent.

      Kace just nodded, looking like he wished he could kill the fucker again.

      Josephine nodded, looking at each boy in turn before shifting her focus to me.

      “You’re lucky to have three boys who care about you so much, Cordelia,” she murmured. Then she returned to Nathaniel’s side, tilting his head up by the chin so he could look at her.

      “Dear,” she murmured. “They’re young. They love her. Certainly you understand better than anyone what being young and in love will do to you.” She smiled, the expression warm but also slightly sad. “I don’t think I need to remind you how you were when you were their age. What you did for me.”

      Nathaniel was quiet, staring up at his wife. He looked miles away, as if he was remembering something that took him far away from this place, this time, to something in his past that had shifted the course of his life.

      It made me wonder: was Josephine speaking on this because at a point in time, Nathaniel had killed someone for her?

      It was a question I didn’t ask aloud. I held it on my tongue, not daring to pry when we were already in such a precarious situation and Nathaniel literally held our lives in his hands.

      After a moment, Nathaniel sighed, bringing Josephine’s hand to his lips, kissing it.

      “Teenagers are stupid,” he said, dry humor in his voice even as love reflected on his face.

      “Yes. They are.”

      Her voice was warm, and I suddenly felt like I was imposing on a moment too private to be shared. Like the two of them existed in a little bubble where no one and nothing else mattered.

      God, I know that feeling.

      Nathaniel kissed Josephine’s knuckles again, his gaze locked on hers as dozens of unspoken words passed between them. Finally, he pulled his attention away from her, turning back to face us.

      “My lovely wife makes a good point. And yet…” He looked to Bishop, his brows drawing together. “This isn’t something that can simply be ignored. It would set a bad precedent. I can, however, grant a certain leniency because of the situation surrounding Flint’s death. And to be honest, it’s been difficult narrowing down who might’ve wanted to kill him, because the list was so damn long. The man was a fuck-up who’d been becoming more and more of a problem for me.”

      Nathaniel stood, retrieving his cigarette from the ashtray before walking around to the front of his desk and leaning against it, pursing his lips.

      “Now, don’t make the mistake of assuming you did me a favor. Don’t think I’m grateful to you for this mess.”

      “Of course not.” Bish nodded, keeping his face impassive.

      Hope and worry warred in my chest. We were so close, but still so far from safety.

      “You broke the chain of command, and you broke one of the cardinal rules of my organization,” Nathaniel continued. “Which leaves me the question of what to do with you.” Shaking his head, he looked to me. “What exactly did you think you were going to dig up about your father from Flint?” he asked suddenly.

      I shifted uncomfortably. I hadn’t been expecting to be put on the spot, but I did my best to hide my nerves as I answered.

      “I believe my father was framed,” I said quietly. “Whatever… shady things he’s done with his power, I know that what he got put away for isn’t something he’s guilty of. Someone set him up.”

      Nathaniel hummed again. “Does the name Luke Carmine mean anything to you?” he asked.

      I bit my lip, nodding. “It’s the closest lead I’ve gotten since trying to find out what happened with my father. Besides the name Abraham Shaw.”

      The dark-haired man considered my answer carefully, and I was sure I saw a flicker of recognition in his eyes at Abraham’s name. “Well, if there’s anyone that would know—or have a hand in that—it would be Luke. How about we cut a deal? Since it was one of my men that caused this… this trouble, I’ll pick up the trail you were attempting to follow when you agreed to meet with Flint. I’ll find out if and how Luke sabotaged your father, and if he was working with Abraham Shaw to do it. In return, your family will owe me a favor, and the boys will have a second chance. That’s the only condition I’m willing to agree to or give.”

      “What kind of favor?” It was Bishop who spoke up, but I was way ahead of him.

      “I accept.”

      “Cora—”

      I shook my head. “I accept,” I repeated. “You have a deal, Nathaniel. I’ll make sure my dad knows who was responsible for trying to get him out of prison, and that he understands he owes you.”

      Nathaniel nodded and sat back down. “Good. Then, the four of you are free to go. However, you three? Don’t make this a repeat offense. There’s only so much good grace I can offer before it’s seen as weakness, and I won’t have you making choices like the one you did with Flint again. Am I understood?”

      They all looked a little shocked as it slowly sank in that none of us would be leaving this room in a body bag, but each one of them nodded. It struck me for the first time how close they—possibly even we—had come to dying today.

      “No problem, Boss,” Misael said. “We’ll be on our best behavior.”

      Nathaniel actually smirked, although it didn’t do much to make him appear less intimidating.

      “Don’t go promising that. We all know how you are in particular, Misael. Just doing what I say and not stepping on toes will suffice.”

      “Speaking of stepping on toes…”

      Mr. Tyson’s voice almost made me jump, and he stepped forward from where he’d been standing near the door. I’d forgotten he was here. That he was the entire reason we were here.

      Nathaniel’s gaze shifted to him, and his brows drew together. “What the fuck else?”

      Annoyance hung heavy in his voice, and I had a sudden urge to punch Mr. Tyson in the face—or at the very least, slap my hand over his mouth to stop him from talking. We’d just barely scraped by with our lives after Nathaniel found out about the cause of Flint’s death, and I already owed both Muse and Mr. Ward favors to be collected at some unspecified time in the future. I wasn’t sure I had any bargaining chips left to diffuse Nathaniel’s anger at the fight the guys had gotten into with Eli.

      “I told you Eli Parks is a new student at Slateview, and that he’s been throwing his weight around, bragging about being employed by Luke Carmine, yes?” Mr. Tyson asked, coming up to stand beside us in front of Nathaniel’s desk.

      “Yes.” The man’s brows drew together.

      “Well, these three”—he jerked his head toward the boys—“decided to try to shake him down for information about Luke, looking for info on Cora’s father. I found them all brawling outside the school.”

      “Fuck.”

      The single word settled on the room like a hammer, and Nathaniel’s eyes narrowed.

      “That was my reaction too,” Mr. Tyson said with a wry smile, and I glanced from him to Nathaniel, trying to decipher the relationship between them. There was some deference in our teacher’s voice as he spoke, but a familiarity and ease too. These men knew each other well.

      “How is Eli? Alive?” Nathaniel shot a pointed look at the Lost Boys, and Kace grunted.

      “Yeah, he’s alive. He’s a little banged up, but he’ll fuckin’ live.”

      “Good.” Nathaniel turned back to Mr. Tyson. “Keep an eye on Eli. Make sure he doesn’t stir up more shit. Carmine will be pissed as fuck if we find a way to get Van Rensselaer out of prison when he clearly wants him there. And that’s fine by me. But I don’t want to start a war until we’re ready to fight.”

      “Understood.” Tyson dipped his head.

      “Thank you, brother.”

      My eyebrows almost shot up, and it took all my self-control to keep my face impassive as the word spilled from Nathaniel’s lips.

      Brother.

      Well, that explained the familiarity between them, and how a teacher at Slateview had ties to a crime lord. Their features weren’t overly similar, although now that I was looking for it, I could see how their eyes shared a certain intensity, and how their noses were both straight and narrow.

      Half-brothers, maybe? That would explain the different last names too.

      The Lost Boys were eyeing both men with surprise too. It made me a little nervous to think that they’d been going to school at Slateview all this time, with no idea that one of the teachers was connected to Nathaniel. I didn’t like that secrecy on their boss’s part, although I wasn’t entirely surprised by it.

      Nathaniel Ward might have a softer side that rose to the surface occasionally, but he was still ruthless and sharp, and he’d probably seen a benefit in keeping Mr. Tyson’s role as observer quiet until it became necessary for the boys to know.

      And in a way, his plan had paid off. If the three boys had known Mr. Tyson had any connection to Nathaniel, they definitely would’ve dragged Eli off campus for their interrogation, and I had no idea what the outcome would’ve been if our teacher hadn’t intervened.

      Nathaniel turned to the boys, his expression grim. “Did you hear that? I can forgive you stepping out of line to stand up for your girl once, but you keep doing it, and I’m going to start thinking she’s a liability. Understood?”

      They all bristled slightly, but they nodded anyway. I shivered. Nathaniel had seemed truly disgusted to hear what Flint had tried to do to me, and the impression I’d gotten of him made me think he wasn’t the type of criminal who made a habit of harming women or children.

      But I didn’t want to push him or put that to the test.

      “Good.” Nathaniel took another drag from his cigarette. “Now, all of you. Go. Before I decide this is a bad idea.”

      We didn’t have to be told twice. We all left, filing out of the study as Josephine propped her hip on Nathaniel’s desk, turning to face him. Before the door closed, I caught a glimpse of her leaning in to kiss him. His arms banded around her, hauling her into his lap, and I glanced away hurriedly. I knew what it felt like, from my experience with the Lost Boys—that unquenchable craving for another person. But I felt awkward watching them, like a voyeur peeping into the little bubble they’d created.

      Once outside the room, Mr. Tyson spoke for the first time.

      “Now that that’s settled, a couple of extra ground rules for how things are going to go at school,” he said. “Stay away from Eli. And, on the off chance that you have to interact with him, keep your involvement with anything that has to do with Nathaniel out of his ear shot. Be fucking smart. Please.”

      With that, he left, heading down the stairs before us.

      Bishop sighed, looping his arm around my waist. A droplet of drying blood still clung to the corner of his mouth where Eli had gotten in a lucky hit.

      “Well. This has been a weird fuckin’ day.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next few days at school, we stayed away from Eli. He stayed away from us too, though whether that was because he had orders from his higher-ups, or Mr. Tyson had spoken to him, or he simply didn’t want to be the next on the Lost Boys’ kill list, I was uncertain.

      Regardless of the reason, I was grateful that he steered clear. He still bore the marks of their fight in the bruises on his face, but he was focusing more of his attention on girls in our class rather than on getting under the Lost Boys’ skins. The girls, for their part, didn’t seem to think his black eye and bruised cheek made him any less attractive, and I rolled my eyes as I watched two girls fawn over him in the hall on Thursday as I headed to lunch.

      What’s more, with Nathaniel’s promise to help me, I was feeling more optimistic about my father’s situation. Real progress had been made when the Lost Boys stepped up to join my search, and I could only imagine that with the resources at Nathaniel’s fingertips, he had a better chance than any of us at uncovering the truth.

      The boys were more reserved about his offer of help.

      “He’s our boss, and he’s a good man, and he’s done a lot for us, but I’m not about to say I think he’s doing this just out of the kindness of his heart. Your old man was powerful as fuck before he got taken away. He’s exactly the kind of guy Nathaniel’s only too happy to get in his pocket,” Bishop had told me seriously as the four of us had driven away from their employer’s house on Monday after our impromptu “meeting.”

      “Yeah, and he hates Luke Carmine. So in a way, you just handed him the perfect excuse to fuck that guy over,” Misael had added. I hadn’t been able to tell from his tone whether he thought that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      Despite the shared sentiment across all three of the boys, their hesitance didn’t tamp down my hope.

      I wanted to tell my mom about the new development, more than anything. Part of me thought that maybe, if I explained things to her, she would see that there wasn’t a reason to continue running around with Mr. Jemison for security. But I knew that if I told her part of the story, I would also have to explain everything else. The arrangement with the Lost Boys, what happened with Flint, this new arrangement with Nathaniel. And at the end of the day, I knew it would cause more harm than good if I brought her into all of this as well.

      Maybe I was trying to protect her too, just like I was trying to protect my dad.

      Or maybe I just wanted to keep this part of my life separate from them. Make it only mine, something they could never touch or take away from me.

      So, I kept it to myself, knowing that once all was said and done, I would also be keeping my mom’s affair from my father. Maybe that was the burden that needed to be born in order to get my family back on the right track.

      The Lost Boys went back to work almost seamlessly—with a little heavier load than usual, which I assumed was Nathaniel’s way of giving them punishment that didn’t involve eye-for-an-eye tactics—and I hung out with Liam and Jessica whenever I couldn’t be with my three boys.

      I found myself grateful for school, since at least we all got to be together there, no matter how busy they were. Everyone at Slateview was aware of our relationship by now, and I didn’t hold back from public displays of affection, kissing them in the halls, sitting tucked against their sides at lunch. They stayed close to me too, touching me in little ways almost all the time, as if it were some kind of instinctual response to my presence.

      All four of us had been more deeply affected by the close scrape we’d had with death than we were willing to admit, but I could feel the reactions reverberating through our small group. The realization that we had almost lost each other made us hold on even tighter.

      “Seriously, they’re gonna slap an NC-17 rating on this cafeteria if you guys don’t cut that shit out,” Jessica joked one day, a week and a half after our meeting with Nathaniel.

      Kace glanced at her out of the corner of his eyes, his lips never leaving my neck. On my other side, Bishop’s hand was running up and down my leg, sliding closer to the apex of my thighs every time. I squirmed under their touch, embarrassed at how turned on I was in the middle of lunch, but unable to muster the strength of will to stop them. Misael, who was sitting on Kace’s other side, caught my gaze and grinned, obviously aware of what their touch was doing to me.

      “You’re one to talk,” I shot back, focusing on Jessica to keep my body from doing what it really wanted to—namely, crawling onto Kace’s lap and pulling the other two boys closer until I was completely surrounded by their muscular frames and enticing scents. “You and Liam are all over each other all the time.”

      A wicked gleam entered her eyes, and she glanced over to where he was depositing their lunch trays on the rack to be cleaned.

      “Yeah.” She bit her lip, her gaze sliding over him appreciatively. Then she turned back to me, arching a brow. “But you guys still win the cafeteria porn prize. I mean, fuck, I think I just came.”

      I laughed as Kace finally lifted his head, shooting Jessica an almost offended look—as if he didn’t want her anywhere near our sex life. He rested his hand on my knee, but without his lips on my skin, it was a tiny bit easier to think clearly.

      “Oh, don’t worry, Kace.” The dark-haired girl rolled her eyes, shooting him a fond look. “I get plenty of my own action with Liam, thanks. And you know I’ve never thought of you guys like that.”

      He looked somehow more offended at that, and she tilted her head back, belting out a laugh. Then she glanced back at me. “Damn. I thought tending to one fragile male ego was a challenge. How the hell do you do it with three?”

      I chuckled, poking the boys beside me. In actual fact, they had three of the healthiest egos I’d ever encountered, and it was hard to argue that their self-confidence wasn’t earned. But I couldn’t let them get off without a little teasing. It was good for them. Kept their egos in check.

      “Every day is a struggle,” I said, shaking my head dramatically as Jessica laughed louder.

      “What’s so funny?” Liam asked, returning to our table and immediately pulling Jessica into his arms.

      I shot her a sardonic look as his lips found her neck, and she grinned broadly, molding her body against his.

      “Cora and I were just comparing man maintenance tips,” she joked, and Liam slapped her ass lightly. As they turned to go, she shot a glance back over her shoulder. “Hey, party this weekend at my house. Be there or be stricken from my good graces forever.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be there.” Bishop nodded, his hand still tracking a warm path over my thigh.

      I gave Mr. Tyson my usual nod as I slipped into his class at sixth period. Things around school hadn’t changed much between us now that we knew who he was—we still barely spoke, but his careful observation of everything around him made a lot more sense now.

      Eli glanced at me and then quickly looked away. He never spoke to me anymore either, although the look on his face the few times I caught him glancing at me made me certain that he was holding a grudge against me and my boys close to his heart.

      It was a problem we’d have to deal with eventually, but right now, we were all obeying the “stand down” orders that’d come from above.

      After school, the boys dropped me off at home, and I kissed them all goodbye before grabbing my backpack and heading inside. But as I pushed open the front door, my footsteps slowed.

      Sobs were coming from the kitchen.

      Mom.

      Oh, shit.

      I rushed inside, slamming the door behind me. Automatically, I thought of what could have made her so distraught.

      Had something happened to Dad in prison? Maybe we were about to lose the house. Or maybe it was something worse.

      I dropped my school bag on the floor and raced into the kitchen, going to my mom’s side immediately, my gaze catching hers as I put a hand on her shoulder. Whatever awkwardness and tension had existed between us for the past several weeks vanished in my worry for her.

      “Mom? What’s wrong? What happened?”

      Through her tears, she tried to speak, but the words choked in her mouth. I stared at her, my heart hammering in my chest, and it took me several long moments to realize that she wasn’t crying—not fully.

      She was… smiling. Laughing through her tears.

      “Your father,” she was able to say eventually. “Your father—he’s going to be released. All the charges dropped. Everything we lost reinstated—the house, the cars, everything. We’re going home, Cora.”

      I stumbled back a step, my hand slipping from her shoulder.

      The news hit me, but I didn’t think I quite took it in fully, not all at once at least. Nathaniel hadn’t even mentioned that he’d found a lead, let alone that he had followed it, and certainly nothing close to him doing something about it. I couldn’t help but blink and look at my mom like she’d grown another head.

      The boys would’ve told me if Nathaniel had told them anything. He just… did all of this? Just like that?

      “What—what do you mean?” I asked, my voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Your father, Cordelia.” Impatience seeped into her tone as she turned to look at me, tears still shining on her cheeks. “They’re releasing him. Everything is being put right. The charges against him were dropped. He was arrested on false evidence, planted evidence. It’s all being thrown out.”

      I blinked, shocked. It was too much to take in all at once. “It is?”

      “Yes!” she blurted, her tone almost manic. “Abraham Shaw, an old business partner of your father’s, set him up. Tried to make your father take the fall for his illegal dealings. But it’s all come to light. Abraham has been arrested.”

      Her face lit up again as she spoke, as if she couldn’t contain her joy. She pushed away from the table and wrapped her arms around me—the first time she’d hugged me since before any of this had even happened. The gesture felt hollow, but I didn’t fight it, breathing in deeply before letting out a relieved, grateful sigh.

      Luke Carmine and Abraham Shaw had worked together to frame my father.

      There were so many questions I still had. Had the men been partners, or had one hired the other, recruited him to help? Why had they targeted Dad? Simply because he was an easy mark to shift blame to since he’d done business with Abraham before? Or for a darker reason? Some kind of grudge?

      But one thought rose above all those others, settling at the forefront of my mind.

      I knew it…

      Dad didn’t do those things.

      He was going to get out, and he was going to do better. Be better.

      A choked noise escaped my lips as a flood of emotions blazed through me. Though having Mom’s arms around me was a foreign feeling, I couldn’t help but return the embrace, wrapping tight around her in response.

      “I… Holy shit. I can’t believe it. When’s he coming home?”

      “What do you mean, Cordelia? We’re going home. Everything is back in our hands. Obviously we’ll need to replace certain items… track them down, but with your father out of prison and our social standing corrected—”

      “What about school?” I asked, pulling away.

      She scoffed, looking down at me like I was crazy. “What about school? This is a place for mongrels, and certainly not a place for any daughter of mine. We’ll obviously be pulling you out as soon as possible and putting you back at Highland Park Academy where you belong.”

      Back at the academy, where I belonged. Back home.

      Away from here.

      I hadn’t been naive enough to think that things wouldn’t change after my father got out of prison, but the reality of it happening so soon truly struck me for the first time. I had actually gotten attached to things here. To people here.

      The boys…

      My boys.

      I would have to tell them that Nathaniel had made good on his promise to help me, and had apparently done it so thoroughly that we were regaining everything we’d lost when my father had gone to prison. What I hadn’t truly taken into account—what I had never let myself think about for too long—was what I would lose should my father return. It made a lump form in my throat and tears well in my eyes before I could stop them.

      “Good God, Cordelia, what’s wrong with you?”

      I shook my head, scrubbing the tears from my face.

      “Nothing. I’m just… I’m just so happy,” I said, the words only halfway true. “I’m going to—tell my friends the good news.”

      I left the kitchen before my mom could stop me and question the validity of my plans. I hadn’t lied to her. I was going to contact friends—but not the ones she was probably expecting.

      My hands shook as I pulled out my phone and typed a message to Bishop.

      ME: We need to talk.
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      The boys were out on a job for Nathaniel when they got my message, but Bish texted back quickly to tell me to meet at his place at nine.

      Mom was fluttering around the house like a hummingbird, full of an energy I hadn’t seen in her even after she’d started her affair with Mr. Jemison. She placed dozens of phone calls, arranging things and making plans, and as I listened through the closed door of my bedroom, I could hear her voice start to change, regaining the imperious quality it’d had for most of my life.

      I was sure she felt like she’d just been reborn.

      So why did a little part of me feel like I was dying?

      I counted down the seconds as the evening wore on, and when nine o’clock finally rolled around, I threw on a jacket and headed out the door without bothering to tell Mom where I was going. I could see lights on at Bishop’s place, and the warm glow in the darkness of the winter night made an ache rise up in my chest.

      His foster parents were almost never home, and I was sure they were gone tonight as usual, so I didn’t even bother knocking, just turned the knob and stepped inside.

      They’d left the door unlocked for me, and all three boys looked up as I entered. Misael and Kace were already there, and I wasn’t the only one of us who seemed down; they all sat in the living room, looking subdued and contemplative. I settled between Bishop and Kace on the couch, quiet for a moment.

      Finally, when I couldn’t take the silence any longer, I sighed.

      “You know,” I said softly.

      It wasn’t a question. They had to. They looked nearly as miserable as I felt, and that was the only explanation for our collective melancholy.

      Bishop nodded.

      “Yeah. Nathaniel told us about it a couple hours ago,” he said, a strange timbre to his voice. “Wanted to make sure we had a heads-up, and also wanted us to pass along the message not to forget about the favor. Your father knows who’s responsible for getting him out of the clink. He’ll be expected to be the one to repay when the time comes.”

      I nodded, numb. Honestly, right now my mind was miles away from debts that needed to be repaid. That seemed like such a far away concern. My current concerns were more relevant and pressing. More immediate.

      More personal.

      Kace put an arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer, letting me nestle against his shoulder.

      “You don’t look so hot, Coralee,” he murmured, his voice rough. “Figured you’d be over the moon.”

      I shrugged, though we were pressed so close together that my shoulder barely shifted.

      “I’m glad my father is out of prison.” I bit my lip, forcing down the sudden tears that stung the backs of my eyes. “I’m… grateful. I’m glad Nathaniel helped. I just didn’t think it was going to happen so soon…”

      “Well, when Nathaniel says he’s gonna get somethin’ done, he gets that shit done. He’s never really been one to beat around the bush.” Kace rested his chin on top of my head, and I felt him breathe deeply. “When… are you leaving?”

      That was the part that hurt the most. Because it truly put into perspective just how little time we had left.

      “A few days,” I told him, my voice cracking. “Apparently, Nathaniel was very thorough in helping my dad get his charges dismissed. We even got all of our seized assets and property placed back in our hands. Mom’s pulling me out of school before the week is out, and then we’re… we’re going back home.”

      Even saying the word home felt fake. This place had become my home. These three boys were my family, my heart.

      And I was leaving it all behind in the blink of an eye. I couldn’t even blame anyone else for the suddenness. It had been my determination to clear my father’s name that had been responsible for this.

      “I see,” Bishop muttered, his voice thick

      “It—it doesn’t mean this is over, right?” I sat up, pushing away from Kace a little so I could turn to face the others too, swiveling my head to meet their gazes as a sudden wave of panic swept through me. “I mean, I know how this started out. There was nothing… romantic or deep about it. But something happened between us—all of us. I don’t want that to go away just because I’m leaving here. I’d never leave the three of you behind like that. You know that, don’t you?”

      The desperation in my voice was heavy, but I couldn’t help it.

      Knowing that I would have to leave regardless of my own wishes was one thing—I could defy my mom by keeping the boys in my life, but I couldn’t outright defy her by refusing to go back home. She had the resources now to make me go, and I was sure she wouldn’t hesitate to use all of them.

      But I needed assurance that my being gone wouldn’t mean this was over. Not after everything we’d been through. I was moving back to my old neighborhood, but I’d still be in Baltimore. I wasn’t going to a foreign country or anything.

      There was no reason we couldn’t stay in each other’s lives.

      If they wanted that.

      The boys were quiet for several long moments, and my heart seemed to beat slower with every second that passed. I couldn’t even put into words what these three boys had come to mean to me, and I was sure they felt the same. But still, fear closed my throat as I remembered how much they had despised me and my entire family when we’d first met.

      I would be going back to all that. Would they despise me again?

      Kace’s arms tightened around me, but it was Bishop who finally spoke, his hazel eyes glinting fiercely.

      “You really think we’re gonna let you off the hook that easy, Cora?” he said. “Of course this ain’t gonna change anything between us. You’re our Princess. You’re ours. You living it up in a fancy-ass mansion ain’t gonna change that.”

      He sounded so confident.

      I wished I felt half as much faith as he did.

      His words cracked something open in my heart though, and heat sparked low in my belly as a strange sort of determination filled me. I would do everything I could to make his words be true.

      My stubbornness had gotten my father out of jail. It could keep these three boys in my life.

      Because I wasn’t sure I could breathe without them.

      Crawling into Kace’s lap, I hooked the back of Bishop’s neck to bring his face close to mine, my other hand trailing over Misael’s leg.

      “I am yours. I belong to all three of you, and I always will. And you’re mine.”

      Lips and hands descended on me, sharp breaths and groans filling the quiet living room as we gave in to the need that pulsed between us.

      There was no sweetness or gentleness tonight.

      It was an almost violent collision.

      But it was exactly what I needed.
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      Later that night, there was a knock at my window.

      My body was pleasantly sore and exhausted, my thoughts and emotions in turmoil, so even though it was well after midnight, I wasn’t asleep yet. I’d been staring up at the ceiling, and when I heard the soft noise, my gaze cut toward the cracked and peeling window frame, my heart leaping in my chest.

      I pushed the covers off and crept toward the window, but it was already halfway open by the time I got there. Misael climbed inside, a gust of cold air following him before he pushed the window pane back down.

      Wrapping my arms around myself in the large sleep-shirt I was wearing—one Kace had left behind after the Christmas holiday—I rubbed at the goose bumps on my skin as the room chilled.

      Then Misael stepped forward, tugging me into his embrace, and I forgot all about the cold.

      He didn’t speak, didn’t explain what had brought him here.

      He didn’t have to.

      It was the same thing that made me melt into his arms, kissing him with everything I had.

      The boys and I had all been together earlier in the evening, and I could still feel the marks of them on my body, but it hadn’t been enough.

      Nothing would be enough to stop the throbbing ache in my chest, the feeling of missing each of these boys already, even though I hadn’t even gone away yet.

      His hands came up to frame my face, holding it as he kissed me over and over, dipping his tongue into my mouth, tasting my lips, sliding against my own tongue in a dance that felt like pure heaven. Our lips moved together, refusing to break apart, connecting us so deeply it felt like we were falling into each other.

      I didn’t know how long we kissed like that, and I was barely even aware of my feet moving until my legs hit the back of the bed. When they did, Misael gently lowered me onto the mattress, draping his body over mine, his hips grinding softly against mine.

      My heart felt like it was cracking open, raw need piercing me like a blade, but our movements weren’t desperate.

      It was like we were fighting fate, proving to the world that we didn’t need to rush, that we had all the time in the world.

      That circumstances weren’t about to separate us.

      His hand slipped up under my night shirt, drifting over my hips, my stomach, my breasts. When he drew back a little to pull the shirt off over my head, I lifted my arms and arched my back to help him.

      The insulation in this tiny house was terrible, and the room had been cold even before Misael had opened the window. My nipples tightened into hard buds as the cool air hit them, and Misael drew back even further, gazing down at me like he was trying to capture this image in his memory, to preserve it for all time.

      With deliberate movements, he tugged my panties down over my hips, then stood near the edge of the bed to tug his own shirt off and shove down his pants. His cock was hard, shadowy in the dim light, and the sight of him naked before me made my heart thud with both contentment and longing.

      He let me stare, let me devour him with my eyes, let me run my gaze over every inch of him.

      Then he braced one hand by my head, hovering over me as he looked and touched his fill, mapping the contours of my body with his fingertips.

      “You were always beautiful, Cora,” he whispered. “Always so fuckin’ gorgeous. But now? Like this? You’re stunning.”

      I shifted underneath him, lifting my hips to bump against his, my arms resting on the mattress above my head.

      He trailed his hand along one arm, then laced the fingers of both hands with mine, pinning mine down.

      “You’re the most damn beautiful when you let yourself be who you are. You know that, right, Princess?”

      “Who am I?” I asked, my voice soft, my chest rising and falling heavily as my core throbbed. He was grinding his hips against mine, his cock sliding through my wet folds, brushing my clit with every stroke, pushing me closer to the edge with every movement.

      “You’re fierce.”

      He drew back, and when he pressed forward again, the head of his cock found my entrance.

      “You’re loyal.”

      He began to push slowly inside, giving my body time to adjust to him.

      “You’re sexy as sin.”

      My breath caught as he moved inch by torturous inch, filling me up, impaling me.

      “You’re so damn brave.”

      When he was finally buried all the way to the hilt, he stopped, breathing hard as he looked down at me. I wrapped my legs tightly around his waist, pinning him close, and he released my hands, resting his forearms on either side of my head, covering my body with his as our lips brushed together.

      “You had the guts to survive in this world, Cora.” He kissed my cheeks, my nose, my forehead. “And then you stopped just surviving, and you found a way to thrive.” He drew out and eased back in, making both of us shudder.

      “You made me thrive,” I whispered. “You and the others.”

      “I don’t know if we did, Coralee.” He swallowed, an unreadable expression passing over his face. “I think we were just the lucky fuckers who were around to see it.”

      I wanted to tell him he was wrong, that I’d become who I was, that I’d found strength inside of myself I never knew existed, because of the three of them. But he rocked his hips forward and back again, and the words fell away in a rush of sensation.

      He let his body settle over mine, his weight perfect and reassuring as he began to thrust in long, even strokes. His lips moved down to trail over my jaw, my neck, brushing the curve of my ear.

      “No matter what happens,” he murmured roughly. “Don’t forget who you are.”

      The feel of his breath on my skin made my core clench around him as pleasure spiked inside me. But something in his voice made me cling to him harder, made me squeeze my eyes shut as I wrapped my arms around his shoulders.

      It sounded like a goodbye.

      A real one.

      I buried my face against his chest, absorbing his spicy clove scent as he fucked me, staving off my orgasm as long as I could because I never wanted this to be over.

      But I couldn’t stop myself. I couldn’t freeze time.

      When he finally came on a choked grunt, I followed him into the abyss, convulsing around him as he bathed my insides with his cum.

      A cry of naked pleasure tore from my lips, but I couldn’t disguise the sob that came with it.

      And that sounded like a goodbye too.
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      Packing up my life the second time around was vastly different from the first.

      Having to narrow down a mansion’s worth of things into a couple of suitcases had caused heartbreak when it came to leaving things behind. Packing up everything I owned in this tiny little house, however, took less than half a day—and yet the process felt so much heavier than I’d thought it would.

      Mom all but insisted that I leave my “trashy” clothes behind, saying that my father would gladly replace them. A whole new wardrobe, for a completely new leaf turned over in our lives.

      I couldn’t do that though. I wouldn’t.

      There were memories in these clothes. The parties I’d gone to, the nights I’d spent with the Lost Boys—the woman I had become, the one I’d changed into since the day I first walked through the doors of Slateview High. Somehow, I couldn’t bear to part with them, no matter how many nicer, newer, more presentable clothes my father would undoubtedly buy me when I saw him next.

      Mom was more keen on leaving things behind.

      Though we were technically supposed to clear the house out and take everything, she didn’t feel like it was her job. Everything in the kitchen was left behind, as well as some of her “homely” clothes and, of course, gifts that she had received as a part of her affair.

      We didn’t speak about that particular aspect of our time away from the high society of Baltimore, but when I noticed that she was intentionally avoiding the subject, I couldn’t help but feel bitter. She had embraced a darker side of life, and now decided that because it was inconvenient to her, she would shed it and leave it behind as though it had never happened.

      Meanwhile, I was leaving behind three pieces of my heart, and although I kept promising myself I would see the Lost Boys as often as I could, panic rose in my chest every time I thought about leaving this squat little house.

      But when the time came, and we were all packed up, there was no going back.

      Standing in the middle of my now bare room, I couldn’t help but look at the window that, just a few nights ago, Misael had crawled in through. I couldn’t help but think about that night, the way he’d held me, the way he’d made me feel—so safe and protected and cherished. I couldn’t help but remember Kace and Misael piled up on my bed with the two of us during Christmas break while my mom was gone on her winter time fling.

      The four of us had spent every moment we could together since I’d found out the news, but it never seemed like enough. We went to Bishop’s house, or to the warehouse, our hands and mouths all over each other as soon as we were behind closed doors—and sometimes even before then—but the insatiable need inside me only grew.

      My body was sore and wrung out, but even now, I craved them.

      With a sigh, I reached over to flick off the light one final time. I would carry those memories with me forever. But more importantly, I would make new ones.

      I wouldn’t let those moments be the last ones I ever had with the Lost Boys. My father, my mother, our high society world—none of those influences could do a damn thing to keep me away from them.
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      We met my father standing at the bottom steps of the home I’d grown up in. A driver had picked him up from the prison, and he must’ve arrived just a few minutes before we did.

      As Mom and I ascended the stairs, my heart beat harder in my chest. It felt nothing like how I’d thought it would—how I’d once dreamed it would. It was familiar, and there was a level of comfort in being back. But the veneer of perfection had been worn away from its facade a long time ago. I saw it for what it was.

      Empty.

      Schooling my face, I didn’t let my emotions show. I stepped up to Dad and wrapped my arms around him, genuinely happy to be able to do that without a glass barrier between us. He wasn’t in prison anymore. He was a free man, and I was grateful we were all together again, for what it was worth.

      His arms wrapped around me too. Tightly. It was a kind of grip I hadn’t expected and had never experienced from him before. Maybe he had truly believed at one point that he’d never be able to hug me again.

      “It’s good to see you, Dad,” I said softly, looking up to him.

      The months he’d spent in prison were visible in the new lines on his face and the grey hairs peeking through what had once been rich, dark hair. They would be gone by the end of the week, covered by an expert stylist no doubt, but in the moment, they aged my father.

      “You as well, Cordelia,” he said, and looked as though he was about to say something else before he shook his head slightly.

      He pulled away from me and looked to my mom. The stance between them was awkward, like they weren’t certain how they should interact with each other despite the fact it had been only months since they’d last seen each other. Then again, mom hadn’t visited him in prison, and hadn’t called him either. This was not only the first time they’d seen each other, but the first time they’d spoken.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if a part of Dad was bitter about that fact.

      Eventually, Mom stepped into my father’s arms, giving him a pat on the back before she stepped away again.

      “I’m so relieved you’re out, dear,” she said, and I could tell that those words, at least, weren’t a lie.

      “As am I.” He beamed down at me. “I missed my girls. And my house. A good night’s sleep in a prison cell is harder to come by than a red diamond.” He laughed, though it sounded forced. My father had always been extremely charismatic, but now it didn’t sound natural, and he didn’t look like he quite believed his own expressions.

      Strange, how prison could change a man.

      The staff hadn’t been reinstated in the house yet—a fact that had me in a mood. I missed Ava terribly, and couldn’t help but wonder where she’d gotten herself to in the months that I was at Slateview. I wished I’d been able to keep in touch with her. She would have found the events at Slateview thrilling, and maybe would’ve listened to me during times when I couldn’t talk to my mom about things.

      Since there was no kitchen staff on hand, Dad ordered food, had it delivered, and we ate as a family for the first time in months, sitting together in the oppressively quiet dining hall. A few times, Dad attempted to start conversations with Mom, asking about how life was for us while he was in prison. Mom’s answers were brief, crisp, and clipped. After a few questions, my father simply gave up, not bothering to ask me about my experiences.

      We finished our meal in silence, and I’d never been so grateful to escape a room as I was at that moment.

      That night, I couldn’t sleep. Everything around me felt too big, too spacious. Even my own room felt like it was too big for one person to be sleeping in. Eventually, I got out of bed and rifled through my nearly bare closet, pulling out a sleep shirt I had worn often over Christmas break, when the boys had all slept with me in a tangle of limbs on the too-small bed.

      It had been washed since then, but I swore I could still smell their distinctive scents, and I curled up in a ball, burying my nose in the soft fabric.

      Only then did I drift off to sleep.
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      Returning to school wasn’t nearly as challenging as starting school at Slateview had been.

      Dad and Mom made sure I had everything I would need, replacing all of my school uniforms and school supplies to make sure I would meet Highland Park Academy’s standards.

      They had a driver drop me off at school and pick me up, and although I wasn’t officially confined to the house the rest of the time, I was sure he wouldn’t drive me anywhere else if I asked him to.

      I walked through the halls on my first day back feeling like a stranger in my own skin. Kids I hadn’t seen in months, ones who had avoided me after my father’s arrest, smiled at me in the corridors. A few underclassmen came up to me to tell me in breathless voices that they’d always known he was innocent—but that their parents hadn’t allowed them to speak to me.

      I knew, for the most part, the claims were bullshit. I might’ve believed such a thing months ago, I knew better now. I smiled and nodded, slipping back into my role of dutiful daughter and well-behaved student, but my heart wasn’t in it at all. If friendship was so easily lost and gained, I didn’t want that kind of friendship.

      It was jarring almost, seeing people act as though nothing had happened and nothing had changed, as though my father hadn’t gone to prison after being accused of a serious crime.

      The boys still spoke to me. Daily.

      I got messages in the morning telling me they hoped I had a good day. They told me when they were on a job and when they were done. They never, ever failed to tell me goodnight.

      It was the only thing that kept my heart beating as I tried to readjust to my old life.

      But it was barely enough.

      By the end of my first week back, I felt exhausted, strung out, and emotionally drained.

      I arrived back at home on Friday afternoon to a cacophony in the house. Mom and Dad had rehired a bunch of staff—although Ava had never come back to us—and things were being moved and arranged in nearly every room.

      It was like my mom thought if she could just get the furniture back to the way it had been, everything else would fall into place too.

      Yeah. Good luck with that.

      I suppressed the thought as I made my way through the zoo of people. It was a relief, in a way, to have all these extra bodies in the house. The first few days, when it’d been just the three of us, had been almost unbearable.

      Tension hung like a fog in the air between myself, my mother, and my father. True to my word, I said nothing to my dad about Mom’s… extramarital activities while he was in jail. And my mom, true to herself, said nothing either.

      But there was a different dynamic between the two of them that either hadn’t been there before or that I’d been too blind to see before. She danced around him, never staying in the same room with him long, always finding ways to dodge his kisses, touches, hugs. They had never been overly affectionate in public; that wasn’t the sort of relationship they’d ever had.

      Her outright rejection, however, had even my busy, distracted father shooting questioning glances at her.

      Part of me wondered if he suspected that she had had a lover, but I couldn’t imagine my father not addressing something so important if he did.

      Regardless, they played their parts well around others—and that was maybe the thing that frustrated me the most. They could act loving when others were watching, but when the need for performance was gone… so was the love.

      Strangely, it made me think back to Nathaniel and Josephine. Their love had seemed effortless. I had no doubt in my mind that how they behaved in front of others was how they were with each other all the time. A man who was pretending for the sake of appearances wouldn’t have spared the Lost Boys just because his wife had appealed to him.

      Fortunately, I managed to avoid both my mother and father as I made my way up the stairs, weaving around movers carrying furniture. I’d been retreating to my room more and more, anxious to avoid the weirdness that infiltrated the entire house.

      Will things ever get back to normal?

      What the hell is normal anyway?

      As I slipped into my bedroom and closed the door, I couldn’t help but think of my own strange, unconventional love life. My heart effectively held space for three boys—men, really. It was far from what my mom and father would expect for me, but it felt right.

      It felt real.

      The longer I was away from them, away from Slateview, the more clearly I saw what I truly wanted. Before all of this, I would have thought something like that was impossible. How could one woman truly be with three men? But I had faced heavier, harder things at this point. Sorting out my love life? A piece of cake.

      I knew what I wanted. And I wasn’t going to let any amount of distance separate us. We’d find a way.

      My heart gave a little thump in my chest, and I grabbed my phone out of my bag, finally giving in to the impulse that’d been growing stronger and stronger all week.

      ME: I miss you guys. Need to see you.
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      Before going to Slateview and meeting the boys, I would have never considered sneaking out of the house. As the good, well-behaved daughter that I was groomed to be, doing something that would get me in trouble or shame my parents had seemed out of the question.

      Now, however, I had no such worries.

      So after dinner, when all the food was whisked away and Mom and Dad went upstairs for the evening, I dug through my closet for some of my old clothes I’d worn at Slateview and trekked down to the garage.

      Dad kept the keys to all the cars in a case at the head of the garage. Though all the cars in his collections hadn’t yet been returned, I only needed one. I chose the keys to the car Mom had gotten from her… special friend, which she’d told Dad was a gift from some local women who had felt bad about how she had lost the first car—to a bunch of, as she called them, “degenerate hooligans” at my old school.

      Since I was keeping my lips sealed about Mr. Jemison, letting my mom maintain her lie, I figured I’d earned the right to borrow the car.

      I rolled out of the garage and hit the street, driving through Baltimore from the mansion-laden suburbia that I’d grown up in to the rough, run-down neighborhood I’d lived in for several months.

      Tension bled from my body as I drove, the radio on and the music cranked loud, the heavy beat infusing my body. I could barely remember the first time I’d made this drive, just after Dad’s arrest. The trepidation and sorrow I’d felt then seemed like they belonged to someone else.

      Now all I felt was joy.

      I was going to see my trio of boys. Finally. I hadn’t realized just how deeply I had missed them over the past week, but now that I was about to see them again, my heart felt like it might burst from happiness.

      Bishop had told me to meet them at the warehouse, back where all this had started. The convertible was parked out in the front, and despite the cold in the air, the three boys were lounging against it, waiting for me.

      I couldn’t park and get out of the car fast enough, practically launching myself from the driver’s seat and into Bishop’s arms. I wrapped myself around him in a crushing hug, squeezing him hard before doing the same to Kace and Misael. They each got a kiss, which I took as deep as I could before going to the next one. I ended up in the middle of the three of them as three sets of arms wrapped around me, lips pressed to my cheeks, my neck, hands roaming all over me.

      “Christ, I fucking missed you, Coralee,” Misael murmured, his voice both soft and rough.

      “We all have.” Kace’s hands slid over my body, like he couldn’t quite believe I was really here.

      “Me too,” I whispered, pulling back to look at all of them. “I’ve missed you all so much too.”

      Bishop pulled me back into his hold, kissing me deeply as he threaded his fingers through my hair. I hadn’t thought a reunion would feel so intense, but I felt the spark run all the way from my lips down to the tips of my toes. It had me pressed against him, moaning into the kiss before Misael batted at Bishop.

      “Alright, alright. You aren’t the only one that missed Cora,” he said, ushering us into the warehouse. “Sharing is caring, amigo. Sharing is caring.”

      Bishop threw his head back and laughed, relinquishing me into Misael’s hold after pressing one more kiss to my lips.

      I felt giddy, almost high, and completely relaxed at the same time. It felt like no time at all had passed since I’d seen the Lost Boys.

      The inside of the warehouse was as comforting as being back in the boys’ arms, and it looked like they’d set everything up before going outside to wait for me. There were snacks, as usual, the old boom box that Misael liked to cart around for when there was a need for music, and a six-pack of beers waiting for us.

      I plopped down onto the couch, Misael and Kace bookending me while Bishop cracked open the beers and passed them around.

      “So, how’s being back in the rich bitch life treating you?” he asked wryly, giving me a little smirk as he cocked an eyebrow at me.

      I shrugged, scratching at the label on my beer.

      “Oh, you know. Fancy cars, fancy clothes. I’m practically royalty again.” I scoffed, rolling my eyes as I slouched back against the couch. “Honestly, it’s… I dunno. It’s not the same, but I think that’s for the best. Everything is clearer to me now, you know? I see people for what they are, who they are. Mom and Dad are back to playing the roles of good husband and wife to each other, despite the fact that Mom was totally cheating on Dad. People at school act like nothing even happened, like they never turned their backs on us. Honestly? I miss being here.”

      The boys all gave me a disbelieving look.

      “You miss being here?” Bishop took a swig of his beer, watching me with piercing eyes. “Are you fuckin’ for real, Princess? Woulda thought you’d be stoked to be back in the high life.”

      I laughed. “I like having my room farther away from my mom and dad’s again. I like having a car that works. I like eating something other than box meals. But I… It’s not the same as it was before my father was arrested. I can’t just pretend that nothing happened, that nothing changed. I changed. Before I met you guys, I had my whole life mapped out for me. But now that I see that life for what it is? Honestly, it’s not very appealing.”

      Bishop looked at me curiously for a long moment. Then a smile broke out over his face. He set his beer down and walked over to kneel in front of me, his large hands sliding over mine. When he looked me in the eyes, I felt held there, captivated. His smile lit up my world, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

      “You’re always surprising me, Coralee,” he said. “I thought…”

      “What?” I urged.

      Misael nudged Bishop with his foot. “This dumb lug was afraid that when you went back home and were reminded about how good shit was in the high life, you’d forget about how good it was here. With us.”

      Bishop averted his gaze, looking almost bashful for the first time since I’d met him, and my heart squeezed in my chest. I couldn’t even blame him for feeling like that. If I was in his position, the fear would be real too. Hell—I had my own fears, worrying about whether or not they would care about me or want me when I was no longer around and in their immediate presence.

      I reached out, tilting his head up to meet his gaze again.

      “That’s why I wanted to come over today,” I said softly, glancing from him to the two boys beside me. “I wanted… to talk with the three of you.”

      “Yeah, you mentioned that.” Bishop was watching me carefully, his expression serious.

      “I… I want to tell my parents about you three. How I feel about you. That I want to be with you. I want it to be an open thing, and I don’t care what anyone thinks. People at Slateview got used to it. They didn’t even bat an eye. The people from my old life can get used to it too.”

      Bishop’s hands tightened around mine, and I felt the other two boys shift closer to me, but they didn’t speak, giving me room to continue as I forged ahead.

      “I don’t want the kind of relationship my mother and father have, where one of them is lying and the other one is just blissfully unaware of it. Where they’re only in it for convenience or status. I want… I want what Nathaniel and Josephine have. It doesn’t matter to me where you’ve come from or what you’ve done. I know you care about me. That’s what matters. And I…”

      My voice trailed off, and I felt all three of the boys around me lean forward, as if they were drawn toward me by a magnetic force. As if they were as desperate to hear the words as I was to say them.

      Drawing in a deep breath, I pushed aside the last vestiges of the old Cora, the one who was too cautious for her own good, the one who did what she was told without considering what she wanted.

      Then I spoke the truth that had been sitting in my heart for weeks.

      “I love you. All of you.”

      The air seemed to go still around us, as if it was cradling the words, holding them aloft for the boys to savor them.

      The hazel of Bishop’s eyes darkened before seeming to light up with a flare of sparks. Still on his knees, he pressed himself between my legs, hooking the back of my neck and hauling me to him for a kiss that made my world spin. Misael barely waited for my lips to disconnect from Bishop’s before he was kissing me too, and when Kace turned me toward him, I felt like I was drowning in these three boys.

      They were the ocean, beautiful and dangerous, and I was the shore they broke themselves upon.

      “We love you too, Coralee,” Bish murmured roughly, claiming my lips again as the three boys pressed in around me.

      Kace’s breath tickled my ear, and I felt his words in my soul as much as I heard them.

      “We need you, Princess.”
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      I stayed as long as I could at the warehouse.

      The four of us abandoned our beers and ignored the snacks, the boys feasting on me instead, and then we all ended up on the couch in a rough pile. I draped myself over all three of the boys, relishing the feel of their bodies so close to mine, unwilling to leave them so soon after seeing them again.

      But it started to get late, and then it started to get early, and I knew that if I wanted to get home before my parents woke up and realized I wasn’t at home, I needed to get a move on.

      The boys all kissed me breathless before I left, and I promised to see them again soon.

      On the way back home, I thought about how I was going to bring up the fact that I wanted a relationship with the Lost Boys to my parents.

      It wasn’t so much a matter of when, but mostly how. I knew I wanted to do it as soon as possible, so there was no question that this was what I wanted. Getting my parents in the same room at the same time might be a hassle; they were still mostly avoiding each other. Father was pouring his time into work, into getting his business back up and running, and Mom was back to socializing with her lady friends at the country club, spending long hours there gossiping and sitting by the pool.

      When I pulled up the drive and parked in the garage, the sun was just coming up. I darted upstairs on quiet feet and stepped into the shower, hoping if Mom or Dad heard me, they’d just think I was up early on a Saturday morning.

      After throwing on a soft, expensive top and a conservative skirt from the closetful of new clothes that’d appeared in my room over the past week, I headed downstairs to find some breakfast. I could tell I would be tired later from my lack of sleep, but right now, I was too wired to even think of going to bed.

      I padded down the large, curved staircase, passing by my father’s office on the way to the dining room.

      He sat behind his desk, his laptop out and open, already deep in the middle of something even though it was early on a Saturday. He was settling back into life as a man with things to do, pieces on the chess board to push. I hesitated as I walked by, wondering if I should talk to him about the conversations we’d had while he was in prison. About his promise to do better this time around.

      I must’ve lingered for too long, because he glanced up as if he felt my gaze, smiling when he caught sight of me.

      He waved me inside, gesturing to the seat just across from him.

      “Good morning, Cordelia. Come in. Sit.”

      I did as told, crossing one leg over the other. “Morning. I was about to get breakfast.”

      “Ah, good. Beatrice has something wonderful baking by the smell of it.”

      A small smile tilted my lips. I had noticed the aroma of some kind of pastry floating down the hall. Beatrice was the new cook, and I’d loved almost everything she had made so far, although her fancy meals didn’t diminish my pride in the things I’d managed to cook with the Lost Boys.

      “Yeah. I can’t wait to see what it is.”

      He nodded. “Same. But before you go—how are you? Settling into school well? I know I’ve been busy since coming back and haven’t been able to catch up with you, but I want to know that everything’s going alright. I missed you, and I hated missing out on even a second of your life while I was in prison.”

      His words took me off guard. My father had never really been a sentimental man, and open displays of affection were rare for him.

      Maybe prison really did change him.

      Maybe his time behind bars, grappling with the belief that he might lose everything, had softened him in a good way—made it easier for him to feel empathy and love.

      My relationship with my mom had gotten worse over the past several months. But maybe this whole mess would be the thing that brought my dad and I closer together. Maybe he had some inkling that I’d been the one to recruit Nathaniel to help him get the charges dropped.

      “Well, it’s about the same as it ever was,” I said, speaking carefully. “It’s like nothing’s changed at all.”

      “Good. That’s good. I’m glad you’re settling back in.”

      He sat forward in his chair, resting his elbows on the desk and steepling his fingers.

      “You know, I had a lot of time to think while I was away,” he said. “I thought a lot about the state of our family, and what it would take to rebuild our life. I meant what I said, Cordelia. I want to take a different approach this time. Different business practices. Different investments. I can do good while still growing this empire, and I want to do that.”

      A smile spread across my face before I could stop it, hope rising in my chest. “That’s great, Dad.”

      He nodded, looking pleased. “Yes. I’m anxious to get started. Of course, the first step is to build our family back to the standing we once had. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about, Cordelia. I have plans I think will be good for you, for this family. Because I love you and your mom, and I want what’s best for all of us. You understand that, right?”

      I tilted my head, curious. “Yeah, I understand. What plans are you talking about?”

      “You’ll be graduating high school soon.” He cocked his head at me. “Your mom and I married straight out of high school. Did we ever tell you that?”

      “No.”

      I shook my head, blinking in confusion. Why is he telling me this now?

      “Well, we did. Because it was the right thing to do for our families. Because combining our family resources was what would make all of this”—he gestured around, indicating the house—“possible. It’s what I want for you, Cordelia.”

      I straightened up, shifting in the chair, gripping the arm rests tightly.

      “Actually, Dad, I wanted to talk to you about something in regards to relationships—”

      “I’ll be announcing your engagement to Barrett King at the end of the week.”

      His voice rose over mine, and my words cut off as if someone had hit the mute button.

      Silence fell between us.

      Words failed on my tongue.

      Everything that I had intended to say about my own plans for my own relationship went completely out the window as I absorbed what my father had just said to me.

      My engagement? To Barrett?

      “I—don’t understand,” was all I could say, my voice flat, ice in my stomach.

      “Your engagement to Barrett King,” he repeated. “You remember—”

      “I remember.”

      How could I not? That haughty, lecherous boy who’d turned his nose up at me the night Dad had been arrested, just moments after having attempted to flirt and charm his way into my pants.

      I remembered, very clearly.

      “I just… I don’t understand.” I swallowed thickly. “I don’t know him. I haven’t even spoken to him—”

      “It was something that was in the works before my untimely incarceration,” Dad explained, his voice carefully patient. “His father and I had been talking about nudging the two of you together for some time now. With my release from prison, we just have a reason to move it up.”

      “And the reason for that is?”

      “The family,” he said simply. “Security. I need to move us back into a position where our name continues to hold weight. We’ve integrated well after this whole incident, but there are… conditions I still need to meet. Money that needs to flow—”

      “So you’re selling me?” I burst out, realizing what all of this was really about. “That’s what you’re doing. You’re selling me—”

      “I’m securing an advantageous marriage for my daughter and my family’s security, Cordelia,” he said, his tone sharpening. “And you will do this. You’ll be married after graduation. In the summer—a beautiful, warm wedding just before it gets too hot to be enjoyable.”

      He stood, coming around the desk to stand in front of me, tilting my chin up to meet my gaze.

      “You wouldn’t do anything to put this family in jeopardy again, would you, Cordelia?”

      I swallowed around the lump in my throat.

      For weeks, months, I had obsessed over how to prove my dad’s innocence, how to free him from prison. I had risked my life, put the boys I loved in danger, and made bargains with ruthless criminals.

      All to free my father.

      And in return, he would put me in a prison of his own making.
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        Our love doesn't make sense.

        But it might be the only thing that saves us.

      

        

      
        Mad Love, the final book in the Slateview High series, is coming soon!
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        Thank you so much for continuing Cora and her boys’ story! Reviews make such a huge difference to authors—if you enjoyed Wild Girl, please take a second to leave a review!

        

        You can also try my college-age bully romance, Who Breaks First, or my paranormal academy series, Gift of the Gods.
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